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Preface to the Third Edition

Why I Wrote This Book

It has long been said that one never really gets to know a subject until one has to 
teach it. If this is true, it’s doubly true that one really learns a subject when one writes 
a book about it. This is not to say, certainly, that this book represents all there is to 
know about public policy. Rather, I have written this book to be a starting point in 
what I hope you will find to be an interesting and fruitful lifetime of thinking about 
and engaging in public policy making.

Most public policy texts tend to deemphasize theories of public policy in favor 
of more topic-centered discussions. A standard textbook in public policy contains 
one or two chapters on basic theoretical or structural aspects of policy making, and 
then devotes the remaining chapters (between half and seven-eighths of the typi-
cal book) to particular policy areas, such as “health policy” or “criminal justice 
policy” or “national security policy.” One of my goals in writing this book was to 
fill in the gap between the end of the theoretical section and the case studies that 
are staples in these textbooks. Striking the right balance between the theoretical 
and the substantive or “practical” is a challenge throughout the social sciences, and 
I hope this book helps teachers balance these two important aspects of the public 
policy curriculum. To that end, I have included many examples in the book, based 
on my research or on interesting things I’ve learned about from my colleagues, in 
the newspapers, or en route to learning about something else. Such serendipitous 
discoveries make the study of public policy fresh and fascinating, and I hope I’ve 
conveyed some of that excitement in this book.

Another motivation for this book was my interest in providing a primer in 
public policy for advanced undergraduates or graduate students in courses and 
programs that are not primarily about public policy, but in which an understanding 
of public policy is particularly useful. I taught in and codirected such a program at 
the University at Albany. The university’s Biodiversity and Conservation policy 
program, which is housed in the Biological Sciences department, is a Masters of 
Science program that includes a great deal of conservation biology and public 
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policy, including a required course in politics and policy and a course in the 
policy of biodiversity and environmental conservation. For many this course is 
initially quite daunting, as most students have a background in biology or other 
sciences but little exposure to public policy ideas. In particular, the “messiness” 
and indeterminacy of the policy process is often troubling to students with a 
science background. My goal in writing this book is to provide an overview of 
the policy process that acknowledges this messiness while showing how policy 
scholars have developed ways that we can think more systematically about this 
seemingly chaotic process.

I also hope people who are returning to policy studies or are seeking to teach 
themselves about the process will find this book useful. Returning students, and 
those who are pursuing graduate studies after some years of professional experience, 
will find that policy studies grow and change quite quickly. This book is intended 
to help students, whether they are studying in a formal educational institution or 
on their own, to become current with some important ideas in the study of policy. I 
urge all readers to think of this book as a beginning or a supplement, and certainly 
not the final word on public policy. The reference section of this book contains short 
descriptions of many of the materials cited here, and I hope you have the chance 
to read the materials that interest you and to continue your engagement with this 
material.

I’ve attempted to write this book in a somewhat more conversational style than 
most textbooks. My goal is to provide a readable text and a useful reference that 
can be used to supplement or clarify concepts learned in classes, textbooks, and 
in daily contact with the policy process, including personal experience, the news 
media, and direct participation in policy making. The book includes an extensive 
glossary of terms used in policy studies to better serve as such a reference, and the 
aforementioned annotated references serve as a guide to some of the classic works 
in the field of public policy.

What’s Ahead

This book starts with an overview of the idea of policy studies as both an aca-
demic discipline and an “applied” science. I review my thinking on what makes 
policy studies an appropriate endeavor for scientific study, even when the sub-
ject of study seems to be so irrational and even when we are the subject of the 
discipline itself!

Chapter 2 is new to this edition, and offers an overview of key social, economic, 
and demographic trends that influence and will influence policy making for some 
time to come. I include this because in both the first and second editions I described 
the nature and substance of the environment in which policy is made. One aspect 
of the environment is the various trends that are reviewed in this new chapter. Most 
students of political science and of public policy have a broad sense of the ideas 
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and trends reflected in the graphs contained in chapter 2, but I think there will be 
some surprises and interesting insights as well.

Chapter 3 focuses on the historical and structural features of American politics 
that influence public policy; this chapter contrasts with chapter 2 in that it describes 
a more stable set of external variables. This division between dynamic and changing 
environmental variables reflects Paul Sabatier’s thinking in his Advocacy Coalition 
Framework in the policy process. This discussion is particularly important, as most 
political scientists and policy scholars acknowledge the importance of the structure 
and rules under which the game, if you will, of politics is played. Students are often 
taught—or at least are allowed to conclude—that the rules and structure are neu-
tral, and that anyone who wants to play the game can get involved in politics and 
“make a difference” in their community. I argue, following the lead of key students 
of politics, that the founders of our constitutional order purposefully designed our 
system to favor commercial interests and property holders and to make it hard for 
mass publics to mobilize and seek a share of the wealth. For those interested in 
policy change, the structure is troubling, for it suggests that mass movements and 
participatory democracy are not likely to carry the day in policy debates. But, as 
highlighted throughout this book, there are circumstances under which policy can 
change, and sometimes policy changes quite rapidly. Indeed, one of the most fas-
cinating aspects of politics comes in understanding when, against the odds, policy 
change based on mass mobilization is possible. And, of course, not all change is 
welcome, and liberals and conservatives alike have engaged in attempts—often aided 
by the structure of our system—to slow down policy change. I draw no normative 
conclusion here—we can simply observe that the system is resistant to change, as 
current debates over health care reform demonstrate, to the frustration of some and 
the relief of others.

The various institutions and people that make public policy are described in chap-
ters 4 and 5. Chapter 4 describes the official or institutional actors in the process—the 
legislative, executive, and judiciary. Chapter 5 continues this discussion with the 
unofficial actors, such as interest groups and media, and then outlines the ways in 
which we think about how all the actors come together—in “iron triangles,” sub-
governments, and issue networks—to debate and negotiate policy alternatives.

Groups, power, and agenda setting are reviewed in chapter 6. This is discussed 
at some length, as agenda setting is perhaps the most important stage of the policy 
process. It is at this stage that groups exercise political power to achieve their goals, 
either by promoting change or blocking it. The use of power in politics is subtle and 
complex, particularly in our political system. Understanding of what power is, how 
it is acquired, and how it is used to prevent issues from gaining attention is a key to 
understanding why any political system does some things while not doing others, 
even in the face of obvious needs or logic that would seem to compel a “superior” 
course of action.

Chapter 7 then describes several different ways one can categorize the substance 
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of policies, and how the various actors make decisions on which policies to pursue. 
Like so much in public policy studies, these descriptions of policy types are not 
final—they are sometimes illogical and often make the process of categorizing 
policies more confusing than the value of the analytic payoff. But the policy types I 
review in chapter 7 are, I believe, primarily useful as a way of stimulating thinking 
about what governments do, and what we ask governments to do.

The type of policy in question often influences the design of policies intended 
to address policy problems. Thus, chapter 8 considers issues of policy design and 
the nature of the various policy tools or instruments that we can use to mitigate or 
solve society’s problems.

Closely related to policy design and tool choice is policy implementation and 
arguments of failure, which I discuss in chapter 9. Policy implementation is a well-
studied aspect of the policy process, which considers the oft-forgotten work that must 
come after the excitement of policy enactment has passed. Implementation—putting 
a program into effect—is often as difficult and contentious as policy design and 
enactment, and in some cases is more difficult to manage. Because of the difficulties 
inherent in policy design and implementation, many people will claim that policies 
have failed to meet their goals. In chapter 9, I examine policy failure by outlining 
the various ways in which any policy can be said to be a failure. The complexity 
of policy making, with interconnectedness of policy impacts but disjointed policy 
design, makes real or claimed failure almost inevitable based on how one defines 
failure.

Chapter 10 puts all these elements of policy making together by considering 
modern theories of the policy process. In this edition, I have focused more on the 
idea of policy science as social science in this chapter, moving some of the material 
that formerly appeared in chapter 1 to here. I think this helps ground the discussion 
of theory. By exploring theories and thinking of the policy process as a “system,” 
the inputs to and outputs from the political system are summarized and discussed 
in terms of their relationship to the political system, or what is often called “the 
black box” in systems models. The second half of the chapter discusses different 
and complementary ways of looking inside the black box; most of these models of 
policy making are at the forefront of current policy theory.

Public Policy in the Early Twenty-First Century

When this book was first written, the Clinton administration was coming to an end. 
Eight years of relatively robust economic growth was continuing, the Internet boom 
seemed, to some, an unlimited engine of growth and innovation, and Americans felt 
reasonably secure at home and abroad. The end of the Cold War gave Americans the 
luxury to once again turn inward, for the first time since the dark days just before 
World War II. This is not to say that the nation had no problems; indeed, continued 
increases in health care costs, concerns over the long-term solvency of social security, 
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and middle-class worries about college tuition, the quality of public schools, and 
the availability of good jobs continued to challenge Americans. But these domestic 
issues dominated, for the most part, foreign policy. There were certainly important 
foreign policy issues in those years, what with the new post–Cold War world, wars 
in the Balkans, the genocide in Rwanda, and the emergence of China and India as 
world economic and political powers. But, as usual, Americans were most concerned 
about the state of the economy and the future of the nation.

In many ways, times now are no different from what they were in 2000—the 
economy remains by far the most important issue on the agenda. But Americans are 
also deeply concerned about health care, the environment, education, and climate 
change—indeed, the gamut of issues that one could study as a student of public 
policy. More to the point, the issues in the United States invite the active interest 
and participation of many people, including the readers of this book. The context 
in which you might participate in policy making is undeniably challenging.

To be sure, America was not isolationist in the 1990s, and the first Bush ad-
ministration and then the Clinton administration, both in the glow of the apparent 
success of the Gulf War and still in the shadow of the failures of the Vietnam era, 
attempted to find a way to use American economic, cultural, and military power. 
Depending on one’s perspective, these powers can be used to promote American 
values of democracy, liberty, free markets, and individualism to all people in the 
world; the images of the physical as well as the psychological collapse of the Ber-
lin wall symbolize this triumph of American—indeed, Western—values over the 
drab, collectivist tendencies of communism. Others may be alarmed that America, 
without a counterweight in the world, has unfettered power to shape the world, not 
in its image—which stresses liberty and human rights—but in its interests, which 
often collide with the values on which the nation was founded. Thus, the nation’s 
dependence on Middle Eastern oil has resulted in the United States supporting 
intolerant and repressive regimes that do not share American values of religious 
tolerance and democracy.

Many of these issues were on Americans’ minds when those who voted did so 
in 2000. In one of the closest elections in history, and in one of those odd quirks of 
our system, where the winner of the most votes still loses in the electoral college, 
power peacefully, as it has for over 200 years, shifted from one person and one party 
to another. Domestic policy seemed to dominate discussion in the early days of the 
Bush administration. Talk of tax cuts, of stimulating the economy, of dealing with 
the bursting of the “Internet bubble” dominated much public discussion. All this, 
of course, changed on one day in September 2001.

For weeks and months after September 11 it seemed to all of us that everything 
had changed. Americans were less concerned about domestic politics. We were 
confronted with the possibility of catastrophic terrorism of the sort that could kill 
millions of people. As we have learned since September 11, this threat had always 
existed, but the September 11 attacks were surely the most dramatic and shock-
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ing example of this sort of terrorism. Concerns were raised about the possibility 
of nuclear, biological, and chemical terrorism. These worries were fanned by the 
terrorist (or at least, terroristic) mailings of anthrax to members of Congress and 
the news media; while apparently unrelated to the September 11 attacks, these 
incidents illustrated the threats we faced. And we were reminded of the specter of 
terrorism by the attempted bombing of an airplane as it landed in Detroit in late 
2009. Of course, for many Americans, what was once called “the global war on 
terrorism” is still front and center in their lives; thousands of soldiers, sailors, air-
men, and marines and their families and friends follow the progress of our troops 
in Iraq and Afghanistan.

But for the vast majority of Americans, the primary subject of conversation be-
tween 2007 and now has been the state of the economy. House prices softened in 
mid-2007 as the “real estate bubble” started to deflate, only to burst with the credit 
crisis of 2008–2009. The credit crisis itself started, as crises often do, with  gradually 
accreting indicators of problems within the financial system, culminating in the near 
collapse of some financial institutions, leading, in late 2008, to the government’s 
decisions to intervene to prop up institutions deemed “too big to fail.” The costs of 
the “bailout” of financial institutions, and of automakers GM and Chrysler, helped 
cause the federal budget deficit to balloon to near-record levels. Huge deficits, and  
consequent government actions to raise revenues and cut expenses, could have a 
significant effect both on the economy and on the very substance of public policy for 
years to come. With many states in worse financial shape than the federal govern-
ment, and with the federal government providing extra funding to states for only a 
limited time, the growth of federal budget deficits and cutbacks in all government 
services at all levels seem inevitable.

Yet people continue to demand public services from government, particularly 
since the federal government expanded heavily into everyday life in the 1930s in 
response to the Great Depression. All these matters highlight how terrorism, the 
economy, the price of gasoline (a national obsession in 2008), and many other mat-
ters influence other realms of public policy. The September 11 attacks may have 
changed, for a while at least, the agenda in American politics (agenda setting is 
described in chapter 6). But, as I noted in the preface to this book’s second edition, 
the attacks did not change the policy process that this book describes; nor has the 
financial crisis. Indeed, the policy process—and the actors and institutions that drive 
it—remain as robust as ever, even if some features of it, such as partisanship in 
Congress and arcane rules like the filibuster, seem to greatly impede change. In the 
spring of 2002 I taught a special topics course called “The September 11 Project,” 
in which we explored and attempted to understand the reaction to the September 
11 attacks within the policy process. In that course we considered the influence of 
the attacks on the media and the congressional agenda—and these impacts were 
profound indeed.

Consider the response to September 11. Clearly, this was no ordinary day: govern-
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ment offices shut down in New York and Washington, the stock exchange closed and 
didn’t reopen until September 17 (because the stock exchange was very near Ground 
Zero and the area secured after the attacks), and the president did not return directly 
from Florida to Washington until the scale of the attacks was better understood and 
his safety could be assured. But through all of this the key institutions of American 
government and the policy process—federal, state, and local governments, the 
media, the private sector—behaved pretty much as one with a basic understanding 
of American politics would expect. Congress, which reconvened soon after the at-
tacks, passed resolutions condemning the attacks and praising the first responders. 
Congress also held hearings to find out how it was possible that four planes could 
be hijacked in one day and used as guided missiles to attack Americans. The presi-
dent recommended legislation to Congress to provide for greater law enforcement 
power—the Patriot Act—and to authorize military responses to the terrorists based 
in Afghanistan. This legislation passed very quickly, as did legislation reforming the 
airline security system, because while the constitutional order in the United States 
tends to prize deliberation over rapid action, it is also true that the system can react 
quickly if properly induced to do so.

Meanwhile, people and organizations began to take steps or at least think about 
taking steps to protect life and property in the face of terrorist attacks. Searches at 
airports became more stringent, and passengers became more vigilant about suspi-
cious behavior. Certainly there were many hasty or even hysterical reactions after 
the September 11 attacks, such as when Arabs, Muslims, or people who looked like 
Arabs or Muslims were attacked, and, in at least one case, tragically murdered. But 
there were also commonsense steps taken by many people to be more observant and 
vigilant, which paid off in December 2001 when passengers on a flight from Paris to 
Miami thwarted an attempt by a terrorist to detonate a bomb hidden in his shoe.

While we have since learned that much of the organization and management of 
counterterrorism in the United States was rather flawed—the FBI and CIA came 
under particular scrutiny—these agencies swung into action quickly after the events, 
and have had some success in tracking down terrorists and their supporters as well 
as shutting off at least some of their financing.

The details of the “war on terrorism”—and whether or not the term “war” is meant 
literally or metaphorically—are best left to the experts in this field. My intention 
here is to reinforce the idea that even during a crisis as grave as the September 11 
attacks, the policy process worked pretty much like it did before September 11. This 
is not to say that nothing changed after September 11. It is, however, to suggest that, 
in spite of the often overheated rhetoric, not everything changed after September 
11. Rather, the policy-making environment, our national agenda, and the sorts of 
policies needed to address the newly revealed problems have changed. And there 
is reason to believe that policies will change in other areas as well.

It is a testament to the capacity and resilience of the American political and 
policy system that some issues remain important even in the face of challenges like 
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the financial crisis, terrorism, and environmental disasters. The Obama adminis-
tration felt able to tackle health care issues, and before then, the George W. Bush 
administration had expanded Medicare coverage for elderly Americans. Education 
remains an important issue as well, as the Obama administration’s “Race to the 
Top” program atempts to build and improve upon the Bush program known as No 
Child Left Behind. 

Environmental policy remains as contentious as ever. The Bush administration 
substantially weakened environmental protections; but as the price of oil skyrocketed 
in 2008 to historic highs, even adjusting for inflation, greater interest in alternative 
fuels and ways of powering cars rose on the agenda, leading to, among other things, 
tax-credits for buying hybrid cars, and to a significant but short-lived jump in the 
price of corn, from which ethanol is made. In 2010, the so-called BP oil spill in the 
Gulf of Mexico returned the debate over energy policy to arguments over environ-
mental impacts, and not just oil prices or national security matters.

The scientific evidence on global climate change suggests, to many, that new ap-
proaches to energy must be undertaken; and national, state, and local governments 
have embarked on ambitious plans to promote biofuels as well as wind, solar, and 
nuclear power. Many environmentalists have begun to embrace new forms of nuclear 
power, which shows how changes in technology and in context can cause interested 
parties to modify or even abandon positions that were once immutable.

Because we are a large, generally wealthy, and powerful nation founded on a 
set of principles that people hold dear—democracy, constitutional government, the 
rule of law, and liberty, to name a few—these political controversies will persist 
in American politics, not because we enjoy arguing (although some of us do enter 
politics for this reason!) but because many people passionately care about these 
issues, and believe just as passionately that their ideas are the ones that will work 
best. This passion was evident during the 2008 presidential debates and the 2010 
midterm elections. When you strip away the candidates’ debate styles and demean-
ors, what was left was a remarkable discussion of ideas and how to translate those 
ideas into policies that benefit the broadest range of Americans.

***

This edition of the book retains the organization and most of the text of the two pre-
vious editions. In the second edition I introduced Questions for Review, Reflection, 
and Research, which are designed to challenge you to think more carefully about the 
issues raised in each chapter, and to engage in the kinds of research questions that 
make the study of public policy so interesting. I have designed the questions to be 
provocative and, I hope, fun to explore. The research activities I have included are 
a direct reflection of my own best experiences with research, and I think you will 
enjoy them. I have also included Additional Readings at the end of each chapter. 
I do not list a great many additional readings, although I have added a few since 
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the last edition, but my goal is to focus on classic works that I believe that students 
of politics and policy should know, if only as part of the intellectual history of our 
field. Advanced undergraduates and graduate students will find this feature useful, 
and their teachers may wish to use these Additional Readings as a starting point for 
explorations beyond this textbook.

Finally, you will note some significant organizational changes. As mentioned 
earlier, a new chapter 2, titled “Elements of the Policy-Making System,” brings 
forward the idea of policy inputs and outputs and the environment in which the 
policy system operates. The chapter describes, more extensively than in previous 
editions, the key social, political, economic, and demographic factors that are shaping 
the policy environment in which choices will be made in coming years. I have also 
moved a great deal of what might be called the “philosophy of science” material as 
it relates to policy studies from chapter 1 to the discussion of theory generally, and 
contemporary policy theories in particular, in chapter 10. Finally, I have written new 
examples and case studies throughout the book to better reflect recent issues for 
which students may have personal memories and frames of reference; after all, the 
Exxon Valdez oil spill, one of the key examples in the first two editions, happened 
before many of the readers of this book were born!

In the nearly ten years since I first began writing this book, I have been privileged 
to hear from many colleagues, students, and friends about how they used this book. 
I greatly value their comments and suggestions. The first edition would not have 
been possible without the extraordinary help and support of Scott Barclay, Brian 
Davis, Mark Donovan, Ben Fordham, Jennifer Krausnick, Regina Lawrence, Peter 
May, Henrik Minassians, Bob Nakamura, and Beryl Radin.

In the second edition, I acknowledged the debt I still owe to my students in my 
undergraduate course, Introduction to Public Policy, and in my graduate courses 
in Politics and Policy and Biodiversity and Conservation Policy at the University 
at Albany. Since joining the faculty at North Carolina State, I have pored over this 
book several times with advanced graduate students and undergraduates. My students 
are thoughtful readers and careful critics, and many of the questions for discussion 
in this book have derived from the questions they raised in lecture and seminar, 
particularly my spring 2009 policy process doctoral seminar.

I owe particular thanks to members of my spring 2010 graduate Policy Process 
course, including Shelley Gonzalez, Autumn Guin, Seth Palmer, Thomas Sutton, 
James Kribs, Tim Hamm, and Sarah DeYoung, for their very careful reading of 
(and editorial changes to) the DARE case study in chapter 1. Editorial assistance 
was provided by Adam Bunch, and Sarah Waterman, who was a student in my Al-
bany course and who took one of my courses at North Carolina State, and Kristin 
O’Donovan, my research assistant, who patiently read several drafts of this book—
they may know this material better than I do!

At Albany, two teaching assistants, Paul Alexander and Michael Deegan, created 
the core of the definitions of the key terms and the discussion questions. Both Paul 
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and Michael are careful and enthusiastic teachers of public policy, and I learned a 
great deal from them. To those friends and colleagues whose help I have failed to 
acknowledge, I thank you all for your support, ideas, and friendship.

Those who read prefaces (you know who you are!) noted that I dedicated the 
first edition of this book to my wife Molly, and the second edition to our sons Oskar 
and Ike. I still dedicate this to them for their love and patience. But this edition, 
in particular, is dedicated to my mentor, Dr. James Klonoski, who passed away in 
2009 after many decades of teaching and research at my alma mater, the University 
of Oregon. Dr. Klonoski was a legendary teacher of politics to generations of Or-
egon students, many of whom went on to professions in law, research, and politics. 
While I don’t know that I could ever be the inspirational force that Dr. Klonoski 
was in the classroom, I hope that his spirit of curiosity, passion, and commitment 
to motivating people to be involved with politics and public life is at least partially 
reflected in this book.
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Introducing the Policy Process

Overview

This book is about how public policy is made in the United States. As a book on a 
particular field of the social sciences, it goes beyond simple description to introduce 
you to theories and ways of thinking about the policy process. This is not to deny the 
value of understanding the substance of the many policies themselves. I am sure that 
you, your family, and friends have often puzzled over why the government does some 
of the things it does, particularly when those things are contradictory. Why does, 
for example, the government provide support for tobacco farming and discourage 
people from smoking? Why does the government give people tax breaks for buying 
houses? Why don’t renters get similar tax breaks? Or landlords, who could pass the 
savings on to renters? Why doesn’t the United States have a comprehensive health 
insurance system? Why is primary responsibility for the police or education held 
by the state and local governments and not the federal government? Is regulation 
of consumer product safety better for public safety, or would greater reliance on the 
market and information work better to promote public safety? These are questions 
that motivate many people of all ideological and political persuasions to understand 
public problems and find solutions to them.

Chapter at a Glance
Overview
Politics and the Policy Process
What Is Public Policy?
Ideas and Problems in the Policy Process
What Makes Public Policy Public?
Why Do We Study Public Policy?
The Place of Policy Studies in the Social Sciences
Evidence and Argument in the Policy Process
Case Study: Does the DARE Program Work?
Summary
Key Terms
Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research
Additional Reading
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One of the most interesting reasons to study public policy is that public policy 
making is about problem solving. As this book outlines, we can study public problems 
and their solutions as participants in the public policy process. But understanding 
the substance of policy, while interesting in its own right, can only take us so far if 
we are interested in the social scientific aspects of the policy process. Many scholars 
have developed theories of how the public policy process works: that is, theories 
about how public problems are discovered and how policies are created to address 
those problems. This book introduces theories, frameworks, and models of the policy 
process. This focus on theory sets this book apart from many other textbooks on 
public policy. Most textbooks contain a thin treatment of theories of public policy—
and the relation of these theories to broader social scientific questions—and then 
provide a series of case studies on “environmental policy” or “energy policy” or 
“national security policy.” There are many good books about all manner of policy 
issues, and I hope you find them in the subjects that you find most interesting. This 
book focuses on the process by which policies are made.

An Introduction to the Policy Process describes how policy is shaped by social, 
institutional, political, economic, and other contexts. Much of this description is 
orthodox in political science; the discussion of the branches of government, of the 
Constitution, of the various groups and institutions, and the like, is similar to that 
found in introductory American politics textbooks. The difference is that I am in-
terested in how groups, institutions, and structures work to solve problems through 
making public policies. And, in keeping with the interdisciplinary nature of policy 
studies, this book owes a debt to sociology, history, economics, public administra-
tion, and other disciplines.

Politics and the Policy Process

The study of public policy is generally considered an important aspect of political 
science, so it’s useful to start by asking, “What is politics?” One way to conceive 
of politics is as a process by which societies help figure out how to organize and 
regulate themselves; that is, how to govern themselves. What makes this “political” 
is its location in the public sphere, where decisions are made by the public to address 
issues that affect people in communities; all manner of other decisions are made in 
corporations, in families, and in other organizations that we do not consider to be part 
of the public sphere. The public sphere can be as small as an apartment complex, or 
a small village, or as large as a whole nation, or even the world. Whatever the scale, 
public policies address problems that are public, or, more importantly, that some 
number of people think should be public instead of private. Indeed, a key feature 
of politics and policy decision making is the very definition of what problems are 
public and which are private.

While these questions may, at the outset, seem simple, they are in fact very 
complex. People have been trying to figure out how to work together in political 
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communities for thousands of years. Philosophers such as Socrates, Plato, and 
Aristotle sought to understand how one can behave in a political context to help 
people make decisions within human societies, while reducing the possibility of 
political conflict turning destructive or violent.1 “Modern” political theory begins in 
the fifteenth century when Niccolò Machiavelli wrote The Prince for his patron, an 
Italian nobleman, to provide him with practical political advice. Machiavelli argued 
that if we understand and plan the political actions we take in pursuit of our goals, 
we are better prepared to seize the political opportunities that arise in the normal 
course of political life. The Prince depended on postulates—statements about how 
we think the political world works—and then argues that we should compare these 
postulates to the conduct of “real-world” politics. Developing and testing postulates 
about how the political world works is consistent with the way people thought of the 
human and natural world during the Enlightenment, when thinkers turned toward 
modern methods of scientific inquiry in hopes of better understanding all manner 
of phenomena—including physics, medicine, law, and politics.2 During this era of 
great scientific, political, and social foment, a host of brilliant thinkers turned their 
focus to understanding the use of power—a basic element of politics—in social 
settings.

In continuing one’s exploration of political philosophy, one might read Thomas 
Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau on the nature of social and politi-
cal interactions under what we call “the social contract.” In the American context, 
one would do well to read work by the French nobleman Charles-Louis de Secon-
dat, baron de Montesquieu, who greatly influenced the most influential thinkers in 
America at the time of the American Revolution and the ratification of the Con-
stitution; his work is best known for the idea of the separation of powers into the 
legislative, executive, and judicial branches, described in chapters 2 and 3. These 
ideas are reflected in The Federalist, a collection of essays written by Alexander 
Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay to persuade New Yorkers to ratify the U.S. 
Constitution. The Federalist is still studied to gain insights into the meaning of the 
Constitution and the thoughts of its framers. To this foundation in American political 
thought you might add the writings of, among others, George Washington, Samuel 
Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Woodrow Wilson. All of these 
statesmen sought to explain, to themselves and their countrymen, how our nation 
came to be, and how, in their minds, it was the best equipped to preserve individual 
rights and harness the creative power that ultimately made the United States one of 
the richest and most powerful countries in the world.

European thinkers like Karl Marx and Max Weber sought to understand how 
people organize their societies, and how the socially and politically strong can, by 
accident or design, ignore the desires of the politically weak. From there we can 
move to modern theorists and philosophers such as John Dewey, who studied the 
question of knowledge and learning in social life, and John Rawls, whose major 
work, A Theory of Justice,3 sought to understand fundamental questions of fairness. 

Enlightenment.
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Postmodern philosophers like Michel Foucault offer powerful challenges to social 
contract theory and explain how people come to be dominated by power structures 
beyond their control.4 These theorists have all contributed to our understanding of 
politics and social interactions. Their ideas help us to understand the historic and 
modern ways of thinking about the relationships between our governments and 
ourselves.

All this thinking still doesn’t provide a concise definition of “politics,” because 
such a definition is difficult to produce. Harold Lasswell defines politics as “who 
gets what, when, and how.”5 This definition is simple, but we can discern on its 
own terms three essential aspects of politics: competition to gain certain resources, 
sometimes at others’ expense; the need to cooperate to make decisions; and the 
nature of political power.

Let’s look at the ways the word politics is defined in Merriam-Webster’s online 
dictionary (www.merriam-webster.com). Here are two that I find particularly in-
teresting: “the art or science of government” and “political activities characterized 
by artful and often dishonest practices.” (This dictionary defines artful as skillful 
or wily.)

Many people focus on the artful or seemingly dishonest aspects of politics. They 
accuse people of “playing politics,” as if they engage in the process simply to gain 
personal or group advantages and not for any particular policy goals that would 
broadly benefit society. The negative sense of the term is reflected in a Google News 
search I did while writing this section. Using the search term “playing politics with,” 
I found the following headlines:

•	 GOP	Now	Playing	Politics	with	Kennedy’s	Funeral
•	 Justice	Department	Again	Accused	of	Playing	Politics	with	Cases
•	 Missouri	Families	Demand	Representative	Blunt	to	Stop	Playing	Politics	

with Healthcare Reform
•	 Playing	Politics	with	Terrorism
•	 Playing	 Politics	 with	 School	 Names	 (A	 story	 from	 Dallas,	Texas,	 in-

volving an effort to name two schools after Barack Obama and Sonia 
Sotomayor.)

The process does seem to be tawdry to many people. Clearly, there are great 
concerns about the motivations and honesty of politicians and lobbyists. The influ-
ence of interest group money, particularly from big business and, to a lesser extent, 
organized labor, is a point of considerable concern. The legislative process often 
seems arcane and designed to be opaque so that ordinary people cannot understand 
or participate in politics. But the problem with claims of “playing politics” is that 
such an accusation can be countered with the statement that one is simply “acting 
in the public interest,” with no definitive answer emerging. Furthermore, the use 
of the term “politics” in this way reduces the word to something with a negative 
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connotation, which is not the most fruitful way to think about politics. The care-
ful study of politics and policy should not rely on analysis borne of frustration. 
Rather, as students of the policy process—which is a bit different from our roles as 
citizens—we need to carefully and scientifically understand why it is that money is 
so important in politics, why legislative processes can seem so confusing and slow, 
and whether and to what extent politics as currently practiced really works as a way 
of organizing our society. But while we can question our system and recognize that 
democratic or representative democracy, as practiced in the United States and in 
other world democracies may not be perfect, it also has significant advantages over 
autocracy and dictatorship, which is why Winston Churchill once defined democracy 
as “the worst form of government except for all the others.”6

With this in mind it remains useful to consider politics as, in the dictionary’s 
terms, “the art or science of government.” Politics is therefore a profession unto 
itself and an object of study. As such, it is the “the total complex of relations be-
tween people living in a society,” as defined by Merriam-Webster.com. What does 
this have to do with public policy? The study of public policy is the study of how 
we translate the popular will into practice. Of course, this is a simplification—the 
nature of the popular will is itself highly debatable—but it’s a good general way of 
considering what we study.

What Is Public Policy?

While the study of politics has a long history, the systematic study of public policy 
as we understand it is a fairly recent discipline. Daniel McCool argues that modern 
policy studies began in 1922, when political scientist Charles Merriam sought to 
connect the theory and practice of politics to understanding the actual activities 
of government. But McCool also notes that “the study of public policy did not 
suddenly spring into existence in the 1950s and 1960s.” The classic literature that 
founded policy studies—including much that is discussed in this book—is only 
about fifty years old, beginning with Harold Lasswell’s call for the development of 
a distinctive policy science.7 Because the field of policy studies is so new, many of 
the fundamentals of the policy sciences have only begun to be well understood in 
the last twenty years or so. Considerable debate remains over whether there is one 
coherent set of principles that can govern the study and understanding of what we 
call the public policy process.8

As in every field of endeavor, the definition of key terms and ideas is often very 
important, but it also can lead to considerable contention. There are many possible 
ways to define public policy; this section provides some reasons to pick one par-
ticular definition over another. In academic studies of policy, we offer definitions of 
public policy to understand the shape of the field we seek to study. For many people, 
defining public policy helps them define their own role in policy making, as well 
as that of the organization they work for. As I was writing this chapter for the first 
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edition of this book, a member of the policy analysis office of a New York State 
agency called me. The agency was engaging in a strategic planning initiative; to 
do so it needed to establish its mission—its very reason for existence. Because this 
agency influences taxation, spending, and government performance assessment—
that is, public policy in the broad sense—the caller was particularly interested in 
defining the term public policy, so that her agency could know better how public 
policy relates to its work. The analyst ran through a list of the classic public policy 
texts, and asked if these were good sources of a definition of public policy.

There are many good sources for such a definition, and I urged her to look at 
these sources because of scholars’ lack of a consensus definition of public policy. 
Thomas Dye argues that this search for a definition of public policy can degenerate 
into a word game that, eventually, adds little more understanding. It may be fruitless 
to look for one particular definition of public policy, and it is certainly not useful to 
continue to develop more definitions. I suggested to the caller that she review the 
texts and adopt a definition that the agency felt made the most sense in its particular 
context. Table 1.1 provides some examples of the definitions of public policy that the 
caller could draw from, and some strengths and weaknesses of these definitions.

No single definition may ever be developed, but we can discern key attributes 
of public policy:

•	 Policy	is	made	in	response	to	some	sort	of	problem	that	requires	attention.
•	 Policy	is	made	on	the	“public’s”	behalf.
•	 Policy	is	oriented	toward	a	goal	or	desired	state,	such	as	the	solution	of	

a problem.

Table 1.1

Defining “Public Policy”

Definition Author

“The term public policy always refers to the actions of government and the 
intentions that determine those actions.”

Clarke E. Cochran et al.a

“Public policy is the outcome of the struggle in government over who gets what.” Clarke E. Cochran et al.

“Whatever governments choose to do or not to do.” Thomas Dyeb

“Public policy consists of political decisions for implementing programs  
to achieve societal goals.”

Charles L. Cochran and Eloise 
F. Malonec

“Stated most simply, public policy is the sum of government activities,  
whether acting directly or through agents, as it has an influence on the  
life of citizens.”

B.Guy Petersd

a Clarke E. Cochran et al., American Public Policy: An Introduction. 6th ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999).
b Thomas R. Dye, Understanding Public Policy. 7th ed. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1992).
c Charles L. Cochran and Eloise F. Malone, Public Policy: Perspectives and Choices (New York: McGraw Hill, 1995).
d B. Guy Peters, American Public Policy: Promise and Performance (Chappaqua, NY: Chatham House/Seven 

Rivers, 1999).
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•	 Policy	is	ultimately	made	by	governments,	even	if	the	ideas	come	from	
outside government or through the interaction of government and non-
governmental actors.

•	 Policy	is	interpreted	and	implemented	by	public	and	private	actors	who	
have different interpretations of problems, solutions, and their own 
motivations.

•	 Policy	is	what	the	government	chooses	to	do	or	not to do.

While reaching a consensus on one definition of public policy has proved impos-
sible, all the variants of the definition suggest that public policy making is public—it 
affects a greater variety of people and interests than do private decisions. This is why 
government and the policies made by government are sometimes so controversial, 
frustrating, and at the same time very important. But because the public is the source 
of political authority—that is, the authority to act on the public’s behalf—it is clear 
that government is at the center of efforts to make public policy.

I define a policy as a statement by government—at whatever level—of what it 
intends to do about a public problem. Such statements can be found in the Consti-
tution, statutes, regulation, case law (that is, court decisions), agency or leadership 
decisions, or even in changes in the behavior of government officials at all levels. 
For example, a law that says that those caught driving while intoxicated will go to 
jail for up to one year is a statement of governmental policy to punish drunk driv-
ers. The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) is a statement of government 
policy toward the environment. The First Amendment specifies that Congress can-
not abridge religious, speech, or press freedoms, by stating “Congress shall make 
no law. . . .” Judicial decisions are also statements of policy: the Supreme Court’s 
decision in Brown v. Board of Education is a statement of policy that governments 
cannot racially segregate schools.

Because we also define public policy as what government chooses not to do, the 
lack of a definitive statement of policy may be evidence of an implicit policy. Aside 
from the constitutional examples, the government has never declared—and our 
system has never enshrined in the Constitution—a right to education, or health care, 
or a living wage; therefore, we can assume that the implicit policy is that there is no 
right to these things, while some other nations do express these as rights. Instead, 
while we might pass policies to address the problems that arise when dealing with 
these policy matters, we generally do not treat them as matters of right.

Policies take many different forms. A policy might be a law, or a regulation, or the 
set of all the laws and regulations that govern a particular issue area or problem. This 
would be a sound but incomplete explanation. Anne Schneider and Helen Ingram 
provide a more extensive definition of policy: “Policies are revealed through texts, 
practices, symbols, and discourses that define and deliver values including goods 
and services as well as regulations, income, status, and other positively or negatively 
valued attributes.”9 This definition means that policies are not just contained in laws 
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and regulations; once a law or rule is made, policies continue to be made as the 
people who implement policy—that is, those who put policies into effect—make 
decisions about who will benefit from policies and who will shoulder burdens as a 
result. In studying policy, then, we look at the broader sweep of politics, not simply 
the written laws and rules themselves.

Ideas and Problems in the Policy Process

One of the most fascinating aspects of studying public policy is the relationship 
between ideas and problems. According to Merriam-Webster, a problem is “a 
source of perplexity, distress, or vexation.” Given this definition, I am sure you can 
think of a lot of problems in the world that are vexing. Big problems that people 
are worried about as I write this are the economy, including sluggish growth and 
high unemployment, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the rapidly growing costs 
of health care and college tuition, and the potential for global climate change. Each 
of these things is—or is not—vexing to some number of people. Public policy is 
largely driven by arguments about whether something is a solvable problem, what 
the potential solutions are, what the costs of those solutions are, and whether the 
solutions will be wholly or—more likely—partially effective. There are a lot of 
people who work to promote an understanding of a problem, and, in framing the 
problem a particular way, they promote the likely set of solutions, as we will see in 
greater detail in chapters 6 and 8.

What Makes Public Policy Public?

The dominant ideological foundation of our constitutional system (and that of other 
countries that were once part of the British Empire, such as Canada, Australia, 
and Great Britain itself) is known as classical liberalism. This ideology is very 
clearly expressed in John Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690). 
Among the many beliefs of liberalism is that power derives from the consent of the 
governed—that is, the people themselves. The people, and not royalty or the state, 
are therefore sovereign. Thus, when policy advocates seek to induce the govern-
ment to make policy (by taking an action or refusing to do so), or when government 
actively engages in actions these advocates support, one can make a claim that the 
government does so in the public interest. Indeed, many states have groups called 
public interest research groups, or PIRGs, which promote their interpretation of 
the public interest. 

For example, agencies that regulate public utilities, such as electric companies, 
claim to regulate in the public interest by limiting rates or assuring service. Some 
policy advocates claim that laws that relieve tax burdens on the rich are in the public 
interest because they create overall public wealth, which leads to job creation, the 
creation of wealth, and, therefore, a more prosperous society over all.10 Those who 
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argue that the rich should be taxed at a higher rate than the poor claim that taxation 
based on ability to pay is more in the spirit of the public interest.

Public policy is related to the public interest because it affects all of us in some 
way. But as these examples show, we are not all affected by the same policies 
in exactly the same way, nor is one’s intensity of feeling about an issue neces-
sarily equal to that of others. And many of us don’t have any particular issue 
that would cause us to mobilize with others to demand policy change. Most of 
us do not care too much about the day-to-day workings of government because 
we are busy with the day-to-day workings of our lives and because the activi-
ties of government seem removed from our daily interests and needs. Still, the 
federal government plays an important role in every aspect of our lives, from 
the nutrition labeling on our breakfast cereal to the standards for fire-retardant 
kids’ clothing. And state and local governments tax us, can restrict how we use 
our land through land use planning and zoning, define what the schools can and 
cannot teach, and make rules about everything from the operation of the state 
fairgrounds to where and when we can own and carry firearms. Big states, like 
California, are so influential that their standards—such as those on automobile 
emissions—are adopted by other states or in federal law. Not everyone likes 
rules like these, of course—industry for years battled against federal and state 
safety and emissions regulations on vehicles. But as oppressive as government is 
claimed to be by some interests, some government activities seem either benign 
or beneficial to most people, and we tend not to dwell on those policies until 
something goes wrong. And, as is often true in democracies, policies ultimately 
gain broad support so their repeal is unlikely, as with the social security program 
or tax deductions for dependents.

You may be interested in public policy because you care intensely about particular 
public problems and the policies intended to address them, such as those dealing 
with the environment, civil rights, economic freedom, or the promotion of personal 
morality. But even the most intensely interested participants in the policy process 
are not concerned with every issue. There is a considerable division of labor in 
democratic politics; in the formal institutions of government, different people have 
different constitutional responsibilities, and the vast array of issues that government 
handles on our behalf require that even members of legislatures need to be special-
ists in fairly narrow fields.

In the United States, as in many democracies, people tacitly delegate policy-
making responsibilities to government and to specialists because everyone cannot 
concern themselves with the day-to-day panoply of issues that government must 
address. But in delegating these responsibilities we do not abandon our interest 
in what the government does or how it does it (and sometimes the procedures the 
government uses are at least as important as the goals to be achieved), or our right 
to promote our own ideas of what constitutes the public interest when we are suf-
ficiently motivated.
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Why Do We Study Public Policy?

While the concept of the public interest varies from person to person, and one 
person’s individual interests are likely to differ in some ways from their neighbors’ 
interests, most people are concerned about the impact of policies on their lives, such 
as how many services they receive or how much they have to pay in taxes. That 
said, why do you want to study the process that leads to the decisions to make these 
policies? Since you are reading this book, you probably already have an idea of why 
you are studying or working in public policy. Perhaps you have been interested in 
policy and politics since you were young; many people develop their interest in 
politics and policy at home. You may have been exposed to policy making when an 
interest in which you or your family believed was threatened, or if you perceived 
it was threatened. For example, you or your parents may have mobilized around 
plans to build a shopping mall, a power plant, a jail, or a polluting industrial facility 
near your home. And, for many people, politics and policy making are inherently 
fascinating, and people study the policy process simply because it’s interesting in 
its own right.

Two texts in particular, by Clarke E. Cochran and his colleagues and by James 
Anderson,11 provide reasons for the study of public policy. The first of these is what 
Cochran calls a theoretical reason and Anderson calls a scientific reason. They argue 
that one studies public policy so that one can know more about the process, both 
in pursuit of knowledge for its own sake and to inform practitioners. One might 
compare the pursuit of knowledge to “pure” science and the practitioner orientation 
to “applied” science. The practical and applied study of public policy takes its cues 
from theory, but seeks more actively to apply those theoretical insights to actual 
cases of public policy formation, thereby helping theorists improve their theories. In 
a course on public policy, theory may be applied to particular cases or policy areas, 
as often seen in the later chapters of introductory public policy texts. As knowledge 
filters from the more abstract to the more applied, insights from the theoretical world 
are employed, knowingly or not, by practitioners. Conversely, students of public 
policy derive theory by observing the collective activity of the practitioners of public 
policy. This book considers theory more extensively in chapter 10.

Related to the practical reasons for studying policy are political reasons. People 
with political goals study public policy to learn how to promote their preferred 
policy options. I hope you find this book useful in understanding the political pro-
cess so that you can work toward reaching your policy goals while at the same time 
understanding why your best efforts may be thwarted.

Some of you will become very active participants in the policy process. Some 
will become elected officials, appointed officials, or agency managers and staff. 
Others will lead interest groups, work in the news media, or provide scientific and 
technical information for others. Many of you, never thinking you’re involved 
in the process, will go on to successful careers in business, the arts, or other en-
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deavors. But some day, when you least expect it, you may get involved in policy 
making. Perhaps you will become active when you and your neighbors oppose 
the construction of a new shopping mall in your neighborhood. For some people 
this is the sort of problem that public policy is intended to address. But for oth-
ers a mall is an opportunity for economic growth or an added convenience and 
the problem isn’t the mall, it’s the opposition to the mall. Perhaps your employer 
will ask you to participate in a public relations campaign to support or oppose a 
new policy. In short, chances are very good that you will become interested in 
the policy process at some point in your life, and I venture to guess that you will 
become involved in some way, given that you are reading this book! I hope that 
An Introduction to the Policy Process will help you become a more thoughtful 
and effective participant.

The Place of Policy Studies in the Social Sciences

Because of the focus on politics in this chapter, one might conclude that policy 
studies are or should be the sole province of political scientists and closely related 
scholars, such as those who study policy analysis or public administration. But this 
interpretation only holds true if we focus narrowly on the policy process. There 
are many ways to study policy making, as Peter May shows in his “public policy 
morphology” (Table 1.2).

Many programs in political science, sociology, economics, public administration, 
law, and other disciplines allow students to specialize in the study of policy and the 
policy process as they work toward their bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees. 
Dozens of universities now offer master’s degrees in public policy (MPP degrees), 
and others offer bachelor’s or doctoral degrees in public policy that draw from 
multiple disciplines to provide training in policy studies.12 Most of these programs 
are interdisciplinary and draw their faculties from across the social, behavioral, 
and natural science disciplines. This interdisciplinary nature is both a strength and 
a weakness that has perennially faced policy studies. It is a strength because the 
discipline draws upon the best insights from the natural sciences, social sciences, 
and humanities. To some people, however, it is a weakness because policy scientists 
do not share a language that transcends disciplinary boundaries. Our challenge as 
students of public policy is to understand and profitably use the insights offered by 
the many disciplines that study, in various ways, public policy (Table 1.3).

This book follows in the policy process tradition, which is more grounded in 
traditional political science. Students of the policy process view rational, scientific, 
and often quantitative policy analysis as part of the raw material of policy mak-
ing that participants use to advocate for their preferred policies. The interplay of 
this evidence, the values and belief systems of the participants in the process, the 
structure of the process itself, and the distribution of power within the structure all 
have an important influence on public policy.

social science.
The branch of 
the sciences 
that studies 
the actions and 
behavior of 
people, groups, 
and institutions. 
Political science, 
sociology, 
anthropology, 
and economics 
are social 
sciences. History 
is sometimes 
considered a 
social science.

discipline.
A field of 
academic 
research or 
study. Sociology, 
political science, 
and economics 
are social science 
disciplines; 
electrical, civil, 
and mechanical 
engineering are 
engineering 
disciplines. 
Disciplines 
approach similar 
problems in 
different ways.
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Evidence and Argument in the Policy Process

For years, political scientists have known that government is neither monolithic—that 
is, one single-minded body that speaks with one voice and works toward one set of 
goals—nor a neutral referee that dispassionately judges between policy alternatives 
by weighing their costs and benefits. The participants in the policy process—whether 
they are considered policy entrepreneurs, brokers, analysts, interest groups, or as-
sociation leaders—are not all or even primarily neutral participants in the policy 
process. Along the same lines, as Clarke Cochran and his colleagues argue, there 
are few “neutral” policy analysts and by definition no neutral advocates of particular 
policy alternatives.14 Thus, as Giandomenico Majone and Deborah Stone note,15 

Table 1.2

A Public Policy Morphology

Public policy education and research has four fairly distinct variants. This book focuses on the first approach, and 
can serve as a foundation for further study in other areas of policy study.

•	 Public	Policy	Processes—This	consists	of	research	on	the	formulation	and	implementation	of	public	policy	usually	
limited to the American context emphasizing national, domestic policy. Using perspectives of American politics, 
individuals studying public policy processes address such topics as issue emergence and policy agendas, the 
cultural definition of policy problems, policy formulation, political feasibility, and policy implementation.

The policy process literature can be distinguished from other flavors of public policy as follows: Unlike policy 
analysis, it does not emphasize the craft aspects of constructing and analyzing policies. Unlike policy research, it does 
not emphasize problem solving (rather, it is the study of how others define and seek to solve problems). And unlike 
comparative public policy, it tends to be limited to American settings although good comparative work is appropriate.

The other variants of public policy are:

•	 Comparative	Public	Policy—In	principle,	comparative	public	policy	applies	the	logic	of	comparative	analysis	
to the substance of different policy problems. Current writing and analysis tends to emphasize cross-national 
comparisons. There is also a newly emerging literature of comparative policy work among the American 
states. Much of this work is descriptive, rather than theoretical.

•	 Public	Policy	Analysis—A	logic	of	analysis	and	mix	of	techniques	in	support	of	public	policy	decision	making.	
This tradition borrows heavily from economics. The logic of “rational” analysis contains a central focus on 
problem specification, generation of alternative policies, and assessment of policies in support of public 
policy	decision	making.	The	techniques	include	quantitative	methods,	economic	analysis,	welfare	economics,	
and	qualitative	assessments.	Most	of	this	type	of	training	takes	place	within	public	policy	programs	offering	
professional two-year masters degrees. Weimer and Vining’s policy analysis text and Eugene Bardach’s 
short volume on policy analysis are leading works in this field.13

•	 Public	Policy	Research—This	consists	of	applied	social	science	research	aimed	at	documenting	policy	
problems and evaluating interventions. The distinctive element of policy research is that it is problem driven. As 
such,	the	appropriate	approaches	and	range	of	disciplinary	relevance	are	in	principle	quite	broad.	

  Typically, policy research training includes development of expertise in the substance of one or more policy 
areas (e.g., health, energy, and environment). This type of training takes place across a range of programs as 
reflected in the diversity of substantive public policy offerings in the social, natural, and behavioral sciences.

Source: Based on work by Peter J. May at the University of Washington.
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Table 1.3

Selected Disciplines That Study Public Policy

Discipline Description Relationship	to	public	policy Some important journals

Political 
science

The study of political relationships; 
that is, the study of the processes 
by which societies seek to allocate 
political power and the benefits of 
such power.

The political process is  
the process through  
which policies are made and 
enforced.

American Political Science 
Review, American Journal 
of Political Science, Journal 
of Politics, Polity, Political 
Research Quarterly, Public 
Opinion Quarterly

Sociology “Sociology is the study of social 
life, social change, and the social 
causes	and	consequences	of	
human behavior. Sociologists 
investigate the structure of groups, 
organizations, and societies, and 
how people interact within these 
contexts.”*

Community and group activities  
are an important part of policy 
making, because groups of  
people often form to make 
demands.

American Sociological 
Review, Contemporary 
Sociology ; American 
Journal of Sociology

Economics The study of the allocation 
of resources in a community, 
however defined. Economists 
study markets and exchanges. 
Welfare economists seek to 
understand the extent to which 
an overall community’s welfare 
can be maximized.

There are many economic factors 
that influence public policy, such 
as economic growth, productivity, 
employment, and the like. The tools  
of economics are often used to 
promote policies or to explain why 
policies succeed or fail.

American Economic 
Review, Econometrica, 
Journal of Applied 
Economics, Journal of 
Political Economy

Public 
administration
(PA)

The study of the management 
of government and nonprofit 
organizations, including the 
management of information, 
money, and personnel in order to 
achieve goals developed through 
the democratic process.

The management of public 
programs is an integral part of 
the policy process. PA scholars 
study the motivation of program 
implementers and targets, and  
help research innovations to 
improve service delivery.

Public Administration 
Review, Journal of Public 
Administration Research 
and Teaching

Public policy The study of what governments 
choose to do or not to do, 
including studies of the policy 
process, policy implementation 
and impact, and evaluation.

We give this label to the highly 
interdisciplinary study of the public 
policy process. Policy scholars 
develop theories about how the 
policy process works, and develop 
tools and methods to analyze how 
policy is made and implemented.

Journal of Policy Analysis 
and Management; Journal 
of Public Policy, Policy 
Studies Review, Policy 
Studies Journal, Journal  
of Policy History

*American Sociological Association, http://www.asanet.org/public/what.html.

analysis is often undertaken in the name of advocacy, and is but one part of the 
rhetorical tools used in political debate. The results of “scientific” policy analysis 
are often abandoned when other rhetorical tools seem to work better. Indeed, as 
discussed later in this book, the act of identifying a problem is as much a normative 
judgment as it is an objective statement of fact; thus, if analysis proceeds from the 
identification of a problem, and the problem is defined normatively, then one cannot 
say that any subsequent analysis is strictly neutral.
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As I wrote this chapter for the first edition, my introductory public policy 
course was giving its group presentations on issues related to the apparent 
outbreak of school violence incidents in places such as Springfield, Oregon, 
and Littleton, Colorado, in the late 1990s. One of the groups chose to focus on 
pending federal legislation, alternative policy choices, and the group’s analy-
sis of the desirability of alternative solutions to the school violence problem. 
The group argued that armed guards, cameras in classrooms, metal detectors, 
and other measures seemed too severe. These security techniques would make 

Do people make up their minds and then gather evidence, or gather evidence, then make up 
their minds?

Source: Non Sequitur © 2009 Wiley Miller. Reprinted by permission of Universal Uclick. All right reserved.

IT THE NEW SCIENCE OF
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WHAT DO YOU WANT
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schools seem like prisons and thereby damage the educational environment, in 
turn reducing academic performance.

During a question and answer period, I asked the students whether they had any 
information that showed a link between these stern security measures and a poorer 
educational environment. They answered that they did not. I then asked, “Does 
it matter that you have no evidence?” After some discussion, we concluded that 
evidence is useful in policy debate, but it is not always necessary. Sometimes, the 
imagery and symbolism one associates with a policy—the image of a school that 
looks and in some ways works like a jail, in this case—are sufficient to carry an 
argument. Thus, while one can gather considerable information on the relationship 
between school security and the educational environment, one need not necessarily 
have all the evidence at hand if one’s argument strikes a chord with the public and 
decision makers. This means, more bluntly, that relatively little evidence is needed 
to make an argument if it is possible to appeal to popular prejudices and common 
misconceptions, or to common values or interests that are not too far outside the 
mainstream of current thought. This sounds cynical, but there are abundant examples 
in American history and world history of emotion overcoming rationality in policy 
making, such as the imposition of Jim Crow laws on black Americans based on a 
scientifically unfounded belief that blacks are genetically inferior to whites in some 
way. Because neither facts nor emotions are solely decisive, evidence and emotion 
play important roles in policy making, and sometimes emotion gains the upper 
hand. A summary of the differences between anecdotes and evidence is provided 
in Table 1.4.

Table 1.4

Anecdotes and Evidence

Description How it is used Strengths/rationale

Anecdotes Stories told to illustrate a 
problem or the failure of a 
policy,	such	as	“DARE	kept	my	
children off drugs” or “welfare 
queen”	stories.

To justify starting or 
stopping programs by 
providing an easily 
understood story with 
obvious conclusions and 
underlying normative or 
moral principles.

Anecdotes are good for staking out a 
position on an issue, or for motivating 
people to believe certain things. They 
are less useful as part of serious 
analysis, because they do not delve 
deeply into how programs work.

Evidence  
from scientific 
study

Conclusions reached through 
scientific study of a problem or 
from the outcomes of a policy.

To justify starting or 
stopping programs 
by providing the most 
scientifically sound 
information that policy 
makers can use to make 
decisions.

Scientific evidence is much stronger 
than anecdotes in understanding how 
and why things work the way they do. 
However, the results of scientific study 
are often controversial and unpopular, 
and sometimes run counter to popular 
expectations.
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Case Study: Does the DARE Program Work?

Let’s consider the adoption of public policy where there is little social science evidence to suggest 
the policy meets its goals, but it continues to be an important policy. You may be familiar with the 
DARE	(Drug	Abuse	Resistance	Education)	program,	either	by	reputation	or	personal	experience.16 
The	reason	for	the	creation	of	DARE,	or	any	antidrug	program,	is	simple:	drug	abuse—including	
the	abuse	of	legal	drugs,	alcohol,	and	tobacco	as	well	as	illegal	drugs—is	associated	with	poor	
academic achievement, crime, and significant health problems for drug abusers. The federal, state, 
and local governments have created drug use regulations and educated the public about drugs for 
decades.	DARE	was	an	innovative	program	that	linked	schools	with	law	enforcement	in	a	way	that	
would, its designers believed, be more effective than existing programs in preventing school-aged 
children from using (or “experimenting with”) illegal drugs, tobacco, and alcohol.

The program was founded in 1983 by the police and schools in Los Angeles to address local 
problems	with	drugs	and	gangs.	It	has	since	been	implemented	internationally.	DARE	now	serves	
forty-three countries and 75 percent of school districts in the United States. Originally designed for 
older	elementary	school	students,	DARE	programs	now	address	drug	abuse,	gangs,	and	violence	
with	students	in	kindergarten	through	twelfth	grade.	The	national	DARE	organization	claims	that	
the program helps students make good decisions and “ ‘humanizes’ the police: that is, young 
people	can	begin	to	relate	to	officers	as	people”;	through	the	DARE	program	students	may	think	
of	police	officers	as	friends	and	helpers	in	the	community.	DARE	designers	felt	that	the	inclusion	
of police officers as instructors would increase the credibility of the instructors and the program, 
a result that at least one study corroborated.17

While	the	DARE	organization	refers	to	itself	as	the	“preeminent	substance	abuse	education	
program”—a	reasonable	claim	given	the	number	of	schools	that	use	it—scientific	evidence	
of	its	effectiveness	is	scant.	The	basic	question	is	whether	using	the	DARE	program	reduces	
drug	use	in	that	population	of	students	compared	with	students	who	did	not	go	through	DARE.	
In	a	2001	review	of	drug	abuse	prevention	programs,	the	U.S.	Surgeon	General	placed	DARE	
in the “Does Not Work” category of these programs.18	A	2003	Government	Accountability	Of-
fice	study	reviewed	the	existing	body	of	literature	on	DARE	effectiveness	and	reported	that	
the existing research found no significant difference in drug use between students who had 
completed	DARE	and	students	who	had	not.	Research	by	the	National	Institutes	of	Health,	
Department of Education, and Department of Justice corroborated these findings. Perhaps 
most	damaging	to	DARE	was	a	study	published	in	the	American Journal of Public Health, 
which conducted an overview (a meta-analysis) of the most scientifically rigorous studies the 
researchers	could	find.	They	discovered	that,	overall,	studies	proved	no	effect	from	the	DARE	
curriculum;	 in	simple	 terms,	the	studies	concluded	that	DARE	did	not	have	a	measurable	
influence on drug use among school-aged children, especially when measured over time. As 
a	result	of	the	many	studies	that	showed	DARE’s	ineffectiveness,	federal	money	supporting	
DARE	programs	was	cut,	and	some	school	districts	have	dropped	the	DARE	program.19 Many 
organizations	continued	the	DARE	program	through	local	fund-raising	and	taxation.

Several	 responses	 to	 the	negative	 research	 findings	 followed.	 First,	 DARE	 advocates	
argued	that	the	outcomes	of	drug	prevention	education	are	difficult	to	quantify,	that	the	stud-
ies	cited	by	researchers	were	flawed,	and	that	DARE’s	satisfaction	surveys	revealed	positive	
outcomes including high levels of parent, student, and community satisfaction. Advocates 

(continued)
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also maintain that positive experiences with law enforcement officers are significant, though 
difficult to measure. However, none of these claims or objections provides an answer to the 
fundamental	research	question	about	DARE’s	effectiveness.

The	second	response	was	more	subtle,	but	more	revealing.	DARE,	facing	the	loss	of	fed-
eral	funding	and	its	own	credibility,	revised	its	curriculum	in	response	to	several	studies.	In	
an	undated	document	on	its	Web	site,	DARE	suggests	that	the	“new	DARE”	reflects	changes	
in curriculum design and delivery and incorporates more effective instructional methods 
based	on	better	science.	The	creation	of	the	“new	DARE”	was	likely	motivated	by	the	urging	
of	DARE’s	proponents’	to	avoid	losing	federal	funding	and	a	desire	to	embrace	science.	The	
new	program—which	emphasizes	teaching	middle	school	children—was	to	be	evaluated	by	
a	$13.7	million	study	funded	by	the	Robert	Wood	Johnson	Foundation—a	highly	respected	
institution	devoted	to	health	issues—to	track	the	effectiveness	of	the	program.	However,	the	
evaluators	have	not	yet	published	results	of	their	research	on	the	fundamental	question	of	
DARE’s	effectiveness.

Why,	then,	does	DARE	remain	so	popular?	There	are	several	potential	reasons,	and	the	
remainder of this book will help you to understand the logic behind the continued adoption 
of	a	program	that	“doesn’t	work.”	The	first	reason	DARE	remains	popular	is	because	people	
believe it	works,	because	they	draw	on	anecdotal	evidence—that	is,	personal	experience—to	
draw	conclusions	about	its	effectiveness.	DARE	supporters	often	raise	the	issue	of	DARE’s	
creation	of	good	relationships	between	police	officers	and	students.	 In	one	case,	a	county	
sheriff in Ohio noted that “There are studies out there that said that it didn’t work, that kids still 
used drugs. What it doesn’t measure is the relationships that are built between the kids and 
those officers.”20	A	parent	in	Texas,	reacting	to	the	impending	cut	of	DARE	from	her	children’s	
school,	said	“I	asked	my	kids,	‘Do	you	think	that	program	is	worth	it?’	and	they	said,	‘Yes.’	They	
would	never	smoke—they	never	realized	how	many	chemicals	are	in	(a	cigarette)—and	it	turned	
them off to drugs, too.”21	In	another	instance,	a	school	superintendent	in	Suffolk	County,	New	
York,	expressed	his	disappointment	with	the	decision	to	drop	DARE:	“It	has	had	a	tremendous	
impact	on	the	students	and	has	become	part	of	our	school	culture.	I’m	concerned	that	when	
the responsibility for teaching the curriculum falls on the shoulders of the teachers, who already 
have a full curriculum, that it won’t have the same effectiveness that it did when the police of-
ficers came to visit.”22	From	the	schools’	perspective,	the	DARE	program	fills	important	needs.	
As	one	police	department	notes,	“Having	a	DARE	program	in	the	local	school	lifts	the	burden	
off teachers and administrators to provide drug education, and gives them additional time to 
do	something	else.	It	is	popular	with	parents	and	the	media	because it conveys the idea that 
something is being done to combat the menace of drug abuse by children.”23

This	idea	of	“doing	something”	is	important	in	politics	and	public	policy.	In	the	DARE	case,	
an	expert	on	adolescent	substance	abuse	noted	the	powerful	reasons	why	DARE	persists	
in so many schools:

This evidence, of course, is not popular with parents, police officers and others since many 
of	them	believe	DARE	works.	And	kids	do	say	the	‘right’	things	after	participating.	But,	re-
search shows there are no long-term effects. A perfect formula for a belief-versus-science 
polarization.	So,	why	the	interest	and	support	for	‘needing’	more	DARE	programs	.	.	.	despite	

(continued)

Case Study (continued)



20 chaPter  1 

overwhelming	evidence	they	don’t	work?	Well,	it’s	mostly	about	the	comfort	parents,	school	
staff, police officers, and other adults receive when a program is delivered that is visible and, 
in	their	beliefs,	helpful.	It	feels	good	to	know	that	at	least	something	is	being	done.24

Often, policy makers feel a great deal of pressure to “do something” about public problems, 
even when all the information is not available; indeed, as we will learn, information is often 
hard	to	come	by.	Furthermore,	once	a	program	is	in	place,	many	stakeholders—in	this	case,	
parents,	teachers,	the	police,	school	boards,	and	local	community	leaders—have	so	much	
money, time, and personal belief invested in a program that it is difficult, even in the face of 
scientific evidence, to change the program.

Another	way	to	understand	the	persistence	of	DARE	is	by	reframing	the	essential	research	
question:	Does	DARE	work?	One	can	ask,	“What	does	‘work’	mean?”	As	originally	defined	by	
DARE’s	developers,	the	program	was	supposed	to	keep	kids	from	trying	or	using	drugs.	The	
scientific	evidence	suggests	that	this	does	not	happen.	But	are	there	other	benefits	to	DARE?	
What	about	the	oft-cited	relationships	between	police	and	children?	Is	this	a	positive	benefit?	
How	would	one	measure	this?	Do	police	officers	benefit	from	meeting	and	interacting	with	the	
students	in	their	communities?	What	about	the	use	of	police	as	instructors?	Does	this	benefit	
teachers	who	may	not	feel	comfortable	teaching	students	about	drug	use	and	abuse?	What	
benefits, if any, might accrue to a community as a whole for identifying, as so many signs do, 
particularly	in	small-town	America,	that	“We	are	a	DARE	community”?	Could	a	more	scientifi-
cally	sound	program	provide	these	benefits?	Or	is	the	drug	problem	so	intractable—that	is,	
hard	to	solve—that	no	program	is	likely	to	work?

The	DARE	case	illustrates	how	powerful	rhetoric,	symbolism,	and	storytelling	that	relies	on	
anecdotes can promote a policy even when the evidence of its effectiveness is scant. Despite 
mounting	evidence	that	the	old	DARE	was	ineffective,	and	the	lack	of	evidence	that	the	new	
program is effective, the curriculum continues to be used in many schools around the nation. 
It	is	very	difficult	to	remove	DARE	from	some	schools	because	of	the	popularity	of	the	idea	of	
working with the police combined with the valued goal of preventing or reducing youth drug 
use and violence. Are there other policies that continue to be used even if they fail to achieve 
their	goals?	Are	policies	enacted	that	are	unlikely	to	achieve	the	goals	that	their	proponents	
claim?	Why	would	people	propose	policies	that	they	may	know	won’t	work	well?	How	do	we	
measure	whether	a	policy	is	“good”	or	not?	Consider	these	questions—and	the	logic	behind	
these	questions—as	you	read	this	book.

Case Study (continued)

Summary

This chapter has provided an overview of the endeavor on which you are about to 
embark: the study of public policy. We learned that the study of public policy is 
rooted in the study of politics, which is an ancient field of study. But we also learned 
that the study of public policy, as we generally define it, is a recent innovation. I 
hope that this introductory chapter has motivated you to study the public policy 
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process both to satisfy your own personal curiosity about how things work, and to 
motivate you to understand and perhaps play a more active role in the decisions 
that affect you, your family, and your community.

This book is organized in three broad sections. This chapter and chapters 2 and 
3 are overviews of the policy process and of the environment in which policy is 
made. Chapter 3 introduces the stages model of the policy process, which serves to 
organize the various parts of the process so that we can analyze them. Chapters 4 and 
5 are about the actors in the policy process. Chapters 6 through 9 cover the outputs 
and processes of public policy. Chapter 10 brings all this together by considering 
modern, better theories of the policy process that improve upon the stages model 
and develop better grounded theories.

As you read this book, I hope you will think of current ideas and events in the 
political world with public policy implications. As you do so, think about what you 
are learning from this book and how it can be applied to these new situations.

Key Terms

Classical liberalism
Policy
Politics
Public

Public Interest
Discipline
Problem
Interest

Enlightenment
Social science

Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

1. How is public policy grounded in the study of politics? What do you think 
the term “politics” means in this context? Do you think it would be possible 
to make public policy without politics?

2. Is there a real difference between playing politics and just the general po-
litical process of argument, negotiation, and compromise? Why do people 
think so negatively of politics given that this is the process by which we 
address public problems?

3. Discuss the study of public policy. Are there other disciplines that aren’t 
mentioned here that contribute to the study of public policy? In what way 
might those disciplines contribute to policy making? (Think broadly. How do 
scientists and engineers help make public policy? Doctors? Social workers? 
Other professions?)

4. Compare policy analysis to the study of the policy process. How are they 
similar, and how are they different?

5. Ask your friends, neighbors, or parents what comes to mind when they hear 
the word “politics.” Then, ask what they think when they hear the term 
“public policy.” How are their responses similar to and different from the 
ideas discussed in this chapter?
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6. Find an article on a public policy issue in a newspaper. Consider carefully 
whether the people making arguments for or against a particular policy are 
making normative or positive arguments. Are they using anecdotes or evi-
dence? How can you tell the difference? Whose arguments do you consider 
most persuasive? Why?

Additional Reading

In this chapter I argue in favor of evidence-based policy advocacy. The making of 
public policy based on scientifically gathered evidence (by which I mean evidence 
from the natural sciences, social sciences, and engineering) is not a new idea; in-
deed, this sort of evidence is at the heart of Lasswell’s call for a distinctive policy 
science. On this conception of policy science, see Harold D. Lasswell, A Pre-View of 
Policy Sciences (New York: American Elsevier Pub. Co., 1971); and Daniel Lerner 
and Harold D. Lasswell, The Policy Sciences; Recent Developments in Scope and 
Method (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1951). The journal Policy Sciences 
publishes research that follows Lasswell’s ideas about the policy sciences.

But the role of rhetoric and argument, combined with evidence and scientific inquiry, 
is important, and is a theme taken up by Giandomenico Majoine in Evidence, Argument 
and Persuasion in the Policy Process (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). A 
similar work is Deborah Stone’s Policy Paradox: The Art of Political Decisionmaking, 
revised edition (New York: Norton, 2002), a work that you will encounter through 
this book and that has been very influential in my thinking about policy.

There are many popular treatments of how Americans engage with the politi-
cal system, and why people are often so frustrated by it. A classic in this genre is 
E.J. Dionne, Why Americans Hate Politics (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991). 
The book is nearly twenty years old, but its central premise remains relevant: that 
describing public problems and solutions as “conservative” or “liberal” ignores 
problem definitions and solutions that could be said to be centrist, not leaning to 
either ideological pole. Because I tend to believe that, in many cases, governmental 
institutions and the political process can identify and solve problems, I particularly 
like Paul Light’s book, Government’s Greatest Achievements: From Civil Rights to 
Homeland Security (Washington: Brookings Institution, 2002), which reminds us 
that not all government activity is futile or wasteful.

Because this chapter describes policy analysis as an important part of the policy 
sciences, readers may wish to look at some of the classic works in the field. The classic 
works based in economics are Edith Stokey and Richard Zeckhauser, A Primer for 
Policy Analysis (New York: W.W. Norton, 1978) and David Leo Weimer and Aidan R. 
Vining, Policy Analysis: Concepts and Practice, 4th edition (Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Pearson Prentice Hall, 2004). It is important to understand both the welfare economics 
traditions from which Stokey, Zeckhauser, Weimer, and Vining draw their ideas as well 
as the problems with using these approaches as the sole lens through which to view 
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public policy making. Examples of research that use the welfare economics approach 
can be found in any issue of the Journal of Policy Analysis and Management (JPAM). 
Those who seek a more descriptive or narrative approach to policy analysis would do 
well to review Eugene Bardach’s short volume, A Practical Guide for Policy Analysis: 
The Eightfold Path to More Effective Problem Solving, 3d edition (Washington, DC: 
CQ Press, 2009). This book helps readers to think about public problems. I drew on 
Bardach’s ideas about problems in this chapter.
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The term “policy process” suggests that there is some sort of system that translates 
policy ideas into actual policies that are implemented and have positive effects. Tradi-
tionally, public policy textbooks have presented what is known as the “textbook model” 
or “stages model” of the policy process. The process is shown in Figure 2.1.

This figure serves both as an overview of the process, and, to some extent, the 
organization for this book. In this model public problems emerge in a society through 
various means, including sudden events like disasters or through the advocacy 
activities of concerned citizens and interest groups. If the issue gains sufficient 
attention it is said to have reached the agenda, a process described in chapter 6. 
Given the size and complexity of governance in the United States and the number 
of governments—over 80,000, from the federal government to the smallest local 
water district—there are lots of problems and lots of ideas on many agendas. Once 
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an issue moves up on an agenda it moves to the development of alternative policy 
responses—some might call them solutions—to public problems. From there, we 
move to alternative policy selection; that is, the choice of policy tools we will use to 
address the problem, whereupon policies are enacted. Enactment means that a law 
is passed, a regulation is issued, or some other formal decision is reached to take 
a particular action to solve a problem. After that decision is reached, the policy is 
implemented, a process described in chapter 9. The policy is then evaluated and the 
results of evaluation provide feedback to the process, where it begins anew.

This model has been subject to considerable critique in recent years. A main 
critique of the stages, or textbook model of policy making is that it implies that 
policy making proceeds step by step, starting at the beginning and ending at the end.1 
Critics point out that a policy idea may not reach every stage. For example, policy 
ideas often reach the agenda, but move no further than that. Others argue that one 
cannot separate the implementation of a policy from its evaluation, because evalua-
tion happens continuously as a policy is implemented. These critics suggest that the 
stages model does not constitute a workable theory of how the policy process works. 
(These critiques are taken up when we delve into advanced theories of the policy 
process, including a discussion of what a theory means, in chapter 10.) But I used 
the stages model to organize this book because it remains a remarkably helpful way 
to structure our thinking about the policy process. As political scientist Peter deLeon 
notes many scholars have written extensive studies that describe each stage of the 
process.2 Thinking of policy making in stages is a way of organizing our thinking 
and of isolating and understanding the most important elements of the process.

The Policy Process as a System

The stages model of the policy process owes a great deal to systems thinking, a way of 
thinking about all manner of things—from social to biological to mechanical systems—
that became much more prominent after World War II. The simplest model of the 
policy process is an input-output model. The inputs are the various issues, pressures, 
information, and the like to which the actors in the system react. The outputs are, in 
simplest terms, public policy decisions to do or not do something. David Easton’s book, 
A Systems Analysis of Political Life, was among the first works to describe politics in 
this way.3 A simplified depiction of this system is shown in Figure 2.2.

Figure 2.1 The Stages Model of the Policy Process
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The challenge in thinking about policy as the product of a system lies in understand-
ing how policy makers translate sets of inputs into outputs. The major criticism of 
Easton’s systems model is that most depictions of this model treat the political system 
as a black box (that is, a system in which the internal workings are unexplained), rather 
than opening the box to understand the processes that occur within it. A black box in 
a systems model is something that performs a translating or processing function, but 
where the actual workings of that system are unclear. The stages model of the policy 
process is one way of opening up that black box to more thorough analysis.

Easton and the systems modelers argue that we can think of the public policy process 
as the product of a system that is influenced by and influences the environment in which 
it operates. This chapter focuses on this policy-making environment and describes the 
social, political, and economic system in which public policy making takes place. The 
political process relates to its environment much as a plant or animal does: it is both 
influenced by and influences its environment. One must be careful with this analogy, 
however; the boundary between the political system and its environment is blurry, 
as the system and the environment overlap. The strength of the systems approach is 
its value in helping us isolate important things worthy of study. For example, within 
this general notion of the policy environment, we can isolate four “environments” 

Figure 2.2 A Systems Model of Politics and Policy
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that influence policy making: the structural environment, the social environment, the 
economic environment, and the political environment.

The Structural Environment

The basic structural features of American government are those taught in high school 
civics or introductory American politics courses. These features include the separa-
tion of powers into three branches of government and the system of state and federal 
government known as federalism. Beyond the basic constitutional framework, there 
are traditional and legal structures that establish rules of policy making, many of 
which are described in chapter 3.

But government structures are not simply formal; a structural environment in-
volves rules that dictate how government goes about its business. In the past three 
decades, laws such as open public meetings laws, the Administrative Procedure Act, 
and the Freedom of Information Act have opened up government to considerable 
scrutiny. These laws allow people greater access to government. They have helped 
to root out some unseemly practices in government, since the participants in a policy 
arena know that their actions are on the public record. These benefits come with the 
cost of slowing down policy change as agencies and policy proponents must seek 
and address public comment, scrutiny, and sometimes opposition. In other words, 
an agency cannot simply regulate without any public scrutiny, and that scrutiny can 
sometimes lead to conflict and delay. In our system, as in many democracies, citizens 
and policy makers must seek a broadly accepted balance between legislative speed 
and efficiency on the one hand, and a respect for democracy and the rights of all 
citizens to participate on the other.

The Social Environment

The social aspect of the policy environment involves the nature and composition of 
the population and its social structure. Demographers study the composition of the 
population by looking at the distribution of age, race, gender, and other attributes. 
Our nation’s founders enacted a constitutional mandate for a census to be taken every 
ten years, which allowed for the collection of a vast amount of demographic data. 
The U.S. Census Bureau and other agencies collect a huge amount of data between 
the censuses, so we have very good indicators of social trends. These trends have 
an important influence on public policy making.

A Growing, but Aging, Population

The population of the United States is graying, as reflected in Figure 2.3, but the 
rate of growth is relatively slow compared with that of other countries. The slope 
of the population growth line is nearly constant until about 1990, when growth in-
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creased as the kids of baby boomers began to have kids and there was an increase 
in immigration. Still, since 1960, the annual growth rate has never exceeded its 
1961 high of 1.67 percent annually (Figure 2.4). Of course, this growth rate is not 
uniform nationally, and some states, like California and Florida, are growing faster 
than others, such as New York and Ohio.

This slow growth means that the nation is trending toward an older population; 
in 1980, over half the nation’s population was under thirty-five years old; by 2000, 
more than half the population was older than thirty-five, and by 2015 those age fifty 
or above will account for one-third of the nation’s population, up from just over 26 
percent in 1980 (Figure 2.5).

Race and Ethnicity

The United States has generally been a “white” country, consisting primarily of the 
descendants of European settlers, with a substantial African American minority popu-
lation. By the late twentieth century, these proportions were changing, as reflected 
in Figure 2.6 on page 31. In particular, the self-identified Hispanic population was 
projected to grow from 12.5 percent of the population—about the same proportion 
as African Americans—to 17.7 percent of the population in 2009. (The “Hispanic” 
classification is of an ethnic group and is not a racial category on the census. Most 
Hispanics identify themselves as white on the census.)

Figure 2.3 United States Population, 1960–2007

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, in the Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2009, Table 2.
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Figure 2.4 Annual Rate of Population Growth, United States, 1960–2007

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, in the Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2009, Table 2.

Figure 2.5 Portion of U.S. Population by Age Groups

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, in the Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2009, Table 7.

1.8% 

1.6% 

1.4% 

1.2% 

1.0% 

0.8% 

0.6% 

0.4% 

0.2% 

0.0% 
1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 

100% 

90% 

80% 

70% 
8S-up 

65-85 
60% 

50-64 
SO% 

35-59 

40% 
20-34 

30% 00-19 

20% 

10% 

0% 

1980 2000 2015 



eLements  of  the  PoLicy-making  system 31

Gender and Labor Force Participation

The gender distribution of the nation’s population has remained relatively stable for 
the last fifty years, with slightly more women than men in the population, primar-
ily because of the long life expectancy for women. But public policies do reflect 
changing attitudes about gender roles, which in turn, have implications for families 
and the workforce. Indeed, we can see these trends in male and female labor force 
participation (Figure 2.7). While the proportion of men with jobs has slightly de-
clined in recent years, the rate at which women are participating in the workforce 
has been climbing since 1975, and is leveling off or just growing slightly. These 
data are driven by two related but different trends: the extent to which women have 
gained equal access to the job market and the extent to which families depend on 
a second earner.

Women’s labor force participation was very high during World War II, but when 
the war ended and millions of soldiers returned from Europe and Asia, women 
retreated from (or were pushed out of) the paid workforce. This trend reversed in 
the 1970s, when more women pressed for the right to work on an equal footing 
with men. About 60 percent of American women now work, up from just over 40 
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percent in 1975. The rate of male labor force participation declined slightly during 
that period. The entry of women into the workforce has led to some important trends 
in median family incomes, as seen in Figure 2.8.

At the same time as women were increasing their participation in the workforce, 
median family income among “traditional” families (in which the wife stays at 
home) remained fairly stagnant from the early 1970s. Only in families where women 
entered the workforce has there been a substantial increase in family income. While 
in 1970 two-earner families earned about 130 percent of the income that single-
earner families earned, in 2007 two-earner families earned about 180 percent of 
single-earner families. Whether the increase in female labor force participation is 
a function of gender equity, economic necessity, or some of both is a matter that 
continues to be debated. But we can say from the data that family incomes have not 
substantially grown where women have not entered the workforce. This stagnation 
in median family income has been a recurrent theme in the debates over the state 
of the U.S. economy.

Another major shift in the social environment that will influence policy is the 
increase in the number of women in professions and roles that were once held by 
men only. Women today attend college at a greater rate than men and attend law 
school at a rate nearly equal to men. The establishment of the WNBA basketball 
league, the very closely followed American women’s World Cup soccer victory in 
1999, and the considerable growth in the popularity of women’s college basketball 
are highly visible indicators of our society’s changing attitudes toward women’s 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, http://www.bls.gov/opub/working/data/chart3.txt. Data 
after 2000 are projections.

Figure 2.7 Labor Force Participation, Men and Women, 1975–2008
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roles and capabilities. And more women than before are holding positions of 
influence at the national level; three recent U.S. secretaries of state have been 
women. Condoleezza Rice, the secretary of state under President George W. Bush, 
was the first African-American woman to hold that position; she succeeded Colin 
Powell, the first African American to serve as secretary. (Earlier, General Powell 
had been the first African American general to chair the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the 
top decision-making body in the military.) Madeleine Albright was secretary of 
state during the Clinton administration, and Hillary Clinton is the third woman 
to hold the position.

The Policy Implications of Demographic Changes

Why does demographic change matter? A 2006 report for the Congressional Research 
Service4 (CRS) reviewed many of the trends outlined here, and found three broad areas 
where they will matter: the workforce, immigration, and intermarriage. The first is in 
work, retirement, and pensions. As the population becomes older, the number of people 
drawing social security and other old age benefits, as well as private pensions, will 
increase as a proportion of the overall working population. Note also that in Figure 
2.7 we saw overall male participation in the workforce declining, a result in part of 
older men leaving the workforce with more younger women entering than before. 
Some of this retirement is driven by trends in “private wealth and income security,” 
according to a 2006 CRS report, which relates both to private retirement and pension 

Figure 2.8 Median Family Income, by Household Type, 1949–2007

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Statistical Abstract of the United States Table 677 (2009).
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plans and to the nature of social security benefits. In particular, with many more retirees 
in the system, “a major domestic political challenge of the twenty-first century will 
be how to adapt our old-age income security and health insurance systems to ensure 
financial solvency while ensuring that there is an adequate safety net to protect the 
most vulnerable in the population.”5 According to the report, this will result from the 
use of private savings. Of course, the major recession and the drop in the value of 
investments in 2008 through 2010 suggest at least a short-term problem with retirement 
income for millions of Americans. This appears to have induced many Americans to 
plan to work past the retirement age of sixty-five. This, in turn, will have important 
implications for employment and job creation.

The aging population will also pose significant health challenges. Improvements 
in human health and in health care have shown remarkable progress. But this aging 
population will demand more and potentially more expensive health care services, 
at the very time when cost containment and broader availability of affordable health 
insurance is very high on the government’s list of priorities. And as a larger propor-
tion of Americans will be over the age of sixty-five, there will be a particular need 
to provide care to people more prone to “cognitive impairment and dementia,” even 
though the full implications are not yet clear.

The next set of policy implications relates to immigration policy. The United 
States will continue to grow at a faster rate than nearly all European Union nations 
because of a somewhat higher birth rate—particularly among recent immigrants—
and because of the flow of immigrants. Americans by and large cherish the nation’s 
self-image as a beacon of hope for people throughout the world who come to seek 
a better life. At the same time—just as was true 100 years ago—immigration cre-
ates social strains and resentments, as well as very strong pressures for immigrants 
to assimilate into American culture. Just as with the major wave of immigration in 
the late 1800s and early 1900s, many first-generation immigrants will retain their 
own language and, to some extent, their customs, but their children will rapidly 
become assimilated. At the same time, immigration policy must balance between 
encouraging immigration to ensure that population growth and its economic benefits 
continue, and ensuring national security, particularly after the events of September 
11, 2001, after which a number of reforms were made to immigration policy and 
management. These policies are intended to keep criminals and terrorists out of the 
United States while admitting the people we want to come and live here, but these 
policies may have the effect of discouraging immigration.

A third trend is “America’s changing color lines.” As the CRS report notes, “the 
United States is now a society composed of multiple racial and ethnic groups.” The 
greater diversity of the nation is combined with the growing rates of intermarriage 
among racial and ethnic groups, so that it is becoming less and less fruitful to speak 
only of specific racial and ethnic groups. What are the major policy issues? 

First, the CRS report finds that the extent of assimilation of, in particular, recent 
Asian immigrants, is low; these people maintain their own languages and cultures 
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either because they cannot, or do not wish to, assimilate into mainstream society. 
For any immigrant group—and for sheer numbers, Spanish-speaking immigrants—
language barriers can make gaining work or an education more challenging. The 
enduring question is whether and to what extent, then, we want to offer services in 
Spanish. Does doing so hasten or delay assimilation?

A second policy issue is income disparities between whites, blacks, and Hispanics. 
Blacks and Hispanics tend to earn less than whites, which makes homeownership 
more difficult to achieve for members of racial and ethnic minorities. Homeowner-
ship is a major policy goal in the United States. Income disparities among groups are 
reflected in homeownership rates. People with low incomes are less likely to own 
their own homes, and less able to keep their homes during economic downturns. This 
income disparity is also reflected in poverty rates. While the poverty rate declined 
among all racial and ethnic categories—with the steepest declines among African 
Americans—racial minorities still have higher rates of poverty than do whites.

These trends suggest that it is important for people to consider demographic 
change as part of the broader policy environment. But questions of race or ethnicity 
also raise important and sometimes controversial questions. What difference does—
or should—race or ethnicity make in public policy? In a supposedly color-blind 
society, in which everyone, regardless of race, ethnicity, national origin, and the 
like, should be treated equally, why continue to consider these issues? As the trends 
shown here demonstrate, race and ethnicity do matter in fundamental ways. We 
know that policies can have different effects on different racial and ethnic minori-
ties. As social scientists, we also know that the effect of these differences—and the 
effects of policies that created or alleviated these differences—will lead to group 
mobilization. The increasing number of Hispanic Americans is primarily accounted 
for by people coming to the United States for whom Spanish, not English, is their 
native language. However, it is important to remember that what we see here is 
aggregate data—recent Hispanic immigrants from Central America are culturally 
and economically different from Cubans who identify as Hispanic but who arrived 
in the country in the early 1960s.

Furthermore, the recent policy discussion about race and ethnicity tends to over-
look the continuing disparities between whites and African Americans in income, 
housing, employment, and education. The United States has made remarkable 
progress in addressing problems of racial discrimination since World War II. And, 
of course, many people rightly point to the election of President Barack Obama, 
whose father was Kenyan, as a sign that Americans’ attitudes toward race have 
changed a great deal in just the last thirty years. Yet, at the same time, we know that 
African Americans suffer from poverty and unemployment at a higher rate than the 
national average. In a nation dedicated to equality, many people find such disparities 
troubling and define these disparities as problems that require attention.

As noted earlier, there is rapid growth in the Asian population of the United 
States, with large Asian communities found in California and New York, among 
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other places. But let’s consider immigration and national origin more broadly, and 
consider the challenges and complexities faced by my hometown, Anchorage, 
Alaska. One may not consider this small, remote city (compared with the rest of 
the United States) to be a major magnet for immigration. Yet in this city of about 
275,000 people, the Anchorage school district provides English language learning 
services to students who speak ninety-four different languages, from Danish to 
Tlingit. Clearly, understanding people’s ethnic heritage can provide some clues 
about what sort of public goods and services these people may need, in big cities 
and small towns all over the United States.

Furthermore, as self-identified racial and ethnic groups emerge and become 
large enough to organize, they will, as in any democracy, seek representation in our 
political and social institutions. This is not to say that all racial or ethnic minorities 
believe that their interests are only represented by a member of their racial group. 
Instead, these trends, coupled with remarkable changes in Americans’ attitudes 
toward race—arguably culminating in President Obama’s election—mean that 
our political institutions will continue to see increased participation by nonwhite 
Americans. In a special election in 2009, the first Vietnamese-American member of 
Congress was elected from a district in Louisiana, a state to which many Vietnamese 
emigrated after the Vietnam War. Clearly, demographic change is ongoing, and has 
important policy implications.

The Political Environment

One way that policy makers and other participants in politics assess their politi-
cal and policy options is by looking at public opinion polling data. Public opinion 
polling has come a long way from its early efforts in the 1930s and 1940s. Today, 
the methods for sound polling are well established, and it is possible, with a well-
crafted sampling plan, to survey only about 1,700 Americans to get results within 
about a 4 percent margin of error. With this in mind, we can consider the following 
polling data as broadly reflective of public opinion. The first set of data describes 
the general policy issues that have dominated Americans’ attention since the 1960s. 
Then, we consider a set of political data that reflects what John Kingdon calls “the 
national mood.”

Pollsters have for years asked people to list what they consider to be the “most 
important problem” on the national agenda. Such problems tend to track very closely 
with media coverage of important problems, but these results are fascinating snap-
shots of changes in public thinking and attitudes. The data shown in Figure 2.9 are 
from the “Agenda Project” database, a project of the Universities of Washington 
and Texas. The researchers found the “most important problem” (MIP) question in 
a series of Gallup polls, and have normalized the data to make them comparable 
over time. This figure reflects the historic problems people were thinking about 
in these years. In 1965 civil rights matters dominate the agenda; by 1974, in the 
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height of the energy crisis, energy concerns dominated political discussion. Over 
half the respondents in 1984 isolated economic issues as the key issues. Defense 
was also a major concern during this important era in the Cold War. Defense was 
an even bigger concern during the height of the Vietnam War in the mid 1960s. 
In 1994, health issues dominated in ways that they never had before, due in large 
part to President Clinton’s attempts at health care reform. Crime and economics 
were equally high on the MIP list in part of the 1990s. By 2004 macroeconomics 
concerns were very important, but defense and health also gained a lot of attention. 
And in 2004, international affairs was listed as an MIP more often than any time 
since 1964, a result of greater international attention paid to issues like terrorism 
and the wars being fought in Iraq and Afghanistan.

One can argue that the answers to the MIP are a reflection of what policy mak-
ers and, indeed, the news media are focused on, not simply what a thoughtful mass 
public believes. One can reply that the media cover the things that people find most 
important, so the influence runs from readers and viewers to the media, not the other 
way. This claim is addressed in chapter 5, but for now we can say that the MIP 
question reflects the important issues on the government’s agenda, and, therefore, 
reflects the areas of public policy in which one is likely to see the most activity. If 

Figure 2.9 Proportionate Answers to “Most Important Problem” Question,  
1964–2004

Source: Policy Agendas Project Web site, http://www.policyagendas.org/.
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we had to isolate one concern that spans the last forty-five years of public policy 
making, that concern would be the economy.

John Kingdon describes the national mood as how we feel about government’s 
handling of public problems.6 While a national mood may be hard to measure, there 
are some ways to at least probe this idea. Sometimes, the national mood is generally 
good, such as when the economy is strong and trust in political institutions and our 
leaders is relatively high. From 1946 to about 1963, the national mood was broadly 
optimistic. The United States had emerged from World War II largely unscathed, 
and, after a mild postwar dip, the economy boomed after the war. While people 
were concerned with communist expansion, fears of nuclear war (particularly in the 
1950s and 1960s), and anxiety about what the social and political scene looked like 
immediately after World War II,7 people were optimistic about America’s future, 
believed its social and political system to be superior to those of other nations, and 
trusted their leaders.

In the mid-1960s the national mood began to decay. The Vietnam War began to 
bog down, and claims that it was being won were proven to be false. Growing anti-
war sentiment and a so-called credibility gap between what government and military 
leaders claimed was happening in Vietnam and what journalists reported ultimately 
led to President Lyndon Johnson’s decision not to run for reelection in 1968. Between 
1968 and 1974 the war continued, Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr. 
were murdered, and President Richard Nixon resigned in disgrace over the Watergate 
scandal. At the same time, inflation, unemployment, and the energy crisis combined 
to erode public faith in the United States’ economy and its power. By the late 1970s, 
major American industries were facing severe competitive pressures from Europe 
and Japan.

The early 1980s saw little improvement in the national mood, with a major  
recession in the 1980s triggered, in part, by the Federal Reserve’s stringent anti-
inflation policies. By the mid-1980s, however, inflation was almost entirely elimi-
nated as a major factor in the economy, and the economy recovered. Except for 
a relatively mild recession in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the economy grew 
strong through the 1990s and early 2000s (though certainly not in all sectors), giv-
ing Americans substantial faith in the future of the nation. Indeed, most Americans 
believed, until 2008, that an economic depression was extremely unlikely. While 
the 2008 stock market crash and related crises in the financial markets led to a 
particularly severe recession, from which the economy has not, as of this writing, 
recovered, most economists still would hesitate to call this downturn a depression 
on the same scale that which swept the world in the 1930s.

When I wrote the first edition of this book in 2000, I mentioned that “today’s 
national mood is in many ways upbeat—with crime on the decline, the economy 
booming, and international tensions seemingly much less frightening than they 
were during the depths of the Cold War.” This claim is reflected in the data shown 
in Figure 2.10, which show responses to a commonly asked question in an NBC/
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Wall Street Journal poll: “All in all, do you think things in the nation are generally 
headed in the right direction, or do you feel that things are off on the wrong track?” 
As you can see, most people felt good about the direction of the country until around 
2000, when the recession began to set in. The indicator jumped to a historic high 
after the September 11 terrorist attacks, in large part because of the outpouring of 
patriotism following the attacks. This is reflected in people thinking the country 
was on the right track, even as we rebounded from the worst terrorist attack in his-
tory. And we see the rally effect in 2003, when the Iraq war began. The rally effect 
is the tendency for people to rally around an individual president, the institutional 
presidency, and sometimes other national institutions in time of crisis. But as the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan war dragged on and the economy grew slowly and 
then slid into recession, dissatisfaction began to set in.

Even with the swelling of patriotism and the renewed sense of civic purpose 
many people felt after September 11, many Americans still feel disconnected 
from government, feel they lack any voice, and, while often angry and upset, are 
unclear about how to participate in the policy process. This alienation is reflected 
in low rates of electoral participation and registration (particularly in nonpresi-
dential elections), as shown in Figure 2.11, a trend that continued in the 2002 
congressional elections. To those who value voting as a form of civic participa-

Figure	2.10	 Answer to the “Right Track” Poll Question

Source: NBC/Wall Street Journal poll, via pollingreport.com, http://www.pollingreport.com/right.htm, December 1, 
2009. The question is “All in all, do you think things in the nation are generally headed in the right direction, or do you 
feel that things are off on the wrong track?” Samples vary by registered voters, likely voters, and all adults.
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tion and engagement, the relatively low participation in the 2002 congressional 
elections was particularly troubling, considering that at the time the nation was 
debating whether or not to extend the so-called “war on terrorism” to an attack 
on Iraq in order to depose its dictator, Saddam Hussein. Such momentous deci-
sions did not, apparently, motivate higher voter turnout in the midterm elections. 
There is little evidence that there has been much change in the undercurrent of 
antigovernment sentiment that has been a persistent part of American politics 
for more than forty years.8

Finally, it is important to consider Americans’ approval of government institu-
tions. Since 1945 pollsters have been asking people “Do you approve or disapprove 
of the job that the president is doing?” Since the mid-1970s, the same question has 
been asked about the U.S. Congress. Figure 2.12 shows data for public approval 
of the president. The data show the nearly inevitable drop in approval ratings that 
presidents see between their inauguration and their final approval rating when leaving 
office. This occurs because other candidates often come forward, and dissatisfaction 
is experienced about current policy and the administration’s way of doing business. 
However, this doesn’t happen to all presidents—President George W. Bush had a 
higher approval rating at the beginning of his second term than at the beginning of 
his first. What is particularly interesting is the relatively high degree of support for 
the president between 1953 and 1966, with only a few instances during this period 
of presidential approval falling below 50 percent. Presidential approval since 1966 
has been subject to wide swings of opinion, even during the same presidency. In 

Figure 2.11 Proportion of Voting Age Population Participating in Elections, 1932–2008

Source: Infoplease database, http://www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0781453.html.
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early 1991, during the Gulf War, President George H.W. Bush was rated as do-
ing a good job by a whopping 89 percent of the electorate, a number matched by 
President George W. Bush in 2001 in the immediate aftermath of the September 11 
attacks. But both Presidents G.H.W. and G.W. Bush saw very low ratings of about 
25 percent, as, in the senior Bush’s case, Americans were reacting to an economic 
recession, and, in the junior Bush’s case, Americans were reflecting fears of the late 
2008 economic crisis and concern about the war in Iraq.

Of course, the president is not the only person—and the presidency is not the 
only institution—people turn to for leadership. It is useful to consider the public’s 
attitudes toward Congress as well. The annual average job approval ratings for 
Congress and the president are shown in Figure 2.13. These data date from 1990 
and paint an important and interesting picture: when Congress’s performance is 
believed to be good, the president’s performance is rated lower, and vice versa. 
This may reflect institutional tensions between Congress and the executive branch, 
and, during the period in which these data are gathered, reflect partisan attitudes, 
particularly during periods of divided government. Recent research suggests that 
when Congress legislates it appears to trigger negative reactions among the public, 
particularly those who are opposed to change.

Why is the national mood and trust in government important for public policy? 
Because, as Ralph Erber and Richard Lau, referring to David Easton’s work, state, 
“the legitimacy of democratic political systems depends in large part on the extent 
to which the electorate trusts the government to do what is right at least most of 
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Figure 2.12 Presidential Approval Ratings, Harry Truman through George W. Bush

Source: Gallup Organization, http://www.gallup.com/poll/116677/Presidential-Approval-Ratings-Gallup-Historical-
Statistics-Trends.aspx#1.

100 

90 

80 

70 

60 

50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

o 

Percent of respondents indicating approval 

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an

Harr
y T

rum
an



42 chaPter  2 

the time.”9 The trends reflected here suggest that, as of the end of 2009, Americans’ 
attitudes toward government are mixed, but remain guarded at best and negative at 
worst. Furthermore, the data I show here do not reflect partisan differences. While 
some social scientists and political commentators have argued that mass publics—
that is, large groups of people who identify with a common interest—have become 
politically polarized, meaning that partisans’ attitudes move to the extreme ideologi-
cal positions of each party, recent research suggests that polarization is less a feature 
of the political system than of “party sorting,” in which political parties become 
more closely identified with ideologically grounded policy positions.10 This partisan 
polarization contrasts with the 1950s and 1960s, when there were both liberal and 
conservative Democrats, and liberal and conservative Republicans.

The Economic Environment

The economic environment includes the growth of the economy, the distribution of 
wealth in a society, the size and composition of industry sectors, the rate of growth 

Source: Gallup organization, www.gallup.com.
Note: Congressional approval rating data for 1991 and 2009 are missing.
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of the economy, inflation, and the cost of labor and raw materials. Because much 
of this data is specialized, we will not consider all these aspects of the economy; 
rather, we will consider the aspects that gain the greatest attention from policy 
makers and citizens.

The most common measure of economic activity is the gross domestic product 
(GDP), which is a measure of the value of all the goods and services created in the 
nation in a given year. Annual GDP figures are shown in Figure 2.14.

Economic factors are important because various features of the economy influ-
ence the types of policies a society makes; at the same time, we can see that during 
the financial crisis of 2008–2009 government policies also affected the economy, 
though often in unclear or unexpected ways. In Keynesian economics (that is, the 
theories of economics pioneered by the British economist John Maynard Keynes), 
governments spend more and run budget deficits to stimulate the economy when it 
is in a recession. Keynesians believe that when the economy is strong, governments 
should run budget surpluses to make up for the deficits incurred during recessions.11 
While Keynesian theories have been challenged since their publication in 1936 and 
came under increasing criticism when so-called supply-side theories of economic 
stimulus gained prominence in the 1980s, they still have an important influence 
on policy making, as reflected in President Obama’s economic stimulus policies 
of 2009. Still, many economists and policy makers argued that growing federal 

Figure 2.14 U.S. Gross Domestic Product, Constant (2000) Dollars, 1930–2007

Source: Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2009, Table 645.
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budget deficits made the national debt grow too fast. The ultimate fear was that such 
spending would bankrupt the nation, an unlikely but daunting prospect.12 With the 
federal budget deficit for fiscal year (FY) 2009 near $1.8 trillion dollars,13 the deficit 
and the debt have led to major concern about the stability of the U.S. economy, the 
strength of the U.S. dollar against other currencies, and the ability to pay back the 
debt in a slowly growing, sluggish economy.

In the 1990s, the federal budget was in surplus for the first time since 1969, in 
part as a result of the booming economy. Tax collections should rise and govern-
ment coffers should fill during good economic times, so as to prepare for the next 
downturn. Starting in the early 2000s, the government ran larger deficits again due 
to tax cuts, slower economic growth, and the costs of two wars. Starting with FY 
2009, those deficits became historically large, rivaling the budget defects incurred 
during World War II in terms of the dollar amount of the budget deficit, the rate at 
which the national debt was growing, and the fraction of the GDP accounted for 
by the national debt and the yearly budget deficits. These trends are illustrated in 
Figure 2.15, which shows the constant dollar value of the federal budget deficit 
or surplus since 1940, and Figure 2.16, which shows the size of the budget deficit 
and debt in proportion to the GDP. Figure 2.16 lends itself better to assessing the 
size of budgets and deficits, because it more effectively reflects the relative size of 
budgets and deficits and the overall economy. Federal debt and spending and eco-
nomic growth are both dynamic and influence each other. Thus, in times of rapid 
economic growth, running a level budget deficit would yield a lower deficit-to-GDP 
ratio. But in 2009 and 2010, the reverse happened: the budget deficit grew as the 
economy contracted, yielding proportionately huge budget deficits.

These trends are all very important because the policies a government makes 
are often a function of the overall wealth of the economy, because the resources 
available to government (through taxes and through its ability to compel behaviors 
without gravely negative economic consequences) are influenced by current and 
continued growth and prosperity. Wealthier societies can undertake tasks that less 
wealthy societies cannot. Of course, wealth is not the only determinant of policy 
choices. For example, the United States has no national health system or plan as 
of this writing, and no coherent policies to provide for public employment during 
economic recessions, even though the country is wealthier than many nations that 
do provide these services.

Public policy choices are influenced by the economy, but the policy decisions 
and the daily operations of government also influence the economic environment; 
they are very much intertwined. As Peters notes, “approximately 51 percent of all 
money collected in taxes by the federal government is returned to the economy as 
transfer payments to citizens.”14 Transfer payments involve transfers of money from 
the government to recipients, such as farm subsidies, disaster relief, and various 
social welfare programs. The government also buys goods and services from the 
private sector, ranging from desks and chairs to supercomputers. And tax policies 
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Source: Source: Office of Management and Budget, The President’s Budget FY 2010, Historic Tables, http://www.
whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/historicals/.

Note: Figures for FY 2009 forward are estimates. Note that scale is reversed; surpluses are negative numbers. 

Figure 2.15 Federal Budget Deficits and Surpluses, Constant (year 2000) Dollars, 1940–2014

Figure 2.16 Federal Budget Deficits and Debt as Percent of Gross Domestic Product, 1940–2014

Source: Office of Management and Budget, The President’s Budget FY 2010, Historic Tables, http://www.whitehouse.
gov/omb/budget/historicals/.

Note: Figures for FY 2009 forward are estimates. Surpluses are negative numbers.
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influence economic behavior: The mortgage tax deduction encourages people to buy 
houses and student loan interest deductions may influence people to start or continue 
college. These are called tax expenditures because allowing people to keep money 
that would ordinarily go to taxes is the fiscal equivalent of taxing people and then 
giving the money back as subsidies.

People’s perceptions of their economic well-being have a significant influence 
on politics. While the GDP and the budget deficit are sometimes arcane statistics—
particularly considering how huge the numbers are—they are often difficult to grasp 
and don’t relate to individual experience as directly as the unemployment rate does. 
The unemployment rate is the percentage of the eligible workforce (in Figure 2.17, 
those aged sixteen years and older) who are looking for work but cannot find it. As 
you can see in Figure 2.17, the unemployment rate tracks closely with recessions in 
the United States, as one would expect in periods of low or negative growth.

These figures do not reveal the differences in unemployment among different 
demographic groups. The unemployment rate for college-educated white men in 
their forties is much lower than the unemployment rate for African American men in 
their twenties with a high school diploma, or for African American women without 
a diploma.15

Finally, as part of the economic environment, let’s consider the distribution of 
income between the most affluent and least affluent Americans. Wealth distribution 
data are shown in Figure 2.18. This figure shows the percentage of income accounted 
for by various groups of households. For example, since 1967 the bottom 20 percent 
of American households have accounted for about 4 percent of all income earned 
by all households. The next 20 percent of households accounted for just over 10 
percent of national income. The most striking trend in Figure 2.18 is the proportion 
of income that is accounted for by families in the top fifth, whose share of national 
income grew from a low of 16.3 percent of aggregate income to 22.3 percent in 
2007. This fraction has likely declined somewhat, as much of the income in the 
top category is from investments, the performance of which has been damaged in 
the 2008–2010 recession. But it remains at recent highs, a result of tax policies that 
benefited upper-income households but not those at lower income levels. Indeed, if 
we assume that the second, third, and fourth fifths of the households are the “middle 
class,” their overall share of aggregate national income has dropped from 53.2 per-
cent in 1968 to 46 percent in 2007; this reflects many commentators’ claims that the 
middle class is being squeezed compared with other economic classes.

How does the United States compare with the rest of the industrialized world 
in terms of income inequality? Figure 2.19 shows measures of income inequality 
among all members of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD), and includes the overall European Union figure. The data show the 
Gini Index for each country, a measure of income inequality where a score of zero 
means perfect income equality, and 100 means perfect income inequality (very few 
people earning all the income). As you can see, among the OECD member states 
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only Mexico shows greater income inequality than the United States. A good com-
parison is Canada, which looks more like European nations than the United States 
in terms of income equality. The Gini score for the United States reflects national 
tax and economic policies that favor higher income households to a greater extent 
than in other countries.

What does this mean in terms of public policy? On their Web page dedicated to 
the definition of the Gini Index, the Reut Institute, an Israeli think tank, argues that 
there is an optimal range in which this index should fall for economic growth:

In their study for the World Institute for Development Economics Research, Giovanni 
Andrea Cornia and Julius Court (2001) conclude that a Gini Index falling between 
25 and 40 is optimal for growth. Extreme egalitarianism inhibits growth by reducing 
incentives for work and creating room for corruption in the redistribution of resources. 
Conversely, extreme inequality decreases growth prospects because it reduces social 
cohesion and stimulates social conflict.16

The United States falls slightly above this claimed optimal range, but political 
tension over income and wealth disparities seems unlikely in the United States as 
attempts to raise this issue in policy discourse are often dismissed by elected and 
appointed officials who, like many Americans, are wary of making distinctions 
base on “class.” Most Americans define themselves as being middle class,17 and 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, www.bls.gov. Figures are seasonally adjusted.

Figure 2.17 Monthly Unemployment Rate, January 1948–November 2009
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Source: Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009, Table 675.

Figure 2.18 Income Distribution in the United States, 1967–2006

Sources: CIA World Factbook 2009, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2172rank.
html. OECD member nations from www.oecd.org. For an explanation of the Gini Index and its limitations, see the CIA World 
Factbook or “The Gini Index,” The Reut Institute, http://reut-institute.org/en/Publication.aspx?PublicationId=1621.

Figure 2.19 Comparative Income Distribution (Gini Index), OECD States and Overall European Union
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making political appeals to this group is quite popular among interest groups and 
politicians. At the same time, efforts to distinguish between the benefits enjoyed 
by the wealthiest and the burdens suffered by the least wealthy—lack of health 
insurance and regressive taxation, for example—are often dismissed as appeals to 
“class warfare,” a specter that carries with it shades of “socialism,” an ideology 
long in disfavor in the United States. But the fact is that income inequality exists 
and has substantial political and economic implications, ranging from public dis-
satisfaction with current economic policy to slower economic growth as consumer 
spending among the middle class declines relative to the overall economy. In the 
case of unemployment, however, even though the burden of unemployment is 
unevenly distributed among the population, the broader public tends to view this 
as a universal problem, not a class-based problem. Government officials who fail 
to address—or to at least attempt to address—unemployment are likely to suffer 
at the ballot box. And, of course, the composition of government institutions has 
important effects on policy making. These connections, while complex, are real 
and worthy of attention.

Clearly, the trends shown in this section are not the only economic trends worth 
analyzing. As this is written, interest rates are very low, but when they are high, 
as in the early 1980s, the implications for consumer debt (credit cards, car loans), 
mortgages, and other credit are profound. Inflation is also quite low, in large part 
because of Federal Reserve efforts over the past thirty years to keep inflation low 
through interest rate policies. Were inflation to become a problem again, it is likely 
that interest rates would climb, which would have serious implications for the hous-
ing and automobile markets. It would also raise the cost of government borrowing, 
a very real worry in an era of trillion-dollar budget deficits. Other economic indica-
tors that are often used include the major stock market indexes, like the Dow Jones 
Industrial Average or the Standard and Poor’s 500 (the S&P 500), and the NASDAQ 
index. These are measures of stock market performance and are related to, but are 
not the sole indicators of, the economic health of the nation.

Inputs

Now that we have considered key features of the policy-making environment, it’s 
important to consider the inputs and outputs of the process. The activities of unof-
ficial actors—generally, actors outside the government itself—are policy inputs. We 
can think of the official institutions, such as Congress and the executive branch, 
as the processors of these inputs and the creators of outputs, but the individuals 
who make up these institutions also provide important inputs to policy making. 
Public opinion—as described in the previous section—is an extremely important 
input. The types of policy outputs and the tools we use to achieve policy goals are 
described in chapters 8 and 9. But for now let’s consider broadly some inputs into 
the policy process.
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Election Results

Considering that public policy is made in the public’s name, the most obvious place 
to look for public input might be election results. Voting is the most common form 
of political participation, and elected officials and the news media often proclaim the 
results of elections as providing policy guidance or “mandates” to pursue particular 
policies. In some cases the people are more directly involved with making laws. This 
is particularly true for states in which there are provisions for citizen initiatives or 
referenda that allow people to vote directly on policy proposals. 

But interpreting voters’ policy preferences in elections for public office is no-
toriously difficult. People have many different reasons for voting for a candidate, 
ranging from simple name familiarity, to appreciation for their local representatives’ 
efforts to aid constituents with problems with federal programs (known as casework, 
and described in chapter 4), to local political considerations that have little to do 
with national ideology or policy issues. During election campaigns candidates can 
package their policy decisions in a way that they believe is most attractive to local 
voters, realizing that casework and redistributive spending (also known as pork 
barrel spending) may have more of an influence on electoral success than legisla-
tive decisions. Furthermore, elections happen at fixed times and politicians have 
fixed terms: two, four, and six years for the House of Representatives, president, 
and Senate, respectively. Once the election is held, some elected officials need 
not worry about voters with respect to daily policy decisions,18 particularly if they 
represent “safe” districts. Still, while the connection between voting and policy is 
sometimes tenuous, elections are important because they do have an influence on 
the broad policy agenda and because they determine the partisan composition of 
Congress and other legislative bodies. Parties do have different positions on issues, 
and the partisan balance in the legislature can influence what policies are most likely 
to succeed or fail.

Public Opinion

A common way to collect information about public preferences is through public 
opinion polls, like those cited earlier. Among the better polls are those conducted 
by or in conjunction with academic institutions. The National Opinion Research 
Center collects a great deal of public opinion information, particularly at election 
time. Most people are familiar with big national polls run by newspapers and 
television networks. Smaller newspapers and other media outlets will subscribe 
to poll results from reputable national polling firms such as the Gallup and 
Louis Harris organizations. While many people distrust public opinion polls, 
we know from years of experience that they are generally good snapshots of 
broad public opinion.

These polls look at electoral preferences, but pollsters also ask citizens about 
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important public issues (abortion, school prayer, environmental protection) or gen-
eral political questions (approval ratings of the president, Congress, and the like). 
Polls are important because they provide policy makers with a broad measure of 
public sentiments about key topics. Of course, we do not expect our public officials 
to be entirely driven by the results of public opinion polls, and, in fact, they weigh 
other information in reaching decisions. However, many elected officials are often 
accused of being poll driven; and whether this is a safe political strategy is unclear. 
But given that elections to federal offices happen, at their most frequent, every two 
years, polls can provide a way of understanding public attitudes between elections. 
Decision makers and interest groups can also use polling data to understand what 
messages will work best in advancing an opinion.

Communications to Elected Officials and Public Managers

Public opinion is not a direct form of communication from citizens to elected of-
ficials. There are numerous ways that people can communicate more or less directly 
with decision makers. Among the most common are letters and e-mail messages to 
elected officials. Members of Congress receive thousands of phone calls, letters, 
faxes, and e-mails every year. Much of this correspondence requests help in dealing 
with a problem with the government (casework), but a good proportion of these 
letters seeks to urge an official to vote a particular way on legislation. Indeed, many 
legislators, in their communications with constituents, argue that a prime source of 
ideas for legislation is citizen input.

This is true, but only slightly. I certainly do not wish to discourage you and other 
people from writing to elected officials—indeed, at the local level your letters may 
lead to action on an issue, including a personal meeting to discuss your concerns, 
legislative hearings, and even new legislation. But the sheer volume of communica-
tion with members of Congress and most state legislators suggests that individual 
letters are noted, but the overall trend of the letters is more important than any single 
letter. In any case, representatives will often vote based on ideological or electoral 
concerns, because they may have other information or reason to believe that the 
position they take will not have bad electoral consequences. Still, elected officials 
know that acknowledging a letter, even with a noncommittal form letter, is important. 
In cases where a member of Congress has taken a very public position on an issue, 
the form letter you may receive may well be very conciliatory but will explain why 
the member took his or her position. To overcome this tendency of individual letters 
getting lost in the shuffle, interest groups often mobilize members to send letters or 
cards to elected officials to serve as a rough gauge of public sentiment on an issue. 
Officials can get a very basic idea of interest group activity in their district by, in 
essence, weighing the pro- and anti-issue mail and using this balance as one of a 
number of inputs to voting and other decisions.
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Interest Group Activity

Interest groups have a bad name in American politics. Allan Cigler puts this mildly, 
saying that “like the public at large, political scientists have often viewed interest 
groups with ambivalence, recognizing their inevitability but uncomfortable with their 
impact.”19 More bluntly, politicians and journalists often rail against the power of 
“special interests” and contrast their activities with a notion of a “public interest.”

Regardless of one’s attitudes toward interest groups, they are key actors in the 
policy process, as we will explore in chapter 5. People with similar interests gather 
to amplify their voices in policy making; if you belong to an interest group like 
the National Rifle Association, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, or 
Greenpeace, you know firsthand that your group wields more power than you do 
individually or than even a million unconnected, unorganized people can wield 
independently.

The News Media

As discussed in chapter 5, the news media are important participants in policy mak-
ing, since they highlight some issues, deemphasize others, and can therefore shape 
the public discourse surrounding a policy issue. Indeed, interest groups seek to get 
their preferred constructions of problems into the media to more broadly affect the 
debate over the issue; elected and appointed officials also use the media to shape 
the debate.

Public opinion expressed in the media—either as individual stories and anecdotes 
or through public opinion polling data—is an important but imprecise gauge of 
how the public and community leaders are thinking about issues. Politicians and 
policy makers are particularly sensitive to how issues are covered in the media, 
and, if coverage of their work is going badly, they often lash out at the news media 
or, more shrewdly, make changes in the course of policy making. A media outcry 
about a proposed plan of action can stop a policy proposal almost immediately. The 
agenda-setting function of the media is therefore important in shaping the govern-
ment agenda.

Policy makers often use the news media as a way of floating trial balloons to 
assess the reaction of the public. Strategic leaks of information are common, par-
ticularly when policy makers are preparing large and complex policy initiatives. 
From public reaction to these trial balloons, policy makers can make adjustments 
to their proposals or learn whether they are likely to succeed or fail.

It is important to reiterate, however, that although the news media are very 
important inputs to policy making, they are not the only inputs: decision makers 
have more sources of information than most citizens, and they can draw upon other 
information they gather in their jobs to make their decisions. But if we consider 
citizen demands as important inputs to the policy process, then we must be mindful 
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of the role the news media have in shaping the terms of debate, particularly on the 
most visible, most controversial issues.

Outputs

What does all this activity and the interaction between the environment and policy 
inputs produce? This produces what we can consider the political system’s outputs 
or the basic statements of public policy that reflect the government’s intent to do 
something. This can range from spending money, to criminalizing behavior, to 
mounting a public information campaign. These various policy tools are described 
in greater depth in chapter 8. In this section, we consider the broad types of policy 
outputs.

Laws

When studying public policy, we are often interested in statute law: the laws that 
are drafted and passed in the legislature and codified in the statute books, such as 
United States Code or your state’s statute books. Case law is also a policy output of 
the government, in this case, the judicial branch. Many people decry “lawmaking 
by unelected judges,” but under our system case law often determines the consti-
tutional bounds under which the legislature and the executive branch operate, or 
explains how the Constitution requires them to make or not make particular types 
of policies. The landmark Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education, for 
example, prohibited states from segregating schools based on race and required 
that states desegregate their schools “with all deliberate speed.” Both case laws 
and statute laws specify that agencies of government implement them; that is, they 
require that they be put into actual practice. Implementation is considered in more 
detail in chapter 9.

Regulations are the rules that government agencies make to administer the 
various activities of government. The federal government is a vast enterprise, and 
laws exist that regulate everything from commercial aviation to shrimp fishing, 
from toy safety to nuclear power plants. With such a broad range of responsibili-
ties, one might guess that the number of regulations is vast. The current Code of 
Federal Regulations (CFR) takes up at least fifteen feet of shelf space (fortunately, 
much of it is now available online). A large part of what it contains is highly 
technical. It is unlikely that you would understand 14 CFR 121 (i.e., Title 14, 
part 121 of the Code of Federal Regulations), the regulations governing various 
operational aspects of commercial aviation, unless you are a pilot or other avia-
tion professional. But if you are a professional or a well-informed citizen in a 
particular policy area, you can and should track the Federal Register—the daily 
newspaper of federal regulatory activity—to keep abreast of the key regulatory 
issues in your field.
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Oversight and Evaluation

An increasingly important part of Congress’s work is the oversight function. Over-
sight involves “overseeing” programs that Congress has already enacted to ensure 
that they are being run efficiently and effectively, following legislative intent. Over-
sight has become a more common activity in Congress (see chapter 4). Oversight 
is undertaken when Congress launches studies—performed by the Congressional 
Research Service, the Congressional Budget Office, or the Government Account-
ability Office, all bodies of the Congress—to find out how a program is working 
and whether and to what extent it can be improved. Congress often holds oversight 
hearings when there is evidence of some sort of policy failure, such as the hearings 
held after Hurricane Katrina (2005) and the government’s apparently poor perfor-
mance in that disaster.

Related to the oversight activity is policy evaluation, the process of determining 
whether and to what extent a program is achieving some benefit or its explicit or im-
plicit goals. Policy evaluation is an important aspect of policy analysis and the policy 
sciences, and entire textbooks and professional courses are designed to teach the skills 
necessary to perform effective policy evaluation.20 People and groups evaluate—on 
political and scientific bases—the performance of public policies to suggest ways to 
make them work better or, in some cases, to provide evidence for why a policy should 
no longer be pursued. While evaluation can be influential, it is not always effective in 
altering the course of public policy. For example, many research studies have found 
that the DARE (Drug Abuse Resistance Education) program did not work well in 
preventing schoolchildren from using marijuana and other drugs, but the program 
remained popular for other reasons, such as its visibility and its positive associations 
with law enforcement. Like any other aspect of the policy process, evaluation is a 
political activity that is subject to argument and interpretation.

Summary

This chapter summarizes a wide range of environmental variables that influence public 
policy making. As Paul Sabatier notes in his work on the Advocacy Coalition Frame-
work of the policy process, there are long-standing features of the environment, such 
as many features of the structural environment, and there are dynamic aspects of the 
policy environment that can change over time—sometimes very rapidly, as we have 
seen with the near-collapse of the financial system in 2008. In twenty-first century 
America, these features from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries still structure how 
politics and policy making are conducted in the United States. But modern trends in 
news gathering and distribution, telecommunications, the globalized, interconnected, 
“flat world” economy,21 and its accompanying social changes mean that the policy 
environment—and the problems it poses—are among the most challenging faced by 
policy makers. However, one should not make too much of these challenges—while all 
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people involved in the policy process must consider them it is important to understand 
that there have been other, perhaps more challenging, eras of American history—the 
Civil War, the industrial revolution, mass immigration, World War II, the darkest 
days of the Cold War—where the challenges seemed equally daunting, if not greater. 
While no political system is “perfect,” the challenges posed by the policy environment 
are often met by policy makers. In the next chapter, we will see how policy makers 
confronted the challenges through the various eras of American policy making.

Key Terms

Administrative Procedure Act
Black box
Budget deficit
Case law
Demographer
Depression
Evaluation
Federalism
Freedom of Information Act

Gross Domistic Product
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Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

1. What are the strengths of the stages model of the policy process? What are 
its weaknesses?

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of any systems model of any politi-
cal or social process? How might you overcome the weaknesses you have 
identified?

3. The trends shown in this chapter are national trends. How does where you 
live compare with the national trends outlined here? For example, is your 
state, or county, or metropolitan area experiencing a higher or lower rate of 
unemployment? What is economic growth (defined as growth in the state 
domestic product) compared with the national trend? Various state economic 
development and budget offices should have these data.

4. What are the policy implications of the trends you found in the previous 
question for your community?

5. As tough as times are for the economy, and as contentious as politics seem to 
be, are there times when American politics have been more contentious? When 
have the policy-making challenges posed by the economic, social, political, and 
structural environments seemed even more daunting than they do today? How 
were these other eras handled by policy makers? Would you say that policy 
makers successfully addressed those challenges? Why or why not?
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Additional Reading

Students with an interest in the systems approach to politics might consider reading 
David Easton’s works: A Framework for Political Analysis (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1968) and A Systems Analysis of Political Life (New York: John 
Wiley and Sons, 1965). However, systems analysis and system dynamics studies 
have evolved a great deal since the late 1960s. Recent works on systems of inter-
est to social scientists include Donella H. Meadows and Diana Wright, Thinking 
in Systems: A Primer (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Pub., 2008) and 
Virginia Anderson and Lauren Johnson, Systems Thinking Basics: From Concepts 
to Causal Loops (Cambridge, MA.: Pegasus Communications, 1997).

The “textbook” model or “stages” model of the policy process is no longer a 
major foundation of policy theory, but its value continues as a way of formulat-
ing how we organize the policy process for ongoing analysis and study, as Peter 
deLeon argues in “The Stages Approach to the Policy Process: What Has It Done? 
Where Is It Going?” in Theories of the Policy Process, edited by Paul A. Sabatier 
(Boulder, CO.: Westview, 1999). A more complete critique of the stages model is 
provided in chapter 10.

Readers interested in finding the original data used to construct the charts in this 
chapter—or interested in finding additional information—should look to the fol-
lowing sources as a good starting point:

•	 The	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics—www.bls.gov—data	on	income,	labor,	
employment, and the like

•	 Office	 of	 Management	 and	 Budget—www.whitehouse.gov/omb—key	
source on federal budget information, including historical data

•	 Statistical	Abstract	of	the	United	States—www.census.gov/compendia/
statab/—provides all its tables as spreadsheet files for easy downloading 
and analysis
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Overview: The American Constitutional Order

The history of American policy making reflects considerable long-term change. If 
George Washington, James Madison, and Thomas Jefferson were to reappear in the 
United States at the beginning of the twenty-first century, they would find much that 
has changed in the size, nature, and scope of government, particularly the federal 
government, since their day. While they may not be surprised by the territorial extent 
of the United States (Jefferson, after all, authorized the Louisiana Purchase), they 
might be amazed by the ease with which we communicate in our country and around 
the world. At the time of the founding, it took less time for a letter or freight to move 
from New York to London than it took to reach Pittsburgh—and that London-bound 
letter or package was cheaper to ship. Today, we can use e-mail, instant messaging, 
video calls, and other technologies to speak to almost anyone in the world instantly. 
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And if we want to move freight, we have extensive roads (there were few good roads 
in 1789), fast trains, and faster airplanes that can move a laptop computer from a fac-
tory in China to a warehouse in Tennessee in less than twenty-four hours.

The history of our society and of public policy making in the United States has 
been characterized both by remarkable stability and remarkable change. While a 
strong respect for the rule of law, the separation of powers between branches of 
government, and our continued commitment to concepts of federalism endure, how 
these ideas are put into effect has changed a great deal since 1789. These fundamental 
concepts have endured so that the United States—one of the youngest countries in 
the world—has one of the oldest written democratic constitutions in the world.

Our Constitution is not itself a guarantee of our civil rights and liberties or of 
political stability. Rather, the maintenance of the basic features of the American con-
stitutional order—federalism, the separation of powers, and the rule of law, among 
others—relies on important cultural commitments to personal liberty, the sanctity 
of private property, and various civil rights including voting and expressing one’s 
opinion in public, organizing civic or interest groups, or holding peaceful protest 
marches. What all of these features have in common is the idea that the Constitution 
places limits on the federal government: the people, not the federal government, 
are sovereign and the states are important political entities. Political power is held 
by the people, the states matter in the organization of local and national policies, 
and the political power held by public officers—from the president to the school 
board—“derives from the consent of the governed,” as John Locke argued and as 
is clearly stated in the Declaration of Independence.1

While most Americans believe in these ideals, there is always room for im-
provement: some groups—African Americans and women, to name two major 
examples—were historically denied their full rights of political participation; this 
sort of discrimination continues today, although much progress has been made 
toward open participation. And government, or, to be precise, the people who run 
the government, have sometimes abused their powers. One example of this abuse 
occurred during World War II, when the federal government moved Japanese Ameri-
cans from their homes on the West Coast to detention camps based on the unfounded 
believe that they would be disloyal to the United States. Of course, whether the 
government uses its power legitimately or abuses it is a political question, often 
with important constitutional foundations. This nation fought a war over a central 
constitutional principle: that the Union is perpetually indivisible. In less dramatic, 
but equally important ways, we expanded the right to vote to those without vast 
property through constitutional amendment and the creation and enforcement of 
statutes. The result is that black males, all females, all racial minorities, and citizens 
eighteen years and older are able to vote. And the meaning of the Constitution has, 
through the Supreme Court’s major rules, been altered, clarified, and reinterpreted 
as public demands or democratic principles, which are sometimes not the same 
thing, are studied and understood.
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Contrast the constitutional order of the United States (that is, the whole of our 
cultural, legal, and political commitments to the ideas contained within the Constitu-
tion) with the language contained in the constitutions of various other countries that 
are, as Americans understand the term, undemocratic. The constitution of the People’s 
Republic of China provides for freedom of speech, press, association, and assembly in 
Article 35. Article 46 of the last Soviet constitution provided for something like press 
freedoms within certain cultural contexts, but the right of a free press is not explicit. 
Article 29 of the Russian Federation’s current constitution is much clearer with respect 
to press freedoms, but whether these are real freedoms is a live question; journalists 
who report on sensitive issues are often suppressed and some have lost their lives 
while reporting on delicate matters. And Article 24 of the constitution of Iran states that 
“Publications and the press have freedom of expression except when it is detrimental 
to the fundamental principles of Islam or the rights of the public. The details of this 
exception will be specified by law.” Restrictions on press freedoms were significant 
after the major protests following the June 2009 Iranian presidential elections.

Lest one believe that I am choosing selectively, consider a country very much 
like our own. Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms states that

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms guarantees the rights and freedoms set 
out in it subject only to such reasonable limits prescribed by law as can be demonstrably 
justified in a free and democratic society.

In the United States, we do not explicitly state that our rights are subject to reason-
able limits, although in practice they are. But our clear and absolute statement of first 
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amendment rights—(Congress shall make no law . . .) means that we face difficult 
choices in our political lives. For example, should self-declared Nazis be allowed 
to spread Holocaust denial literature? In the United States they generally can, but 
in Canada and Germany it is illegal. These countries’ free speech rights allow for 
limits on personal liberty when justified to maintain the democratic order.2

The public policy implications of this discussion are clear: the United States 
places a very high value on individual liberties, particularly on liberties related to 
political activity. And, more broadly, our constitutional order has remained remark-
ably stable for over 200 years. But the changes that have occurred during this time 
have been transformative, and, in many ways, while the United States has the same 
structure and philosophical foundation it had in 1789, in many other ways the nation 
has changed. It is as if the original builders created a very sturdy foundation and a 
good solid house and many additions have been made, making the structure only 
partially recognizable to its original architects.

The Historical Development of the Constitutional Order

One of the major features of our constitutional order is policy restraint—the idea that 
policy making should be deliberative. Indeed, while Americans commonly complain 
about the slow pace of action in the U.S. Congress and in other institutions, it is 
important to note that the slow (or, to some people, careful and deliberate) pace of 
policy making is intentionally built into the Constitution and the rules and practices 
of the House and Senate. Federalism also makes sweeping national change more 
difficult than it would be in a nonfederal system.

In a significant study of why American politics and policy making is more 
constrained than expansive, Robertson and Judd lay out a history of public policy 
characterized by what they call “policy restraint.” This history is divided into four 
eras: a period of divided power, an era of state activism, an era of national activism, 
and, finally, an era of national standards. In all these eras, some degree of policy 
restraint prevented government from taking action on issues when, in many cases, 
such action may have been warranted either by public demands, demonstrated needs 
and unfairness, or a combination of these factors. Policy restraint in housing and 
health care as well as other areas has distinguished the United States from other 
industrialized states that have more actively pursued policies that provide more 
services for citizens and involve greater government action. Thus one can argue 
that the features of our constitutional system that promote restraint—the two houses 
of Congress, the separation of powers, and federalism—prevent government from 
acting without carefully considering the costs and benefits of new policies.

Americans generally consider policy restraint to be a good thing, reflecting the 
framers’ concerns about sudden shifts in policy being driven by the immediate “pas-
sions” of the times, rather than by more sober deliberation that addresses long-term 
problems. At the same time, it is also true that the features that promote stability and 
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deliberation also promote stasis: it took the United States seventy-five years and 
one civil war to determine whether slavery should be allowed in the republic (and 
originally, the question was just whether or not to contain slavery in the South, rather 
than its outright abolition in the whole country). In another example, the United 
States started with a central bank, abolished it, and established various other central 
banking entities before creating a central banking system under the Federal Reserve 
Act of 1913, over 100 years after the demise of the First Bank of the United States. 
And many people argue that the failure of the United States to create a system of 
national health insurance puts the nation “behind” other industrialized states and 
even some less-developed nations such as Cuba and South Africa that, by some 
measures, deliver more or better health care.

The truth of these arguments and their implicit solutions are all open to debate. 
For now, the question to bear in mind as you read this—and as you think about 
policy making in general—is whether the benefits of policy restraint are greater than 
the costs of such restraint, particularly when rapid and decisive action seems to be 
necessary. Of course, even the need for rapid response to an emerging problem is 
a political question that is often debated. 

The expansion of rights and broadening of our understanding of the Constitution 
suggests that the interpretation of it has been unstable since the 1790s. The Con-
stitution has been amended several times, changing the meaning of key passages. 
And our understanding of what the Constitution means and what it demands of our 
government has also changed a great deal.

These changes in the interpretation of the Constitution can be said to have oc-
curred in well-defined eras of the policy history of the United States. A particularly 
useful summary of this history is provided by David Robertson and Dennis Judd3 
and is reviewed in this chapter. We then turn to a discussion of the features that make 
American politics quite stable compared with the rest of the world while allowing 
for long-term policy change.

Divided Power

In the first era of our nation’s policy history, the era of “divided policy making 
power” (1787–1870), the major task facing the nation was to divide policy-making 
power between the states and the national government and to figure out how the 
federal government and states would work both together and independently of each 
other.

After the United States won its independence from Great Britain, many Americans 
thought that the newly free states would experience a period of peacetime prosper-
ity; instead, an economic depression ensued. The economic crisis was worsened by 
the weakness of the national government under the Articles of Confederation. The 
national government could barely raise taxes or armies, and often too few states 
sent representatives to the seat of government to discuss policies. In the states, the 
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farming interests sought loose money policies to alleviate the damage done by defla-
tion; this meant the printing of paper money. The event that most clearly illustrated 
the shortcomings of the national government was Shays’s Rebellion. Daniel Shays 
was a farmer in western Massachusetts who led a group of about a thousand men 
to intimidate the courts to delay foreclosures and debt collections; his band also 
sought to attack a federal arsenal.4 While Massachusetts responded by providing 
relief for debtors, the event awakened other states to their need for strong national 
action to provide protection against insurrection.

The Constitution, finalized in 1787 and ratified in 1789, placed limits on the scope 
of the federal government, but the resulting federal government was still consider-
ably more powerful than the skeleton government established under the Articles of 
Confederation. In light of economic instability and some incidents of civil disor-
der, which seemed to stem from federal weakness and the inability to persuade or 
compel states to act in their joint interests, the framers drafted provisions to protect 
property and the political standing of the moneyed classes against popular uprisings. 
Robertson and Judd call these features “structural impediments to radical policy.” 
The historian Charles Beard went a bit further, arguing that the Constitution was 
a counterrevolutionary document that served to protect their economic interests in 
the face of populist sentiments.5

Whether or not you agree with Beard’s thesis, there are many “structural im-
pediments to radical policy” in the Constitution. The federal structure itself and 
the division of power among the three branches of government impede rapid and 
radical policy change. But the most important feature of the early Constitution was 
its relatively limited grant of power to the federal government and the reservation, 
under the Tenth Amendment, of a great deal of power to the states. The result is 
that “one of the enduring consequences of the American federal structure is that 
policy conflicts tend to turn as much on jurisdictional questions as on the merits of 
policy alternatives” (Robertson and Judd, p. 31). In other words, many debates are 
as much over which level of government should do something as whether something 
should be done.

Because the federal government assumed regulation of interstate commerce and 
because economic growth was considered vital to the young nation’s prospects, 
Congress’s role was largely focused on promoting commerce. Congress, however, 
had many other powers, as shown in Table 3.1, which reproduces Article I, Section 
8, of the Constitution, listing all the things Congress has the power to do. Some of 
these clauses may seem dated (such as the regulation of commerce with the Indian 
tribes in Clause 3), or appear obscure (such as Clause 17, which declares federal 
authority to establish a capital at what was to become known as Washington in the 
District of Columbia), but most of these powers remain as current and important 
today as they were more than 200 years ago.

The powers granted to Congress fall into two broad and overlapping categories: 
the management of national responsibilities, such as defense and immigration policy, 
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Table 3.1

Article 1, Section 8 of the Constitution

Perhaps the most important passage of the Constitution, particularly for students of public policy, is Article 1, 
Section	8.	If	“public	policy”	is	“what	the	government	does	or	chooses	not	to	do,”	it	is	worthwhile	to	review	what	the	
founders had in mind:

Clause 1: The	Congress	shall	have	Power	To	lay	and	collect	Taxes,	Duties,	Imposts	and	Excises,	to	pay	the	
Debts and provide for the common Defense and general Welfare of the United States; but all Duties, 
Imposts	and	Excises	shall	be	uniform	throughout	the	United	States;

Clause 2: To borrow Money on the credit of the United States;

Clause 3: To	regulate	Commerce	with	foreign	Nations,	and	among	the	several	States,	and	with	the	Indian	
Tribes;

Clause 4: To	establish	an	uniform	Rule	of	Naturalization,	and	uniform	Laws	on	the	subject	of	Bankruptcies	
throughout the United States;

Clause 5: To coin Money, regulate the Value thereof, and of foreign Coin, and fix the Standard of Weights and 
Measures;

Clause 6: To provide for the Punishment of counterfeiting the Securities and current Coin of the United States;

Clause 7: To	establish	Post	Offices	and	post	Roads;

Clause 8: To promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for limited Times to Authors and 
Inventors	the	exclusive	Right	to	their	respective	Writings	and	Discoveries;

Clause 9: To constitute Tribunals inferior to the supreme Court;

Clause	10: To define and punish Piracies and Felonies committed on the high Seas, and Offences against the 
Law of Nations;

Clause 11: To	declare	War,	grant	Letters	of	Marque	and	Reprisal,	and	make	Rules	concerning	Captures	on	
Land and Water;

Clause 12: To raise and support Armies, but no Appropriation of Money to that Use shall be for a longer Term 
than two Years;

Clause 13: To provide and maintain a Navy;

Clause 14: To	make	Rules	for	the	Government	and	Regulation	of	the	land	and	naval	Forces;

Clause 15: To	provide	for	calling	forth	the	Militia	to	execute	the	Laws	of	the	Union,	suppress	Insurrections	and	
repel	Invasions;

Clause 16: To provide for organizing, arming, and disciplining, the Militia, and for governing such Part of them 
as may be employed in the Service of the United States, reserving to the States respectively, the 
Appointment of the Officers, and the Authority of training the Militia according to the discipline 
prescribed by Congress;

Clause 17: To exercise exclusive Legislation in all Cases whatsoever, over such District (not exceeding ten Miles 
square)	as	may,	by	Cession	of	particular	States,	and	the	Acceptance	of	Congress,	become	the	Seat	
of the Government of the United States, and to exercise like Authority over all Places purchased 
by the Consent of the Legislature of the State in which the Same shall be, for the Erection of Forts, 
Magazines,	Arsenals,	dock-Yards,	and	other	needful	Buildings;—And

Clause 18: To make all Laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying into Execution the foregoing 
Powers, and all other Powers vested by this Constitution in the Government of the United States, or 
in any Department or Officer thereof.
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and commercial responsibilities, such as coining money, setting bankruptcy rules, 
and building roads and post offices. The latter function was particularly important, 
since federal efforts to encourage communication and transportation established 
links between states that served to forge a new nation from separate and often 
distant states. Even with these features in the Constitution, this forging of a new 
nation took some time, and for a while states squabbled over, for example, the right 
to regulate interstate commerce. The classic example of this fight is found in the 
case of Gibbons v. Ogden,6 in which the state of New York attempted to require the 
operator of a steamboat that crossed the Hudson River from New Jersey to New 
York to obtain a New York State permit. The Supreme Court held that such a regu-
lation was unconstitutional under the commerce clause of the Constitution. With 
states prevented from erecting barriers to trade between states, a national economy 
soon flourished.

The powers of Congress are broader in practice than those listed in Article I, Sec-
tion 8, because Clause 18, also called the “elastic clause,” grants Congress power to 
do things not explicitly listed in Article 1, Section 8, to advance the goals outlined 
in the Constitution. For instance, Congress in this period funded canal and road 
building for much more general purposes than simply moving mail. Congress, in 
establishing and funding the army, also funded the process of westward expansion 
by providing military protection to the new settlers of the West.

From the perspective of the average citizen the federal government was not the 
most important official participant in policy making in the early days of the United 
States. The federal government was a distant entity; most citizens’ contact with the 
federal government was limited to the post office. The Constitution’s structure and 
the founders’ understanding of the role of the new federal government help explain 
this, but other factors are equally as important, including the mostly rural nature of 
the nation; its sparse and generally homogeneous voting population (of course, blacks 
and women were not allowed to vote, and some places only allowed property owners 
to vote), a political philosophy based on limited government, individual liberty, and 
the protection of private property rights; and, in particular, the fact that the Industrial 
Revolution had not yet taken hold in the United States. Indeed, Thomas Jefferson was 
the strongest proponent of a largely rural, agricultural America populated by a virtuous 
class of farmers, an ideal that stood in sharp contrast to Alexander Hamilton’s vision 
of a nation based on industry and commerce. Hamilton’s vision ultimately won out 
over Jefferson’s and with growing industry and national systems of production and 
distribution of manufactured and agricultural goods came greater demands on gov-
ernment to create policy that would foster greater uniformity throughout what was 
to become a great industrial nation. However, until the Federal Reserve Bank was 
established in 1913, the full expression of Hamilton’s vision was incomplete, in large 
part due to the important features of policy restraint in politics and in the constitutional 
order. The broader point is this: change can occur, but the full expression of an idea 
can take years to be adopted and implemented.
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State Activism

The next era—state activism—spans the period from the 1870s to 1933. This was a 
period of great change and turmoil as the nation shifted from a predominantly rural, 
farming-based economy to a modern urban, industrial economy, powered by both 
native and immigrant labor. This urbanization led to great wealth for some people 
and great poverty for others, particularly those living in the urban ethnic ghettoes 
as well as in the “company towns” set up and run by large mining and industrial 
monopolies. The presence of disease and crime in these newly industrialized cities, 
mass popular uprisings in the cities, such as the Haymarket Riot in Chicago in 1886, 
severe labor strife, such as the Pullman Strike of 1893–94, and the ongoing problem 
of large industrial disasters prompted the states to seek solutions to some of the most 
overt ills wrought by the rapid industrialization and social change of this era.

Many states sought to regulate industry in general and to rein in the excessive 
power exercised by many of the largest industrial monopolies. Yet the fact that these 
monopolies existed across state boundaries made regulation by individual states 
difficult, if not impossible. Because these firms were engaged in interstate com-
merce, many people felt that the federal government needed to step in and regulate 
business under the commerce clause of the Constitution.

As the Industrial Revolution continued, Congress reacted to the problems of 
railroad rate setting by establishing the Interstate Commerce Commission (which 
was dissolved by Congress in 1995).7 And in 1890, Congress passed the Sherman 
Antitrust Act, which, combined with later efforts by Theodore Roosevelt and oth-
ers, led to the breakup of the “trusts,” the term used then for monopolies or near 
monopolies, most notably the Standard Oil Trust, which was the parent firm of what 
we now know as Exxon, Mobil, Chevron, and others. Exxon and Mobil have since 
merged into ExxonMobil, bringing together two old members of the Standard Oil 
Trust, while Chevron merged with Texaco, a firm outside the original oil trust.

On the social front, the federal government began to tackle the problems of in-
tegrating former slaves into the political community—problems that vexed those 
who wanted to see former slaves rapidly enjoy the fruits of equal citizenship with 
whites, and those who wanted blacks to remain servile and uninvolved in deciding 
their own fate as well as that of their nation. The primary step in addressing these 
problems was the enforcement of the Civil War Amendments—the Thirteenth, 
Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution. In addition, Congress 
passed several comprehensive civil rights laws, including the 1866 and 1875 Civil 
Rights Acts, intended to grant basic civil rights to African American men, such 
as voting, property rights, and the right to equal public accommodations, such as 
schools or railroad cars. For a short period, these acts, enforced by federal agen-
cies such as the Freedman’s Bureau and by federal troops occupying much of the 
South during Reconstruction, created a political system open to the participation 
of African Americans. But the election of Rutherford Hayes in 1876, after a hotly 
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contested race, ended Reconstruction, and with it any concerted federal effort 
to enforce civil rights laws. The South was thereby free to engage in a policy of 
segregation laws known as Jim Crow laws. In keeping with this change in federal 
priorities and national politics, the Supreme Court, in Plessy v. Ferguson (163 U.S. 
537, 1896), effectively returned the power over civil rights and liberties to the states 
to do whatever they pleased with such issues. This decision allowed the southern 
states to pursue policies of racial segregation in all aspects of social, political, and 
economic life. Racist and segregationist policies and practices were also evident 
outside the South, and some of the more difficult political battles against racism 
during the civil rights movement that started in the 1940s had to be fought in the 
North and West (see the case study in this chapter).

Similar to the failure of the federal government to ensure civil rights in this era 
was the federal government’s weakness in its efforts to regulate industry. Corporate 
power was protected from government interference by a conservative judiciary that 
interpreted constitutional law to protect business from even minimal regulation. At 
the same time, starting in about 1900, public demands for federal and state action 
focused on industrial safety and labor relations. Federal policy in this area can be 
defined as purposefully noninterventionist. The federal government was supportive 
of laissez-faire economics and identified the role of the government as allowing 
states and individuals to conduct their business without government intrusion.

For example, the Supreme Court, in Lochner v. New York,8 ruled that the cities 
and states could not regulate the wages and hours of workers (in this case, bakers) 
because such regulation interfered with the workers’ right to freely contract their 
labor with their employers. This decision sparked serious controversy, because 
the workers were not very free to negotiate the terms of their labor and were often 
compelled to work very long hours or risk losing their jobs. The Lochner doctrine 
ignored the obvious power disparities between workers and employers, and put a 
serious damper on workplace regulation for the next three decades. Thus, the fed-
eral courts, under the Lochner doctrine, and Congress, often influenced by business 
interests, failed to enact policies that would substantially limit industry’s freedom 
of action, even when this freedom caused hardship and upheaval. Effective regu-
lation of wages and hours did not extend fully to most workers until 1936, when 
the Supreme Court upheld a minimum wage law in Washington State.9 Even the 
most basic child labor laws were often struck down under the Lochner logic, as 
the courts became the ultimate arbiter of what constitutes a reasonable regulation 
of industry. In most cases, state actions were found to be “unreasonable,” leaving 
business relatively unfettered.

Still, this period was not completely without government action to address the 
needs of a growing national, industrial economy. Congress established the Federal 
Reserve System in 1913, establishing the central bank that is vital to a modern 
economy. In 1914 Congress further regulated monopolies by adding the Clayton 
Act to the Sherman Act. While both the Sherman and Clayton acts were quite vague 
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and required additional legislation to clarify their meaning, they laid the ground-
work for modern antitrust law. In response to muckraking journalists such as Upton 
Sinclair, Congress also passed the Pure Food and Drug Act. This act was intended 
to remedy the severe problems in food packaging revealed by Sinclair in his novel 
The Jungle, about a working-class community and its meatpacking plant, where 
insects, rodents, and other filth were introduced into canned meat. But even this act 
was passed with the active support of the major food-processing firms, which sought 
such laws to instill public faith in their products; its fate without their support might 
have been tenuous. Drugs were regulated when it became clear that many popular 
remedies were often useless or, sometimes, more harmful than beneficial. However, 
the Federal Reserve was still dominated by private banking interests and Congress 
significantly weakened Woodrow Wilson’s proposed antitrust legislation. In sum, 
the federal and state governments were not completely inactive between 1905 and 
1937, but many of their activities were constrained by an economically and socially 
conservative federal judiciary that blocked government initiatives while containing 
the backlash against capitalism.

Still, we must keep in mind that the states were powerful political entities in the 
state activism period, even more powerful than today, in most cases. Before the Civil 
War, the federal Constitution only restricted federal action against citizens, while 
state constitutions governed the relationships between individuals and states. In other 
words, under the notion of dual citizenship, one was a citizen of the United States 
and of the state in which one resided. Because the federal government didn’t have 
much to do with the daily lives of Americans, most people didn’t see the federal 
government as very important, and many promising political leaders preferred to 
serve in their state legislatures or courts, or as governors, rather than as members of 
Congress or the federal courts. State governments mattered more to people’s daily 
lives, and state offices held higher prestige because, under our constitutional system, 
most policy was made at the state level. Indeed, most people considered themselves 
New Yorkers, Ohioans, or Kentuckians as well as Americans.

The concept of dual citizenship is present in Barron v. Baltimore.10 John Barron 
owned a successful business: a wharf in Baltimore harbor. While making street 
and drainage improvements, the city of Baltimore caused changes to the flow of 
streams that caused the water to become shallower, thereby making Mr. Barron’s 
wharf less useful for shipping. Mr. Barron sued in the Maryland courts, claiming 
that his property had been illegally taken, without proper compensation, by the city 
of Baltimore, which was created by the state of Maryland. Mr. Barron repeatedly 
lost in state court, and appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, arguing that the state 
was bound to respect his Fifth Amendment right under the federal constitution to 
be compensated when his property was taken from him. But the court disagreed, 
stating that the federal Bill of Rights did not apply to the actions of the states. Thus, 
if a state abridged a person’s rights of free speech, or assembly, or due process of 
law, or property ownership, that person had to appeal to the state courts, not the 
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federal courts, for matters deemed to be solely state matters. One could bring a case 
in federal court if one’s federal rights were violated by the federal government.

It wasn’t until the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment, which says that “no 
state shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities 
of citizens of the United States; nor shall any state deprive any person of life, liberty, 
or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdic-
tion the equal protection of the laws,” was an avenue opened for the application of 
the national standard of the Bill of Rights against the states. That avenue was the 
“equal protection clause,” one of the most cited parts of the Constitution. But the 
idea that there are fundamental rights that states and the federal government must 
respect didn’t begin to take hold until the 1890s and gained momentum in the 1920s 
and 1930s. Even so, the incorporation doctrine—the idea of setting the national 
constitution’s rights and protections as the minimum standard for the states—does 
not mean that every provision of the Bill of Rights is “incorporated against” the 
states. In particular, the courts have never fully incorporated the Second or Seventh 
Amendments against the states; the Second Amendment is currently subject to 
litigation on the question. This is a fascinating aspect of our constitutional history, 
but it’s also an important feature of policy making, because the emergence of the 
incorporation doctrine plus major changes to occur in the 1930s led to historic 
levels of national power.

National Activism

The third era—national activism—ran from 1933 to 1961, and was triggered by 
the demands placed on the national government by the Great Depression. When 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was inaugurated in 1933, the Lochner doctrine 
continued to dominate thinking on the Supreme Court. The starkest example of the 
constraints on federal and state action created by the letter and spirit of Lochner is 
seen in the early years of President’s Roosevelt’s New Deal programs. Roosevelt 
called Congress into session and presented sweeping proposals to end the Depres-
sion and to maintain confidence in business, industry, and finance. These ideas, 
most of which became law, included greater regulation of banking and securities, 
the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), and the Civilian Conservation Corps. 
The conservative Supreme Court, operating under the Lochner doctrine, struck 
down the NIRA.11

The Supreme Court’s restraining influence on policy was so great that, after his 
1936 reelection, President Roosevelt attempted to break this constraint by propos-
ing a new way of organizing the Supreme Court. Arguing that old age was making 
it difficult for some justices to do their jobs well, Roosevelt proposed to add one 
justice to the Court for every justice who was age seventy or older. This would have 
resulted in a fifteen-member court at the time, dominated by Roosevelt appointees, 
who presumably would be more favorable to the president’s plans. People across 
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the political spectrum reacted negatively to Roosevelt’s “court-packing” plan, and 
Roosevelt’s enthusiasm for the plan was further diminished after two justices seemed 
to change their philosophy in favor of New Deal legislation, in what became known 
as the “switch in time that saved nine.” As it turned out, a number of justices did 
retire, in part due to their age, during the Roosevelt administration, so that by 1940 
the Supreme Court, consisting mostly of Roosevelt’s appointees, became more 
amenable to the president’s program.

The most important outcome of the New Deal history is its promotion of active 
federal involvement in national policy making. By 1937 the New Deal had created 
a vast system of governmental regulatory bodies, including but not limited to the 
Federal Communications Commission (FCC), the Civil Aeronautics Administration 
(later the Civil Aeronautics Board, or CAB), the Securities and Exchange Com-
mission (SEC), the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), and the Federal 
Home Administration (FHA). The government entered businesses that were tradi-
tionally private, such as power generation, with the creation of the Tennessee Valley 
Authority (TVA) and the Bonneville Power Authority (BPA). Indeed, the TVA had 
a broader goal of fostering economic development in the once-isolated Tennessee 
Valley, while the BPA provided cheap electricity to the factories that refined alumi-
num, which was a key input in the West Coast’s aviation industry during and after 
World War II. These agencies continued to influence American policy and politics 
after the New Deal and World War II.

World War II–era programs further enhanced the influence of the federal gov-
ernment. The GI Bill, which funded the postwar education of many servicemen 
and servicewomen; the FHA, which made mortgage loans easier to obtain; and 
the FDIC, which guaranteed the safety of bank deposits, laid the groundwork for 
the postwar economic boom. These and other programs, such as Social Security, 
became so entrenched in the national psyche that by the 1950s most Republicans 
realized that they could not resist their popularity and that efforts to repeal them 
would be unpopular and futile. The result was a bipartisan consensus on the politi-
cal sanctity of Social Security that persists to this day, even as controversies over 
how the system is funded recur.

After World War II, U.S. foreign and defense policy establishments grew signifi-
cantly, setting the tone for U.S. postwar foreign policy. The term national security 
first came into common use after the war, and the defense establishment of the United 
States was substantially reorganized in 1947. The North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion, or NATO, was formed in 1949 as an alliance intended to contain the threat of 
Soviet expansionism. Fears of communist subversion led to ethically questionable 
congressional actions to root out subversion, such as the creation of the House 
Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) and the crusade against communism 
led by Senator Joseph McCarthy (R-Wisconsin). At the same time, the expansion 
of the federal role in defense policy slowed under the Eisenhower administration 
because of Americans’ desire for a somewhat slower pace of change. Still, the seeds 
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of important federal initiatives, such as the space program and the construction of 
the Interstate Highway System, were planted in the late 1950s.

National Standards

The final period in Robertson and Judd’s formulation, the era of “national standards,” 
runs from 1961 to the present, although, as I argue later, there was what appeared 
to be an era of “the end of big government” that started in about 1980. The 1960s 
were a fertile period for domestic policy making, akin to the New Deal era in the 
1930s. Under President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society program, federal efforts 
to address policy problems again accelerated. Great Society programs addressed 
poverty, racial discrimination, educational problems, barriers to access to health 
care for the poor and elderly, mass transportation, urban renewal, environmental 
issues, and myriad other problems. It is not a coincidence that the 1960s also saw 
the birth of the scientific study of public policy and public problems, as researchers 
asked, first, what are the problems; second, what causes the problems; and third, do 
the policies we have to address the problems work? This scientific study, in large 
part, because the federal government was starting to set national standards for the 
states and other actors to follow in the pursuit of policy goals. At the same time, 
the states’ capacity to make and enforce policy grew rapidly, particularly in leading 
states such as New York and California.

Much of the research on these new national programs revealed mixed results. 
Efforts to foster a renewal of the urban core were not widely successful,12 while 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), and the Head Start program 
were considered moderately successful successes by some, while others found 
mixed results.13

Richard Nixon’s election in 1968 was viewed by some as a return to more con-
servative federal policy making; indeed, many of Nixon’s proposals and programs 
were intended to cut back federal activities in various problem areas. The Nixon ad-
ministration pursued a policy of “New Federalism,” in which discretion was returned 
to the states, and federal block grant programs were developed to replace the highly 
descriptive, top-down policies that characterized many Great Society programs.14 But 
the Nixon administration was not afraid to use federal power and policy making to 
address national programs. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was estab-
lished and the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) was passed under the Nixon 
administration, although the Trans-Alaska Pipeline, built to transport oil from Alaska’s 
North Slope to the ice-free port of Valdez, was opposed by many environmentalists. 
The pipeline project was approved and explicitly exempted from NEPA requirements. 
Nixon attempted to stem inflation through wage and price freezes imposed at the fed-
eral level, but the administration’s New Federalism and block grants programs were 
attempts to move power from the federal level to the state level.

From a policy-making perspective, the Nixon years were also important because 
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this period witnessed major changes and reforms in Congress. President Nixon often 
angered Congress by not spending funds that were appropriated for particular uses, 
which is called “impoundment,” and the Congress prohibited the practice while 
reforming the budget process in the 1974 Budget and Impoundment Act. The presi-
dent’s ability to commit troops to overseas actions was somewhat constrained by the 
1973 War Powers Resolution. And the power and prestige of the executive branch 
in general were dulled by the Watergate scandal and Congress’s investigations into 
the activities of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA). From a policy perspective, the important change here was the reas-
sertion of congressional power in its relationship with the presidency.

The End of Big Government?

Perhaps the most important post–New Deal shift in government and attitudes 
toward policy was the 1980 election of President Ronald Reagan. Because he ran 
on a consistent program of cutting “big government,” his perceived mandate was 
to do just that. In some ways he aggressively did so, particularly in social welfare 
programs. His mandate to cut big government did not run, as it turned out, to the 
defense department. Nor were his policies strictly designed to reduce the federal 
budget deficit, a figure often used by small-government activists to highlight the 
problems with a large federal establishment.

But it is important to remember that the move to shrink government and decentral-
ize it was also undertaken by President Nixon and President Jimmy Carter. Carter 
foreshadowed his desire to make the federal government smaller and more efficient 
in his inauguration speech, in which he declared, “We have learned that ‘more’ is 
not necessarily ‘better,’ that even our great nation has its recognized limits, and 
that we can neither answer all questions nor solve all problems. We cannot afford 
to do everything, nor can we afford to lack boldness as we meet the future.” And in 
his 1979 State of the Union speech, after listing the challenges faced by the nation, 
Carter said, “At home, we are recognizing ever more clearly that government alone 
cannot solve these problems.” Later in his speech, Carter, in language sounding very 
familiar to that of Reagan supporters, claimed:

We must begin to scrutinize the overall effect of regulation in our economy. Through 
deregulation of the airline industry we’ve increased profits, cut prices for all Ameri-
cans, and begun—for one of the few times in the history of our nation—to actually 
dismantle a major federal bureaucracy. This year we must begin the effort to reform 
our regulatory processes for the railroad, bus, and the trucking industries.
 America has the greatest economic system in the world. Let’s reduce government 
interference and give it a chance to work.

The deregulation of the airline industry is perhaps the most-remembered regula-
tory action taken by the Carter administration; it opened airlines to price competi-
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tion and allowed people of modest means to fly, although some have argued that 
deregulation was not a complete success.15 President Carter’s efforts to shrink the 
federal government were similar, although perhaps not as aggressive as Reagan’s 
efforts. Reagan’s rhetoric was also much more antigovernment than Carter’s. In his 
first inaugural address, Reagan stated that, “Government is not the solution to our 
problem; government is the problem.” But by the mid-1980s, an aroused Congress 
was tempering the Reagan program, and Reagan suffered a major setback in his 
prestige during the so-called Iran-Contra scandal. Before then, however, Reagan 
had substantially increased American military spending, which signaled a return to 
American willingness to project military power overseas, in places such as Grenada, 
Panama, and the Middle East. This tendency continued in the Bush and Clinton 
administrations, which used the military in Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and Kosovo, with varying degrees of real or perceived success.

The post-Nixon legacy of distrust in government—a sentiment that presidents 
Carter and Reagan both appealed to, although on different ideological grounds—
continues to influence policy making and government action. Indeed, a 2008 
Rasmussen poll found that “59% agree with Ronald Reagan—government is 
the problem.”16 The “Reagan Revolution” may have laid the groundwork for the 
Republican takeover of the Congress in 1994, and its basic ideological underpin-
nings were restored to national policy when George W. Bush became president 
in 2001. More significantly, the rhetoric and the actual policies created by Rea-
gan spawned an America in which Bill Clinton could remark in his 1996 State 
of the Union speech, driven possibly by his party’s stinging defeat in the 1994 
congressional elections and his failure to pass major health care reform, that “the 
era of big government is over.” This sentiment may have changed during the 
Clinton administration when the federal budget deficit became a budget surplus, 
as discussed in chapter 2. Still, we continue to live in an era in which the federal 
government is mistrusted and in which the state governments, while for the most 
part not able to develop vast new programs, are perceived as better positioned to 
address local needs and appear to be more responsive to citizens’ needs, even as 
they come under significant fiscal stress.17

The drive for smaller government continued in earnest through both George W. 
Bush administrations. The major legislative achievement of the Bush administration 
before the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks was a significant and controversial 
tax cut. This tax cut, coupled with the economic downturn that began before the 
September 11 attacks (but that was likely accelerated by the attack) and the costs of 
fighting the war in Afghanistan and Iraq, caused an increase in the federal budget 
deficit. It did not, however, lead to a major increase in the size of the deficit com-
pared with the gross domestic product, as discussed in chapter 2.

The idea of smaller, less expansive, and therefore less intrusive government en-
joys broad popular support. However, there is no discernible trend toward “smaller 
government.” Rather, administrations may claim to pursue smaller government 



74 chaPter  3 

except in domains where they deem it important. The September 11 terrorist at-
tacks introduced the term “homeland security” to the national lexicon, and greatly 
increased federal government power in the broad range of activities that pass for 
“homeland security,” so much so that there is now something of a retreat from the 
most extreme expressions of this power.

Weeks after September 11, Congress enacted the USA Patriot Act, which gives 
the government greater powers to investigate terrorism and other crimes, at some 
potential cost to individual rights and liberties. And while new government depart-
ments are often anathema to small-government proponents, the Bush administration 
created an entirely new department, the Department of Homeland Security, which 
handles a relatively small part of the homeland security issue. To be fair, it is im-
portant to remember that it was congressional Democrats—in particular, Senator 
Joseph Lieberman (then D-CT)—who pressured the administration to create this 
department. It is hard to say whether the department constitutes growth in govern-
ment, or merely a reorganization of existing government programs and agencies. 
But regardless of ideological commitments to “smaller government,” government 
will grow if policy makers perceive the need for greater government activity, such 
as in counterterrorism.

The election of Barack Obama has thrown the small-government idea into 
even greater doubt. And, if nothing else, there’s apparently no conflict between 
the ideas of “national standards” and “smaller government,” at least rhetorically. 
For example, the controversial No Child Left Behind act enacted during the Bush 
administration set national standards for school performance, to which education 
aid dollars are attached. And, at least in recent years, government spending, if not 
government itself, has grown substantially. Even before President Obama took 
office, the Bush administration had committed extraordinary sums of money to 
prop up the banking and financial system after the collapse of the Lehman Broth-
ers investment firm—a controversial but certainly understandable intervention, 
considering how banking and investment institutions in the United States are at 
the center of international finance.

These policies have continued on about the same course under the Obama 
administration, which has also promoted programs to remove old “clunker” cars 
from the roads, to provide relief for people with major mortgage problems, to in-
vest in high-speed passenger trains, to promote alternative energy, and so on. This 
is an even more activist government than that of the Clinton administration, and 
while, at this writing, President Obama’s approval ratings are declining, as often 
happens shortly after an election, it is too soon to tell whether a more expansive 
federal role will prove popular or a movement to shrink government will take hold. 
Indeed, President Obama’s administration has noted that the short-term stimulus 
of the various federal programs was likely unsustainable, and that as the economy 
recovered substantial budget cuts would need to be made to reduce the ballooning 
federal budget deficit.
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Big government or small, ambitious or cautious, policy making in America reflects 
the flexibility and stability of our constitutional system. Without this flexibility, the 
constitutional order itself might not be able to endure; the Civil War demonstrated 
the ability of the Constitution to bend but not break in the face of major upheavals. 
Given the importance of stability in the American political system, the discussion 
now turns to this important aspect of American politics. One should not conclude 
from this review that policy stability is solely a result of the constitutional structure. 
Nor should one conclude that policy change does not happen. As we will see through-
out this book, policy change can and does happen under the proper conditions. But 
in the end, anything more than incremental policy change is difficult to achieve in 
the United States given our constitutional structure and our political culture.

Stability in American Politics and Policy Making

Policy restraint in the United States is both a cause and a consequence of key cultural 
and historic features that have made the United States one of the most politically 
stable nations in the world. Consider the sweep of American history compared with 
that of our Asian and European allies. The United States ratified its Constitution 
in 1789 and the forty-eighth state was admitted into the union in 1912. Two more 
were admitted in 1959. The United States’ gravest national crisis—culturally and 
politically, involving nothing less than the survival of the United States—was the 
Civil War, fought between 1861 and 1865, and followed by a lengthy period of 
reconstruction. But at the same time, the rhythms of national political life have 
changed relatively slowly, even as the details were altered by policy changes such 
as the popular election of senators starting in 1913, the extension of voting rights 
to more people, and the number of states in the union.

Since the founding of the United States, Germany and Italy have both become 
national states; Great Britain amassed and then, particularly after World War II, lost 
its worldwide empire, as did France. France itself went through profound national 
crises, from the French Revolution to the founding of the Fourth Republic in 1956. 
Japan did not become a modern state until the 1870s and the opening of Japan to 
Western trade. Modernization and industrialization followed so quickly that by the 
Russo-Japanese War of 1905 Japan was a major regional political and economic 
power. It also became, almost instantly, a world naval power that would grow 
stronger and more ambitious, which would ultimately lead to Japan’s involvement 
in World War II. Japan’s growth as an industrial power was extremely rapid, but 
its modern constitution is little more than sixty years old and was largely written 
by the American occupiers of Japan after its defeat in World War II. Japan, France, 
Germany, and other parts of Europe were utterly ruined after the war, and, with help 
from the United States, were rebuilt. In just seventy years Germany evolved from 
the unstable Weimer Republic; through the Nazi period; to the occupation period 
at the end of World War II; and to two separate states, communist East Germany 
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and social-democratic West Germany. These two parts of Germany were reunified 
in 1990.

This extremely brief history is a reminder that the United States’ political institu-
tions and national ideology are remarkably stable compared with other prosperous 
nations. This stability is something that Americans value very highly. The shocking 
terrorist attacks of September 11—or, for that matter, the two world wars, the Cold 
War, and the domestic turmoil of the 1960s—did not substantially change the most 
stable features of American political life and our political institutions. Neither did 
the economic crisis that gripped the world from 2008 through 2010. James Ander-
son, author of Public Policymaking, argues that the United States has four kinds 
of stability: ideological stability, political stability, policy stability, and stability in 
power (Table 3.2).18 

Ideological and Political Stability

Ideological stability refers to the fact that Americans’ basic political beliefs do not 
change rapidly. Since the colonial era, Americans have strongly valued personal 
liberty and equality, although, as Deborah Stone has noted, this belief in liberty and 
equality is rather diffuse, with considerable disagreement as to what these terms 
mean in practice. With this broad belief in personal liberty and equality comes the 
belief that the highest power in government is (or should be) held by the people. 
The high value placed on liberty and equality is accompanied by a strong belief in 

Table 3.2

 Elements of American Political Stability

What this means Examples in action

Ideological	stability Americans tend not to stray from 
a set of ideological precepts 
based largely on our national 
experience.

The United States has not had a labor party or workers’ 
movement like European nations, because our ideological 
stability includes some suspicion of “class warfare.”

Political stability Politics in the United States tend 
to be fairly stable.

Our constitutional structure has changed little since 1789, 
although	practices	under	it	have	changed.	In	1800,	Thomas	
Jefferson,	whose	views	were	quite	different	from	his	
predecessor’s, took office.

Policy stability Policies tend to change very little 
over time.

Policies such as laws governing business practices, social 
welfare (social security, aid to the poor), environmental 
protection, and many others remain stable over time.

Stability in power Changes in power tend not to 
cause major policy, political, or 
social upheavals.

The transition from one president to another, or the 
transition in party dominance in a house of Congress, is 
generally smooth, democratically accepted, and results in 
little sweeping, immediate change.

Source: Derived from James E. Anderson, Public Policymaking, 4th ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2000).
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the rule of law, free market economics, free enterprise, and private property. While 
attitudes have changed considerably on things such as slavery and racial discrimi-
nation, the rights of women and children, voting rights, and the role of religion in 
society, the core beliefs on which the nation were founded are durable, adaptable 
to new problems and conditions, and rarely threatened by those who seek policy 
change. The important question in politics is not whether liberty and equality are 
good things, but, rather, to whom should we extend the blessings of liberty and 
equality? Full equality and liberty has still not been established, but it is remarkable 
how much progress was made over the last sixty years in extending civil rights and 
liberties to everyone.

The acceptable range of ideology along the traditional “left-right” scale—and 
therefore, the range of policy preferences—in the United States is considerably 
narrower than the range of ideologies represented in political institutions in Europe, 
ranging from the extreme right of the French National Front to the German Greens 
on the left. Because our electoral system makes it very difficult for third parties to 
gain much influence, the two political parties in the United States have both tended 
to accommodate a relatively broad (in American terms) range of opinions because 
only two parties can reasonably contest elections in the United States. This broad 
accommodation of ideologies has changed in recent years, as more politically con-
servative people, including many former southern Democrats, have shifted to the 
Republican Party, while, to a lesser extent, more moderate-to-liberal Republicans 
have moved to the Democratic Party.19 Historically, when a party drifts too far from 
the ideological center, it becomes more likely to lose an election, as happened with 
the Democratic Party, whose candidate for president was soundly defeated in 1972, 
and with the Republican Party in 2008.

Some of the beliefs Americans hold are contradictory:20 for example, equality 
and capitalism often clash, depending on one’s definition of “equality.” Battles over 
workers’ rights versus owners’ prerogatives have been fought, mostly politically but 
sometimes violently, in the United States. However, even working-class people often 
display attitudes that generally support American notions of capitalism, business, 
and success, even when these values, in operation, work against their group or class 
interests. This agreement on basic ideology across social classes may explain the 
lack of a powerful labor movement as one sees in much of Europe.

Political stability is a key element of our overall national stability. The United 
States has operated under the same constitutional structure since 1789. While that 
structure has certainly been altered, as we have discussed, the general outline of the 
rules remains, including a structure that promotes a two-party system, the method 
of electing the president through the electoral college, a senate based on state rep-
resentation and a house based on apportionment by population, and so on. Beyond 
the structural features, our political preferences have varied within a narrow range; 
change does occur, but over decades, not a few years.

Public policy is therefore characterized by considerable policy stability. Policies 
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tend not to change very quickly, for several reasons. First, the American governmen-
tal and constitutional system is not designed to be quickly responsive to national 
needs or desires. The three branches of government were not designed to foster 
rapid, coordinated action among the branches; rather, they were intended to serve as 
checks on each other’s power. Two historical examples illustrate this. The first is the 
Supreme Court’s consistent blocking of policies intended to regulate industry and 
working conditions, culminating with the Court’s blocking of Franklin Roosevelt’s 
New Deal programs. Policy changes to address the problems of the Great Depression 
were accepted by the Court only when President Roosevelt, in his second term, was 
able to appoint more ideologically friendly justices and when some justices began 
to change their positions. In the end, considerable policy change did occur, but it 
took many years before Roosevelt’s plans were fully in effect.

A second example is President Clinton’s failure to get his health care reform 
proposals passed by Congress.21 The reform package failed to pass partially be-
cause it was very complex and because many interests—insurers, employers, health 
maintenance organizations, many individual citizens—mobilized to aggressively 
oppose the Clinton proposals. Others have attributed the failure of this reform to 
the secretive process by which one very large bill was assembled in very little time. 
Regardless of the reasons, we can see health care reform as a stark example of how 
policy change is stymied when the president and Congress cannot agree. In this 
case, the dominant coalition in Congress did not even agree with the president that 
there was a problem requiring congressional action; in other words, when there is 
little agreement on a problem, there is likely to be little agreement as to potential 
solutions. Because the founders designed the constitutional system to delay policy 
change, not expedite it, one can say that the failure of the health care reform was 
predictable simply because of the structure of American politics. Had the United 
States been established as a parliamentary system, in which the chief executive was 
the prime minister, health reform and other legislation would likely be easier to pass 
because prime ministers are the leaders of a cohesive majority party or coalition 
until their party loses or the coalition collapses. In such a system, it is likely that 
any previous Democratic administration could have enacted some sort of national 
health care policy. As of this writing, the Obama administration had succeeded in 
accomplishing something that few others had achieved: reform of health care poli-
cies in the face of significant structural barriers to policy change. But even these 
reforms have been criticized, particularly on the political left, as being weak and 
incremental. Based on the historic performance of policy making institutions and 
on what one knows about how hard it is to promote major change, substantial health 
care reform is unlikely to take place, and a slower reform effort, as seen in 2010, 
is much more likely.

The separation of powers between Congress and the president (with the courts’ 
occasional involvement) can slow policy change, but so can the federal system of 
divided power between the national government and the states. As James Madison, a 
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leading founder, constitutional scholar, and the fourth president of the United States, 
explained in Federalist 10, a primary benefit of federalism is that it contains policy 
fads or fast-moving popular movements within one or a few states, thus preventing 
the growth or expansion of conflict to the national level. But there is a more af-
firmative and positive rationale for federalism. Federalism fosters state innovation 
and induces states to improve their capacity to address problems that the federal 
government does not address.22 This has induced many students of policy to call 
states the “laboratories of democracy” because innovations can be developed state 
by state and then adopted and adapted by other states. For example, California is 
widely viewed to be the leader in developing policies to reduce the damage caused 
by earthquakes, for obvious reasons, while New York was long a leader in develop-
ing and implementing social welfare policy and is still more active in this area than 
most other states. Indeed, the devolution of federal programs to the states is often 
justified in terms of the notion that the states are more innovative and responsive 
than the too-large federal government. As Tallon and Brown note in writing about 
welfare reform, “If nothing is very new about the stakes of devolution, why not craft 
a block grant, turn states loose, and record what transpires in the federal system’s 
famous laboratories of democracy?”23 Indeed, this very debate is now being held over 
how to provide disaster relief to states hit hard by major natural disasters: should the 
states receive federal money to spend as they see fit, within reasonable boundaries, 
or should the funds come with very tight controls from Washington? The answer to 
these questions of devolution versus control hinges on the assumption that states will 
make faithful efforts to build capacity to do the things the federal government seeks 
to accomplish with the block grant, which is a grant of money to states that carries 
with it far fewer restrictions than many funded programs. This is why the debates 
over these programs can be fierce: some believe that the states cannot or will not 
implement a program the way the federal government wants it; others argue that 
too much federal control fails to account for local differences, and that these “one 
size fits all solutions” are ultimately less efficient and more prone to fail.

While federalism can be justified by the “laboratories for democracy” argument, 
this is not the justification provided by James Madison. Rather, Madison and the 
other founders justified the constitutional system to their countrymen saying it 
served to maintain the social and economic status quo, thereby maintaining stabil-
ity in power.24 The status quo that Madison sought to preserve revolved around 
promoting the sanctity of free enterprise and private property, particularly among 
wealthy (male) property owners (this was 1787, after all). These interests are clearly 
different from those of the mass public, most of which held little property, had few 
political rights, such as office holding and voting, and relatively little influence on 
the drafting or ratification of the Constitution. Of course, women and most black 
Americans had no political rights at all.

Because of this orientation, among the most enduring features, benefits, or 
problems—depending on your perspective—of the federal system are the structures 
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accountability.
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that preserve the status quo. The interests that have the most advantages and are in 
power are motivated to maintain the status quo and are organized to do so.25 The 
status quo orientation of the Constitution, coupled with its inherent protections of 
private wealth and property, gives the advantage to these groups over, for example, 
the poor and racial minorities:

The realities of the power structure in America severely limit the ability of some groups 
to exercise influence. To have power in Washington a group must be organized, active, 
well financed, politically sophisticated, and well represented by elected and appointed 
officials. Washington is loaded with groups that meet these standards, but mostly they 
represent interests dedicated to the preservation of the status quo. Minority groups 
do not have the organization, staffs, funds, expertise or connections of groups that 
represent big business and the wealthy.

Additionally, given the separation of powers in the American government and the 
decentralization of power in Congress, it is much easier to defeat than to pass legis-
lation. Thus, minorities who need to pass legislation are disadvantaged compared to 
groups that desire primarily only to maintain the status quo.26

Indeed, this orientation toward the status quo and the denial of political power 
to many people have led many historians and social scientists to conclude that 
the American “revolution” was far less “revolutionary” than the changes wrought 
by the Civil War, which was fought over fundamental national questions, such as 
states’ rights and the civil and equal rights of individuals.27 The federal Constitution, 
on the other hand, was in many ways a counterrevolutionary document, drafted 
in the wake of domestic insurrection and the obvious failures of the Articles of 
Confederation to protect the interests of the dominant classes of the day.28 Indeed, 
there were few ideas in the Declaration of Independence or the Constitution that 
could be considered “radical” at the time of the founding; rather, the question was 
whether these ideas could be sustained in practice over more than a few decades: as 
Lincoln said in the Gettysburg Address, the United States was “conceived in liberty 
and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal,” and the Civil War 
was being fought to test “whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so 
dedicated, can long endure.”

Still, even though the founders—and later national leaders—had their own 
doubts as to whether the arrangements they created could endure, the brilliance of 
the constitutional design deserves our respect. The constitutional design provides 
for deliberative government—that is, government that takes the time to consider the 
various aspects and affected interests in any legislation. The founders sought, by 
providing a two-house legislature, to provide both a voice of the popular will (the 
House of Representatives) and a means of restraint against policy fads or impulsive 
social movements (the Senate). And to some extent the courts provide another re-
straint against popular passions or the tyranny of the majority.29 From this structure 
comes the considerable policy moderation and restraint that is an essential part of 
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American political stability. Others, however, have concluded that structural features 
of American politics create so much restraint that the system prevents government 
from addressing some of the key problems of the day through means supported by 
a majority of citizens.30

Basic Rules and Norms

James Anderson notes that political actors and institutions operate both under the 
Constitution and under a system of “basic rules and norms” that go beyond the very 
broad guidelines set out in the Constitution. For example, in the United States Sen-
ate, one senator can filibuster, holding the floor and speaking nonstop, tying up the 
body for hours or days until enough Senators vote for cloture to stop the filibuster. 
In many cases, filibusters are successful in allowing one or relatively few senators 
to thwart the legislative preferences of a majority of the Senate. The House of Rep-
resentatives operates under different rules, and the filibuster is not allowed there, 
but there are other procedural techniques that one can use to slow the progress of 
legislation, although less so than in the Senate.

The norm of seniority in Congress meant that, for years, committee chairman-
ships were held by conservative southern Democrats, who tended to stymie leg-
islation proposed by their liberal colleagues from both parties. Today, seniority 
is more evenly distributed nationally, and the ideological distinction between the 
parties is sharper, so while this norm is still important it is not as important as it 
was before major congressional reforms were instituted in the early 1970s. Con-
gress’s procedural rules, intended to preserve decorum and order in the legislature, 
have been highly successful in maintaining at least some level of collegiality in 
the Congress, but at the cost of making legislating a slow and sometimes frustrat-
ing process.

Fragmentation

The fragmentation of the American political system is a feature that is underappre-
ciated by most Americans and, perhaps, overstated by those who argue that policy 
change and progress are impossible in the United States. There are two dimensions of 
fragmentation in American politics: the separation of powers among the branches 
of government, and the division of power between states and the federal government, or 
federalism.

The separation of powers in the federal government, as well as most state 
and local governments, was intended to check the power of any one element of 
the government through the exercise of power by the others. The founders drew 
upon emerging European political theories that held that there are three major 
functions of governments: a legislative function, in which the laws are made; an 
executive function, in which the laws passed by the legislature are implemented, 

filibuster.
A parliamentary 
technique unique 
to the United 
States Senate, 
in which one or 
a few speakers 
can take the floor 
and dominate 
discussion and 
debate, effectively 
shutting down 
the Senate 
unless enough 
senators vote for 
cloture, which 
ends the debate 
(cloture requires 
60 votes). This 
method is used 
to kill legisla-
tion when the 
side opposing 
the legislation 
lacks a legislative 
majority.
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enforced, or executed; and a judicial function, in which the laws are interpreted, 
disputes over matters of fact or law are settled, and meaning is given to the enact-
ments of the legislature, as implemented by the executive. While these powers 
are separate, they also serve to check each other and to overlap to some extent, 
as shown in Table 3.3.

When the states disagree with the federal government, considerable delay in 
the implementation of policies can result.31 The early years of the civil rights 
movement are a remarkable example of how states can delay policies thought to 
be in the national interest. After Brown v. Board of Education (1954 and 1955) 
made it unconstitutional for states and their local school districts to segregate the 
schools on the basis of race, many southern districts continued to do so well into 
the 1960s. The federal courts continually sought to compel compliance, but there 
is strong evidence to suggest that it took financial incentives from the federal 
government, in the form of school aid tied to desegregation, to impel the South 
to desegregate its schools.32 Not all state delay or resistance is bad, however. As 
Malcolm Goggin and his colleagues argue in their study of intergovernmental 
policy implementation, sometimes states engage in “strategic delay” in imple-
menting federal mandates, to learn more about the policy and how to implement 
it to address unique local situations.33 This ability to shape policy in this way is 
perhaps a primary strength of federalism.

Discussion of the fragmentation and separation of power in the United States is 
sometimes met with dismay by students of the process. After all, why does it have 
to be so slow? Can’t we find ways to make the system more efficient so that it can 
react more quickly to address what we feel are the most pressing problems? But 
before calling for a more “responsive” government, remember that the founders 
concluded that deliberation—a time of thinking, discussing, and debating issues—
was good, and that policies should not be made hastily.

Table 3.3

Separation (and Sharing) of Powers

Congress President Courts

Legislative   Make laws Recommend	laws;	veto	laws;	
make regulations that have the 
force	of	law	(quasi-legislative	
powers)

Review	laws	to	determine	
legislative intent; new 
interpretations = law making

Executive Override vetoes;  
legislative vetoes of regulations

  Enforce and implement laws Review	executive	acts;	restrain	
executive actions (injunction)

Judicial Impeach	judges	and	president;	
call witnesses  
in hearings

Pardon criminals;  
nominate judges

		Interpret	laws

Note: The primary function of each branch is indicated in the double-lined box.

Brown v. 
Board of  

Education
The 1954 Su-

preme Court case 
in which the court 
unanimously held 

that laws requiring 
separate (and in-
herently unequal) 
schools for racial 
minorities was an 

unconstitutional 
violation of the 

Equal Protection 
clause of the 14th 
Amendment. This 

case is the legal 
basis for school 

desegregation 
plans and orders 

that followed 
in the 1950s 

through today. A 
1955 case under 

the same name 
required that 

schools deseg-
regate with “all 

deliberate speed.”
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Case Study: Civil Rights and the Deliberate Pace of Change

Despite the enduring strength of the Constitution, the original document did not provide for 
equal	rights	for	racial	minorities.	Indeed,	the	original	Constitution	prohibited	any	change	to	the	
Constitution	related	to	slavery	until	1808,	or	about	nineteen	years	after	ratification.	Congress	
did ban the importation of slaves at its earliest opportunity, with the law taking effect on January 
1,	1808.	For	the	purposes	of	census	counts,	slaves	were	counted	as	three-fifths	of	a	person,	
giving the southern states a disproportionate amount of power in the national government 
compared to the eligible electorate in these states. This disproportionate representation of 

(continued)

A Rationale for Stability

It is important to recognize that other goals—such as deliberation and public 
participation—are at least as important as rapid and efficient policy-making ac-
tion. Lest we think the American system is entirely hamstrung, however, it is 
important to remember that rapid policy making is possible during, for example, 
wars and other serious national crises. But during normal periods of policy mak-
ing, the political and constitutional order makes it possible and quite common 
for a minority of citizens to thwart the apparent will of the majority in seeking 
policy change—this blocking is accommodated by the constitutional structure 
and the norms of the legislative process. Furthermore, this blocking is entirely 
healthy and justified if it prevents the passage and implementation of dangerous, 
unconstitutional, or unfair policies.

Policy does not change radically because much of the public does not support such 
rapid change—rather, years of electoral experience and public opinion data suggest 
that Americans value political and policy stability and are rather unwilling to see 
the government take large steps toward certain goals. Starting in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, there was a diffuse public sense that the government had grown too big 
and that the Reagan administration was justified in dismantling a great deal of it. 
At the same time, public opinion also registered disapproval of President Reagan’s 
attempts to significantly reduce federal commitments to environmental protec-
tion. This was most clearly demonstrated when he appointed administrators to the 
Department of Interior and the Environmental Protection Agency with an obvious 
antienvironmental agenda.34 In short, change is often welcomed by the public, as 
long as it is not radical change. When a social movement or a crisis does sweep the 
nation, change can be remarkably swift, as occurred during the Civil War, the New 
Deal, the Great Society era, and the movement to shrink government that began 
under President Carter and accelerated in the Reagan administration.



84 chaPter  3 

southern states led to national tensions over the nature and ultimate fate of slavery in the 
republic. These tensions resulted in the Civil War, which, we are all taught, the Union won, 
thereby cementing the idea that the Union is indivisible.

One might think that civil rights should also have been settled by the Civil War amendments. 
After all, the Thirteenth Amendment was very clear in its abolition of slavery and the Fifteenth 
Amendment made clear “The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied 
or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condi-
tion of servitude.” The Fourteenth Amendment was less clear: it promised that no state shall 
“deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any 
person	within	its	jurisdiction	the	equal	protection	of	the	laws.”	Later,	the	Fourteenth	Amendment	
was interpreted to mean that the drafters intended to apply the same federal standard of civil 
rights and liberties to each and every state. But it took over sixty years for this interpretation 
to take root in constitutional law.

Congress attempted to enforce the spirit and meaning of these Civil War amendments 
through	the	Civil	Rights	acts	of	1866,	1870,	1871,	and	1875.	The	Civil	Rights	Act	of	1875	
provided “that all persons within the jurisdiction of the United States shall be entitled to the full 
and	equal	enjoyment	of	the	accommodations,	advantages,	facilities,	and	privileges	of	inns,	
public conveyances on land or water, theaters, and other places of public amusement; sub-
ject only to the conditions and limitations established by law, and applicable alike to citizens 
of every race and color, regardless of any previous condition of servitude.” Congress also 
provided for fines and an enforcement mechanism, but the act was held unconstitutional in 
what became known as the Civil Rights Cases.35 The Court held that the Congress did not 
have the power to regulate individual discrimination, only state action, although Justice John 
Marshall Harlan, famously dissented from the majority opinion.

There was not another civil rights act until 1957, or eighty-two years after the 1875 act. And 
it	wasn’t	until	1964	that	Congress	passed	a	constitutionally	acceptable	law	to	require	equal-
ity	of	access	to	public	accommodations.	Why	did	this	take	so	long?	Part	of	the	reason	is	the	
major	shift	in	American	politics	in	the	1876	election,	in	which	Rutherford	B.	Hayes,	Republican	
of Ohio, became president even though he lost the popular vote to Democrat Samuel Tilden 
of New York. Some historians say that this “Compromise of 1877” allowed Hayes to become 
president	in	exchange	for	a	promise	to	the	Democrats—the	more	popular	party	in	the	South—to	
end	the	federally	imposed,	highly	unpopular	policy	of	Reconstruction. This is a disputed point, 
but there is no doubt that 1876 began the period of Jim Crow laws that sought to keep blacks 
from enjoying the same constitutional rights and liberties as whites. The Supreme Court, in 
Plessy v. Ferguson,36 ratified	the	idea	that	it	was	permissible	to	provide	“separate	but	equal”	
accommodations. Plessy was about racially segregated railroad trains, but the Plessy doctrine 
clearly applied to a broad range of public accommodations and institutions, from schools to 
parks, restaurants, and public buses.

By	the	mid-1930s,	the	obvious	problems	of	the	separate	but	equal	doctrine	were	becoming	
quite	clear.	The	courts	had	to	confront	separate	but	unequal	voting	laws	in	the	Texas	primary	
cases37 in which the whites-only Democratic primary was struck down as an unconstitutional 

Case Study (continued)
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violation	of	voting	rights	and	equal	protection.	And	the	beginning	of	the	end	of	“separate	but	
equal”	occurs	in	three	cases	involving	graduate	education,38 when the court held that policies 
that would send blacks out of state for law school, segregate blacks in a graduate program, 
and build a separate and clearly inferior black law school were unconstitutional violations of 
the	equal	protection	clause.

A watershed occurred in 1954 when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of 
Education39	that	separate	schools	were	inherently	unequal;	a	year	later,	the	Court	stated	that	
the schools must be desegregated “with all deliberate speed.” Brown gave a powerful legal, 
moral, and rhetorical weapon to those forces that sought to desegregate American society.

Efforts in the courts and in other venues in government sought to speed the pace of 
desegregation	and	racial	equality.	In	the	face	of	strike	threats	from	railroad	porters,	led	by	
porters’	union	and	civil	rights	leader	A.	Philip	Randolph,	President	Franklin	Roosevelt	issued	
Executive	Order	8802	in	1941,	which	established	the	Fair	Employment	Practices	committee	
to	enforce	equal	employment	opportunities	in	defense	plants.	Many	blacks	were	able	to	work	
as a result of this order, although wages for blacks and for women still lagged behind those 
of white men.

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), one of the 
first	civil	 rights	organizations,	was	 founded	by	a	“multiracial	group	of	activists”	 in	1909.	A	
separate	entity,	the	NAACP	Legal	Defense	Fund,	was	founded	in	1940,	and	was	led	for	years	
by Thurgood Marshall, the lead counsel on many civil rights cases and, later, the first African 
American to be appointed to the Supreme Court, in 1967 by President Lyndon Johnson. The 
Congress	of	Racial	Equality	(CORE)	was	founded	in	1942	by	students	in	Chicago,	as	the	
Committee	of	Racial	Equality,	but	drifted	until	the	galvanizing	events	of	Brown and the 1955 
Montgomery (Alabama) bus boycott.40

The	bus	boycott	was	triggered	by	Rosa	Parks’s	refusal	to	relinquish	her	seat	on	a	transit	
bus, thereby violating local custom, although not technically violating the law (she was already 
sitting in the “black section” of the bus).41 This act of defiance triggered the formation of a 
group, which later became the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), led by a 
young preacher, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. The bus boycott so financially damaged the bus 
system that the rules were changed, thereby ending the boycott 381 days later, in 1956.42 
This was also a period of sit-ins, marches, and other direct protests, the majority of which 
were nonviolent, at least on the part of the protesters. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC, pronounced “Snick”) was founded by North Carolina college students 
impatient with the SCLC’s more measured approach, and adopted lunch counter sit-ins as a 
major element of its protest strategy. Again, these were nonviolent, but protesters were yelled 
at, spat upon, or beaten by those opposed to their cause or their methods.

By	the	1960s	civil	rights	had	become	a	major	issue	in	American	politics.	While	the	Civil	
Rights	Act	of	1957	and	1960,	both	of	which	were	generally	toothless	attempts	to	increase	
black voting, were important, the most significant events in the civil rights movement in the 
1960s	were	the	marches	on	Washington	in	1963	and	the	Selma	to	Montgomery	march	in	1965.	
The 1963 march on Washington was organized by the “big six” civil rights leaders: A. Philip 
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Randolph,	Roy	Wilkins	(NAACP),	James	Farmer	(CORE),	John	Lewis	(SNCC,	and	a	future	
U.S.	Representative	from	Georgia),	Whitney	Young,	Jr.	(Urban	League),	and	Martin	Luther	
King	Jr.	(SCLC).	This	march	is	best	known	for	King’s	stirring	“I	Have	a	Dream”	speech	and	for	
the	image	of	a	quarter	of	a	million	people	packed	into	the	national	mall,	from	the	Washington	
monument to the Lincoln Memorial.

In	1965	a	group	of	protestors	demanding	voting	rights	sought	to	march	from	Selma,	Ala-
bama to Montgomery, the state capital. Their first attempt on March 7, 1965, known as bloody 
Sunday,	600	marchers	barely	got	out	of	Selma	before	being	stopped	by	police	wielding	billy	
clubs and tear gas. Dr. King became involved, the federal courts stepped in, and ultimately 
25,000	marchers	made	it	to	Montgomery	on	March	25.	Later	that	year,	President	Johnson	
signed	the	federal	Voting	Rights	Act,	the	law	that	finally,	nearly	100	years	after	the	Fifteenth	
Amendment was ratified, ensured that blacks could vote. The voting rights act was just one 
of several civil rights–oriented bills passed in rapid succession, which included the 1964 
Civil	Rights	Act	(which	finally	did	what	the	1875	act	couldn’t	do),	the	Voting	Rights	Act,	and	
the	Fair	Housing	Act,	which	was	title	VIII	of	the	Civil	Rights	Act	of	1968.	These	acts	marked	
substantial progress. 

Of	course,	the	civil	rights	movement	of	the	1960s	was	not	a	series	of	unambiguous	victories.	
Even as these laws were passed, there were riots and violent confrontations in cities such as 
Los	Angeles,	Newark,	and	Detroit.	But	by	1970,	from	a	legal	and	constitutional	perspective,	
the	promise	of	the	Civil	War	amendments	had	been	achieved.	Indeed,	in	the	face	of	contin-
ued southern foot dragging (what the southerners themselves called “massive resistance” 
on school discrimination, in Alexander v. Holmes County Board of Education,43 the Supreme 
Court emphatically rejected the “all deliberate speed” doctrine of Brown with the command 
that schools must immediately desegregate.

More than fifty years after the anniversary of Brown, many people wonder how far we 
have come since the historic decision. One highly visible indicator is the fact that the current 
president, Barack Obama, is the first person of African descent ever to be president of the 
United	States,	winning	an	outright	majority	of	the	votes	cast	on	Election	Day	2008.	President	
Obama was born in 1961, seven years after the first Brown decision, which suggests how 
far we have come. Furthermore, racial segregation in schools, from preschool to graduate 
institutions, is illegal, as is discrimination on the basis of race for hotel rooms, jobs, housing, 
and other public accommodations. Members of racial minorities do suffer from discrimination 
in	these	areas—some	landlords	still	work	hard	not	to	rent	to	racial	minorities—but	overall	it	
is relatively rare to see a minority person denied a hotel room or admission to college based 
solely on race.

Yet even in the face of this remarkable accomplishment, there are still vestiges of segrega-
tion	and	inequality	that	have	proven	very	difficult	to	address.	Since	the	1950s	the	patterns	of	
where people live and work have changed so that many center cities and their urban school 
districts, are predominantly black while many suburban and rural districts are predominantly 
white. And blacks tend to go to jail at a higher rate, have less education, and make less money 
than the general population.
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Summary

Many structural and historic factors influence the making of public policy and con-
stitute, in part, the environment in which public policy is made. These environmental 
factors are not fixed in time; rather, they are long-standing features of American 
politics and daily life that can change—and have changed—over the course of our 
history. But change in the policy environment is relatively slow compared with the 
daily give-and-take of politics. Successful actors in policy making will understand 
and accommodate the enduring features of the policy-making environment and the 
ways in which the environment can change to enhance or retard the possibility of 
policy change.

But consider this: more progress was made in overcoming racial discrimination between 
1954 and 1974 than between any other two points in American history. What features of 
American	history,	politics,	and	government	do	you	think	caused	the	nearly	100-year	delay	in	
redeeming	the	promises	made	in	the	Civil	War	amendments?	What	made	it	possible	for	there	
to	be	so	much	change	in	relatively	few	years	between	1964	and	1970?	What	do	you	think	
remains	to	be	done	on	this	issue?	What	features	of	our	current	political	environment—our	
history,	the	current	partisan	balance	in	politics,	and	the	structure	of	our	political	system—will	
either	help	advance	civil	 rights	or	 inhibit	 their	achievement?	And	finally,	do	you	 think	 that	
President	Obama’s	election	is	an	aberration;	a	one-time	event?	Or	do	you	think	that	his	elec-
tion signals an opportunity for blacks, women, and members of other ethnic groups, such as 
Hispanics	and	Asians,	to	aspire	to	the	nation’s	highest	office?

Case Study (continued)
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Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

1. What were the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation?
2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the Constitution?
3. Why did the founders include the “elastic clause” in the Constitution?
4. How did the American industrial revolution affect public policy during the 

era of “state activism”?
5. Why is it important for a government to set national standards in pursuit 

of policy goals? Should there even be national standards? Why not leave 
standards to the states?

6. Why is openness important in a democracy? What laws have been passed 
that have made government more transparent?

7. What does it mean when we say that environmental factors help shape 
public policy? What are environmental factors in this context?

8. Why is the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution significant? Do you 
think the Fourteenth Amendment has been fully implemented? What would 
“fully implemented” look like?

9. The election of Ronald Reagan is said to have ended the “era of big govern-
ment.” Has government gotten smaller since 1980? Collect some data that 
would measure the size of government. Here are some ideas on what sort 
of data you would gather, and where you can get it:

•	 The	size	of	the	federal	budget	(in	real	dollars,	and	adjusted	for	inflation)
•	 The	size	of	the	federal	workforce
•	 The	size	of	the	federal	budget	as	a	proportion	of	the	gross	domestic	product	

(GDP)
•	 The	per	capita	size	of	the	federal	budget	(per	capita	means	the	size	of	the	

budget divided by the number of people in the country)
•	 The	size	of	 the	budget	 compared	with	 the	 range	of	problems	 that	 the	

national government is asked to address
•	 The	size	of	all budgets: state, local, and federal

Don’t limit your questions to just these, though: think of the many ways in which 
one might measure the size of government and what it does. Some places to find 
data for these questions include:

•	 http://www.census.gov:	the	U.S	Census	Web	site.	In	particular,	look	at	
http://www.census.gov/statab/www/, which is the site for the Statistical 
Abstract of the United States, a fascinating compendium of data about all 
manner of national issues with links to state and local data this page.

•	 http://www.bls.gov:	the	United	States	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics,	with	a	
wealth of economic statistics, including inflation, trade, labor, and other 
economic data. If you like numbers, you’ll enjoy this site.
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•	 http://www.firstgov.gov:	the	federal	government’s	main	page	and	search	
site.

•	 http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/:	the	Office	of	Management	and	Budget	
(OMB) in the White House, the executive branch agency charged with 
drafting and managing budgets. Contains current budget information.

•	 http://www.cbo.gov/:	the	Congressional	Budget	Office	(CBO),	the	leg-
islative branch’s counterpart to the OMB. A good source for historical 
budget data. The CBO’s projections of economic growth have generally 
been more accurate than OMB’s or private forecasters’ projections.

Once you’ve done your analyses, explain what you found. Can you find in the data 
an argument that government is too big? Or that it isn’t very big or isn’t big enough 
to address national problems? What data do you rely on to make your argument?

Additional Reading

I found three books particularly useful for understanding the development of American 
public policy. Of course, this chapter is thoroughly influenced by David B. Robertson 
and Dennis R. Judd, The Development of American Public Policy: The Structure of 
Policy Restraint (Glenview, IL: Scott, Foresman and Company, 1989), and I find their 
division of American policy history into the eras outlined in this chapter remarkably 
useful. Predating these eras was the Constitution, and one of the best books on the 
drafting of this document is Catherine Drinker Bowen’s Miracle at Philadelphia: 
The Story of the Constitutional Convention, May to September, 1787 (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1986). The classic text, first published in 1966, recounts the history of the Con-
stitutional Convention and how the Constitution took shape. It is remarkable to learn 
how quickly the document came together and how the compromises that shaped the 
document were formed. Finally, one of my favorite historians is James H. McPherson, 
and his small book Abraham Lincoln and the Second American Revolution (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1990) is a fascinating explanation of how the Civil War, and 
President Lincoln’s efforts to define the meaning and purpose of that war, were in many 
ways more revolutionary than the American Revolution itself, as the Civil War ended 
slavery and began the long process of bringing political equality to racial minorities. 
Read this book, and then, the next time you are in Washington, visit the Lincoln Me-
morial, climb the stairs, turn to the right, and read Lincoln’s second inaugural address, 
perhaps the most moving document of this second American Revolution.
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Overview

For years after the establishment of political science as a distinctive discipline, po-
litical scientists focused their research on the texts of constitutions, laws, and other 
written statements of policies and studied the relationships between formal govern-
ment institutions—the three branches of government and the states, for example. 
In the 1950s, institutionalism began to be dominated by behaviorism, in which the 
political motivations of individuals, acting singly or in groups, were analyzed, often 
through sophisticated polling, game theory, and statistical techniques.

While behaviorism dominates social science research, the study of institutions 
and the people that compose them is neither obsolete nor unimportant, and we con-
tinue to study the behavior of actors within institutions and the interactions between 
institutions. Moreover, our definition of institution has changed. The older notion 
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was of discrete, formally created bodies, such as Congress, the Supreme Court, and 
the presidency. Institutions are now described as organizations as well as systems in 
which individuals interact and achieve political and policy goals through explicit or 
implicit rules that evolve over time through cooperative means.1 The latter concept, 
called neoinstitutionalism, has become prominent in political science, and new in-
sights into the behavior of individuals and organizations are being derived from it. 
Indeed, as B. Dan Wood notes, “a series of studies [has examined] the presidency, 
the Congress, and the courts to make clear that institutions do make a difference 
when explaining public policy outcomes.”2 In this chapter and the next, I share this 
neoinstitutionalist approach and consider the network of actors, institutions, and 
rules involved in policy making.

There are two broad categories of participants in policy making: official actors 
and unofficial actors. Official actors are involved in public policy because their 
responsibilities are sanctioned by laws or the Constitution and they therefore have 
the power to make and enforce policies. The legislative, executive, and judicial 
branches are clearly official institutions, because they are explicitly mentioned in 
the Constitution. Unofficial actors include those who play roles in the policy process 
without any explicit legal authority (or duty) to participate. Calling them “unofficial 
actors” does not mean that these actors are any less important than the official ones, 
or that their roles should be discounted. Indeed, these groups are involved because 
they have the right to be, because they have important interests to protect and 
promote, and because, in many ways, our system of government simply would not 
work well without them. Thus, interest groups are involved in politics not because 
they are sanctioned by law, but because they are an effective way for many people 
to collectively express their desires for policy. 

Another important group of unofficial actors is the news media, which enjoy 
first amendment press freedoms because of their “watchdog” role. News outlets il-
luminate the actions of government. They have no formal, guaranteed role in policy 
making, but our democracy would be crippled without them. Under certain condi-
tions, such as matters of national security or personal privacy, the media have been 
denied access to policy-making information and processes. This denial of access 
to information sometimes raises controversy that is out of proportion to the value 
of the information being withheld. 

This chapter reviews the official actors in the policy process. Chapter 5 discusses 
the unofficial actors.

Legislatures

We begin with the legislative branch because it is the first listed branch in the federal 
and most state constitutions and because the founders considered it the major policy-
making branch. This derives from the idea that popular will would be exercised in 
the legislature, while the executive branch largely exists, in this view, to carry out 
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what Congress enacted.3 The judiciary was meant to interpret the laws as enacted 
by the people’s elected representatives. This ideal view of the three branches of 
government is incomplete, but this idea was considered by many to be the way the 
system did and should work well into the twentieth century. It is still the popular 
conception of American government, but the relationships between the branches 
are actually much more subtle and less separate.

The legislative branch has many duties, but, given its name, a primary respon-
sibility is to make statute law—the laws that go into the United States Code, or the 
various state codes and statutes. This function consumes a considerable amount of 
the legislative branch’s time and energy. If we use the number of bills introduced 
as a rough measure of the process, we can estimate how busy Congress is. Some 
figures for the 105th and 110th Congresses are shown in Table 4.1.

With over 7,000 bills to consider in the House, and over 3,500 in the Senate, it is 
easy to imagine that Congress is remarkably busy simply dealing with the volume 
of legislative work: drafting bills, assigning them to committees, keeping track of 
them, and so on. Compared with the late 1990s, the volume of legislative business 
has increased. However, lest we believe that Congress is overworked, it is important 
to bear in mind that the 535 members of Congress have ways to lighten this load. 
Members of Congress have staff people who help them draft, read, sift through, 
and understand the volume of legislation that they process every year. Other staff 
members manage the day-to-day workings of Congress, from providing security to 
maintaining the Capitol and the House and Senate office buildings.

In chapter 7, I discuss different types of policies that are enacted by govern-
ment; for now, we can say that legislatures pass substantive laws that establish 
how various programs will run, how money will be distributed, what public works 
projects will be funded, and so on. And Congress also introduces symbolic laws, 
for example, they name federal buildings and post offices after prominent local 
people. The latter category of lawmaking is relatively noncontroversial, while 
substantive policy making can go from routine, broadly agreed-upon matters to 
highly contested, high-visibility policies that attract a great deal of attention and 
controversy. They do so because political arguments can be particularly intense 
when one group identifies itself as a potential loser, particularly when that group 
is well organized and can exploit the structural features of the political system 
to thwart change.

The vast majority of bills fail to move past their initial introduction and assign-
ment to a committee. In some cases, bills duplicate or nearly duplicate each other, 
so that the key ideas and some of the language from several bills can be merged 
into one. Members also introduce bills to satisfy group demands for, at least, some 
basic level of action. And introducing bills also can move ideas onto the agenda. 
Interest groups know that the seemingly symbolic gesture or courtesy introduction 
of a bill could spark its rapid movement up the legislative ladder or mark the begin-
ning of a slow but still successful movement to spur policy change. Legislation that 
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is primarily symbolic and noncontroversial moves through the process relatively 
quickly. For example, S. 171 of 20084 would “designate the facility of the United 
States Postal Service located at 301 Commerce Street in Commerce, Oklahoma, 
as the ‘Mickey Mantle Post Office Building.’” This bill was eventually passed into 
law on September 30, 2008, and is Public Law 110-131; it was so noncontroversial 
that the House passed it easily on a voice vote.

Legislators do more than simply introduce bills and make laws. Congressional 
representatives (and state legislators) are remarkably busy people, often maintain-

Table 4.1

Measuring Legislative Activity: Bills, Amendments, Joint Resolutions, and Concurrent Resolutions in 
the 105th and 110th Congresses 

105th	Congress	(1997–98) 110th	Congress	(2007–8)

House Senate House Senate

Bills 4,874 2,655 7,336 3,741

Joint resolutions 140 60 101 107

Concurrent resolutions 354 130 442 46

Definitions:
Bills:	Bills	are	the	most	common	form	of	legislation;	they	may	be	public	or	private.	Bills	have	the	prefix	“H.R.”	when	
introduced	in	the	House,	“S.”	when	introduced	in	the	Senate,	followed	by	a	number	assigned	sequentially	as	bills	
are introduced. Most legislative proposals are in the form of bills, dealing with either domestic or foreign issues. 
Authorizations (establishing federal programs and agencies) and appropriations (actually providing the money for 
these programs and agencies) are both in the form of bills.

Public bills	deal	with	issues	of	a	general	nature.	If	approved	by	both	houses	of	Congress	(the	House	and	the	
Senate) in identical form and signed by the president (or repassed by the Congress over a presidential veto), they 
become Public Laws.

Private bills deal with matters of concern to individuals, such as claims against the Federal government, 
immigration or naturalization cases, or land titles. They become “Private Laws” if approved by Congress and signed 
by the president or enacted over his veto.

Joint Resolutions: There is little practical difference between bills and joint resolutions, although the latter are 
not as numerous as bills. Usually joint resolutions concern limited or temporary matters, such as a continuing or 
emergency appropriation. Like bills, joint resolutions also have the force of law, upon approval of both houses of 
Congress and the signature of the president.

A joint resolution is the legislative vehicle used for proposing amendments to the Constitution. This type of joint 
resolution is not presented to the president for his signature, but instead becomes part of the Constitution when 
three-fourths of the states have ratified it.

Concurrent Resolutions: Concurrent resolutions are limited in nature. They are not legislative in character and are 
not presented to the president for action. They are used to express facts, opinions, principles, and purposes of 
the two houses, such as fixing the time and date for adjournment of a Congress. Annual congressional concurrent 
resolutions set forth Congress’s revenue and spending targets for the coming fiscal year, and thus have great 
impact upon other legislation. Upon approval by both chambers, they are published in a special part of the Statutes 
at Large.	They	do	not	require	presidential	approval	and	do	not	have	the	force	of	law.

Source: Reproduced from the Library of Congress, http://thomas.loc.gov.
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ing a dawn-to-dusk schedule of meetings, hearings, campaign and fund-raising 
appearances, news media interviews, communications with constituents, and a host 
of other activities that make service in the legislative branch a full-time job, even 
in states where legislators are considered and paid as part timers. While a full treat-
ment of the legislature’s activities is beyond the scope of this book,5 it is important 
to consider two other functions that have gained considerable importance in recent 
years: casework and oversight.

Casework refers to the tasks undertaken by a legislator (or, more commonly, the 
legislator’s staff) to help constituents solve problems with government agencies or 
to gain a privilege or benefit from the government. Examples include writing letters 
of recommendation for admission to military academies, resolving immigration 
or passport problems, and resolving problems with federal benefits, such as social 
security or veteran’s benefits. Casework provides elected officials, particularly 
members of the House of Representatives, with opportunities to reach out to con-
stituents and demonstrate concern for their needs in a way that is neither ideological 
nor partisan. Rather than seeing casework as an annoyance, many members even 
invite their constituents to write or call with their problems. The direct electoral 
influence of casework remains unclear, but most members of Congress believe that 
when they help an individual constituent resolve a frustrating agency-related prob-
lem, the constituent will overlook party and ideological differences and vote for the 
incumbent.6 In the policy process, we can see the demand for casework, and how it 
is satisfied, as a form of feedback from citizens to legislators on the implementation 
of public policy; a large number of complaints can trigger oversight hearings about 
how policies are implemented. Constituent complaints and casework are not the best 
form of feedback, however, as mostly negative feedback is transmitted this way. It 
is common, of course, to see more attention paid to problems with policies than it 
is to see attention being paid to programs and policies that work well.

Oversight has grown far more important since the late 1970s and early 1980s, as 
overall trust in government and belief in its efficacy have declined. Oversight refers 
to the process by which Congress oversees the implementation of policies. Congress 
has a number of methods by which it can oversee the implementation of programs. 
Congress often pursues its oversight function by holding public hearings about policy 
issues and problems. Sometimes these hearings are triggered by sudden, newsworthy 
events: Congress often holds hearings very soon after highly visible events, such 
as plane crashes, natural disasters, terrorist attacks, or spectacular crimes, such as 
the Columbine High School shooting in 1999. Congress also holds hearings when 
scandal or actual or claimed policy failure is revealed, such as the hearings held 
in the wake of the Watergate, Whitewater, and Iran-Contra affairs, and after major 
disasters such as the September 11 attacks and Hurricane Katrina.

These hearings serve at least three functions. First, they help Congress and the 
public to understand issues by bringing together various interests to testify; their 
testimony is often reported in major national news outlets. Second, the hearings 
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reveal shortcomings in current policies. After Hurricane Katrina in 2005, hearings 
revealed the gaps in federal and state policies relating to disaster preparedness, 
response, and recovery. These hearings paved the way for passage of an improved 
set of policies contained in the Post-Katrina Reform Act of 2006.7

Finally, a political party or a group of members can use oversight hearings to 
score political points, usually against the executive branch. This strategy is particu-
larly likely if the executive branch is of a different party than the party controlling 
Congress as a whole, or the House or Senate alone. A particularly useful technique 
for highlighting an issue is the field hearing, in which a committee or subcommittee 
holds a hearing in the community where an accident or disaster occurred or where 
a scandal has had the most impact. Members hear testimony and give speeches 
expressing their concern and endorsing the complaints of local citizens. These hear-
ings are symbolic, providing local officials and citizens with an opportunity to vent 
their frustration, but the hearings can also provide useful feedback to legislators and 
create and enhance popular pressure for changes in policy.

Congress does not need to hold hearings to gather important oversight information. 
Congress can informally gain a great deal of information from constituents, from 
interest groups, which often provide information to Congress, and from the news 
media,8 which often report on problems relating to the implementation of public 
programs. More formally, Congress’s investigative arm, the Government Account-
ability Office (GAO),9 studies public programs and makes recommendations to 
improve efficiency, effectiveness, and accountability to elected officials. By inves-
tigating public programs, the GAO helps Congress to monitor the implementation 
of the policies it enacts. But GAO’s own analytic capacity is limited. GAO reports 
and investigations are limited by the same time, resource, and expertise constraints 
that affect any evaluation research. And GAO’s findings may conflict with other 
legislative goals—for example, a finding by GAO that a program is “inefficient” 
may not fully account for the political benefits of a government program to the 
members of Congress that support it. Congress also gets information on programs 
and problems from other sources; in particular, the Congressional Research Ser-
vice, an arm of the Library of Congress, researches issues and prepares briefings 
for members of Congress.

Organization

Many people who have visited the Senate or House galleries or have watched their 
proceedings on C-SPAN find the action on the floor slow and dull. Television cover-
age of the House or Senate may not reveal that the member is speaking to a camera 
in an empty or near-empty chamber. While “speechifying” seems silly to some, this 
activity, recorded and shown on C-SPAN and other outlets, is an important way 
for members to communicate their positions on issues to their constituents, each 
other, and the nation.
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The empty chambers and the highly technical and procedural activity that seem 
so boring when Congress is in session, mask the activity that takes place in the of-
fices and the committee rooms. The bulk of Congress’s work is done in committees, 
which review legislation, propose and vote on amendments, and, in the end, decide 
whether a bill will die at the committee level or will be elevated to consideration 
by the full body. The legislative process, which you may have learned as “how a 
bill becomes a law,” is presented with some elements of the regulatory process in 
Figure 4.1.

Congress is a large body, and needs to organize itself to handle its large work-
load. Political parties are one form of organization in Congress. Each party elects 
majority and minority leaders in the two bodies, and various other leadership 
positions, like the majority and minority whips, and the chairs of the respective 
congressional campaign committees. One position that is slightly different is the 
speaker of the House, who is the speaker of the whole House, not just the leader 
of a party. The speaker is therefore elected by all members of the body, not just 
by one party, but, as a practical matter, the speaker is elected on a strict party-line 
ballot and serves as the leader of the majority party in the House. Indeed, the of-
fice of speaker has become more visible and partisan in recent years, starting with 
the respectful but often intense rivalry between Speaker Thomas “Tip” O’Neill 
(D-MA) and President Reagan. This continued through the tumultuous tenure of 
Speaker Newt Gingrich (R-GA), although the office became somewhat less vis-
ible during the term of Speaker Dennis Hastert (R-IL), who sought to tone down 
some of the sometimes overheated partisanship. Then the position became more 
visible again when Democrat Nancy Pelosi of San Francisco was elected the first 
female speaker of the House during the George W. Bush administration. Upon the 
election of President Barack Obama, a Democrat, Speaker Pelosi—and her Senate 
counterpart, Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-NV)—have been more supportive of 
the executive branch, as is typical when the Congress and the White House are 
held by the same party. But this is not to say that these leaders march in lockstep 
with the president, because institutional and party leaders—regardless of their 
party label—are sensitive to the powers and prerogatives of the Senate and House 
of Representatives as specified in the Constitution.

Congress and state legislatures are also divided into committees that help divide 
the legislative workload among the members. Most state legislatures are not as large 
and complex as Congress, but Texas, New York, and California have legislatures 
that rival Congress in size and complexity. In both Congress and large legislatures, 
legislators generally do not pore over every bill; rather, their staffs brief them about 
the bills’ essential details, and the members rely on other members who become 
legislative specialists on issues. This doesn’t mean that the members always agree 
with these specialists. It shocks some of the public and less-informed journalists that 
members of Congress do not read each and every word of every bill, even major 
legislation like health care reform. But expecting each member to read each bill is 
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unrealistic, particularly since they have staffs that can read and distill the technical 
aspects of legislation in a way that can keep members informed while allowing those 
members to attend to the challenges of their very busy workdays.

The committees serve as gatekeepers for legislation, in both the organizational 
and political sense. Organizationally, the committees help Congress prioritize the 
legislation that it will hear: The routine but mandatory issues that Congress must 
address every year, like the budget, are higher priority than less pressing business, 
and crises will often overwhelm all other priorities.10 The breadth of issues that 
committees deal with is reflected in Table 4.2.

Committee chairs are senior, but not necessarily the most senior members of the 
majority party, and the majority party holds more seats on a committee than does 
the minority party. The ranking member of the committee is the senior member from 
the minority party who would presumably be chair if the minority were the majority 
party. The chairs and the ranking members usually work closely together to ensure 
the smooth conduct of routine business—and a lot of Congress’s activities are routine 
from year to year. The committee chairs wield considerable political power when 
they decide which bills will be debated and advanced to action by the full House or 
Senate and make decisions about the committees and Congress’s agenda to advance 
their individual or party’s policy agenda. This power is entirely consistent with the 
way in which Congress is organized, and both parties realize that control over the 
partisan balance in Congress means control over the legislative agenda.

For the student of public policy, the legislative branch is an important center 
of policy making, the institution we most often study when trying to assess what 
issues are gaining and losing prominence and which alternative policies are being 
weighed. This is also true at the state level, although state legislative activities have 
not been as thoroughly tracked and analyzed by social scientists as federal legislation 
has. The process by which bills become law at the state level is roughly similar to 
the federal process. A few states, for example, do not have conference committees 
that coordinate differences between the lower and upper houses’ versions of bills. 
Many state legislatures have posted on their Web sites descriptions of how bills 
become laws in those states; indeed, the advent of the Web has made much more 
legislative information, at the federal and state level, more readily available than 
ever before.

Public Policy and Critiques of the Legislative Branch

Many people argue that federal and state legislatures are out of touch with the wishes 
of the people. Why, people ask, does the legislature act against what seems to be the 
clearly stated will of the majority of the people? Why is the legislature so bogged 
down in partisan squabbling? Why can’t the legislature get anything done? In some 
states, citizen frustration with the perceived failings of legislatures has led to the 
widespread use of the initiative process, as is most visibly seen in California.
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The motivation of members seems, on its face, to be very simple: to be reelected—
and that motivation bothers a lot of people. Morris Fiorina, in Congress: Keystone 
of the Washington Establishment, assumes “that the primary goal of the typical 
congressman is reelection.” Why? One cannot doubt that part of the attraction is 
the power and fame that accompanies the job. Many members of Congress also 
enjoy the work of being a public servant. After all, participating in policy making 
as a legislator can be fascinating and exciting. And it’s one way to be at the center 
of making what you believe will be better public policy. Indeed, Fiorina argues, 
“even those congressmen genuinely concerned with good public policy must achieve 
reelection in order to continue their work.”

Fiorina contends that members enhance electoral success by creating connec-
tions with bureaucracies that facilitate casework. The bureaucracy is usually very 

Table 4.2

Committees in the 110th Congress

House Committees Senate Committees

Agriculture
Appropriations
Armed Services
The Budget
Education and Labor
Energy and Commerce
Financial Services
Foreign Affairs
Homeland Security
House Administration
The Judiciary
Natural	Resources
Oversight	and	Government	Reform
Rules
Science and Technology
Small Business
Standards of Official Conduct
Transportation	and	Infrastructure
Veterans’ Affairs
Ways and Means

Special, Select and Other
House Permanent Select Committee on 

Intelligence
House Select Committee on Energy 

Independence	and	Global	Warming

Joint 
Joint Economic Committee
Joint	Congressional	Committee	on	Inaugural	

Ceremonies
Joint Committee on Taxation

Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry
Appropriations
Armed Services
Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs
Budget
Commerce, Science, and Transportation
Energy	and	Natural	Resources
Environment and Public Works
Finance
Foreign	Relations
Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions
Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs
Judiciary
Rules	and	Administration
Small Business and Entrepreneurship
Veterans’ Affairs

Special, Select, and Other
Indian	Affairs
Select Committee on Ethics
Select	Committee	on	Intelligence
Special Committee on Aging

Joint 
Joint Committee on Printing
Joint Committee on Taxation
Joint Committee on the Library
Joint Economic Committee
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happy to respond to representatives prodding for faster or more favorable action, 
because such action can help cement friendly, mutually supportive relationships 
between Congress (which controls the purse strings, after all) and the agencies. If 
one assumes that reelection is the primary motivation, then many other elements 
of politics and policy making, such as how election campaigns are financed and 
run, how legislators and the media interact, and how the labor is divided among 
committees and congressional leadership, become clearer.

Richard Fenno provides a somewhat more subtle explanation of members’ 
motivations in his classic book Homestyle.11 Fenno argues that the primary goal of 
members may not be reelection. Certainly, he says, they do fight to be reelected, but 
this is usually in pursuit of other goals that depend on their reelection, such as mak-
ing public policy. Furthermore, different members have different styles of working, 
both at home and in Congress itself—this reflects the old saying in Congress that 
there are workhorses (those who enjoy the give-and-take of legislating) and show 
horses (those who like the more public aspects of the job).

Congress as a Decentralized Institution

The decentralized nature of Congress helps explain the decisions made by the legislative 
branch. One can argue that for every member there is a separate agenda, and trying to 
reach consensus among even half of these legislators, all with their own agendas, is 
difficult even in the best of circumstances. This may explain why many members, as 
Fenno notes, run for Congress by running against it. According to Fenno, Americans 
“hate Congress and love their Congressmen,” because there are things that individual 
members seem to do for their home districts and constituents that Congress as a whole 
seemingly does not. When a member brings federal money to our individual districts, it 
is hailed as a boon to folks in the home district, but when Congress as a body approves 
spending on local projects in general, it is claimed that this simply reflects Congress’s 
predilection for wasteful pork-barrel spending. Thus, the so-called “bridges to nowhere” 
in Alaska—which would have been funded by federal appropriations—received much 
scorn because it seemed like wasteful spending on unnecessary infrastructure (a claim 
that was not necessarily true). But the detractors often failed to discuss how much 
federal funding they had secured for their own districts.

Before about 1974, power in Congress was rather more centralized in the hands 
of legendary party leaders such as Sam Rayburn in the House of Representatives 
and Lyndon Johnson in the Senate. But a number of events—Watergate, Vietnam, 
and the eroding faith in government and its leaders—combined with and contributed 
to the frustrations of junior and rank-and-file members of Congress. A significant 
number of moderate-to-liberal Democrats were elected to Congress in the historic 
1974 elections that immediately followed President Nixon’s resignation in the 
Watergate scandal. As a group, the new members were committed to reforming 
government in general as well as the Congress. They sought, with some success, 
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to reduce the influence of seniority in the selection of committee chairs, to gain 
power for subcommittees, and to provide a voice for junior members of the body. 
These new members were much less patient than their senior colleagues with the 
old norms that junior members should quietly serve an apprenticeship period before 
speaking out on substantive issues.

In the 1990s some power returned to the top party leadership, as the margins with 
which the majority party held control became rather narrow. The policy implica-
tions are indirect, but include a legislative branch that is more prone to engage ideas 
based on ideological commitments rather than on pragmatic grounds. This was most 
dramatically demonstrated during the term of Speaker Newt Gingrich, who created 
a remarkably high degree of party discipline in the House, particularly in 1995 and 
1996. Recently, Nancy Pelosi sought to recentralize some of that power back to the 
speaker and the senior party leadership.

We should not make too much of this movement toward recentralization of 
power because Congress has always been, to a greater or lesser extent, relatively 
decentralized. This diffusion of power and expertise allows for the creation of small 
issue networks or policy subsystems that, in many ways, operate to ensure the flow 
of benefits from the federal government to well-organized interests. These networks 
encompass centers of power, influence, and interests both inside and outside the 
legislative branch, and outside formal government.

issue network.
A term that de-
scribes the rela-
tionships between 
the various actors 
and interests in a 
particular policy 
issue. Hugh Heclo 
promoted this 
term because it 
describes a more 
open policy-
making system 
that contains 
more actors and 
relationships than 
the older iron 
triangle concept.

policy  
subsystem.
Another term for 
policy network or 
issue network, 
although the term 
subsystem im-
plies a somewhat 
less open, more 
mutually accom-
modating set 
of relationships 
between members 
of the subsystem.

Case Study: Party Control of Congress and Policy Change, 1994–2008

Those who argue that there’s no real difference between the two political parties in the United 
States	should	consider	significant	events	in	recent	political	history:	the	Republican	takeover	
of	the	U.S.	House	of	Representatives	during	the	1994	elections;	and	the	Democrats’	victories	
in	the	2006	congressional	elections,	in	which	the	Democrats	regained	control	of	the	House	
and,	eventually,	 the	Senate,	and	 the	2008	congressional	elections,	where	 the	Democrats	
expanded their majority in the House and built a solid majority in the Senate.

As	of	1994	the	Democratic	Party	had	controlled	the	House	of	Representatives	for	over	fifty	
years,	even	as	the	Senate	was	under	Republican	control	from	1980	to	1986.	Led	by	House	
Minority	Leader	Newt	Gingrich	(R-GA),	the	Republicans	put	forth	a	bold	program	dubbed	the	
“Contract with America,” which made a range of promises including balancing the budget, 
lowering taxes, setting limits on the tenure of committee chairs, and other substantive and 
procedural changes.12	Gingrich	characterized	the	1994	Republican	victory	as	a	rollback	of	
Great Society liberalism and big government: “There are profound things that went wrong 
starting with the Great Society and the counterculture and until we address them head-on, 
we’re going to have these problems . . .”13

(continued)
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The	Republican	victory	was	a	significant	setback	for	the	Democratic	Party	and	President	Bill	
Clinton,	suggesting	that	party	control	of	the	legislative	majority—and	the	ideological	commitments	
of	the	respective	parties—do	matter	in	public	policy.	And	these	changes	in	public	policy	appeared,	
at	the	time,	to	have	some	staying	power.	In	annual	averages	of	party	identification	figures	in	
the	Gallup	Poll,	the	Republican	Party	was	favored	by	a	higher	proportion	of	partisans—that	is,	
those	who	identify	with	either	the	Republicans	or	Democrats—between	1990	and	1995,	and	
between	2001	and	2005,	the	latter	period	corresponding	with	voters’	higher	degree	of	confidence	
in	the	Republicans’	ability	to	manage	homeland	security.	However,	in	no	year	since	1969	have	
Republicans	constituted	a	majority	of	partisans.	Indeed,	when	either	party	wins,	it	is	usually	
when it attracts independent voters to its cause, a task made easier by the smaller proportion 
of	self-identified	Democrats	among	voters	since	the	1960s,	and	by	the	increasing	tendency	of	
some Democrats to switch parties, particularly among self-identified conservative Democrats.

With	their	1994	victory,	 the	Republican-led	House	forced	President	Clinton	 to	modify	his	
proposals and to work out compromises to get his legislation passed. His plans for health care 
reform were largely dead at this point. Clinton was reelected in 1996, but liberals were particularly 
bothered	by	his	advocacy	of	major	welfare	reform	in	the	1996	Welfare	Reform	Act	(technically	the	
1996	Personal	Responsibility	and	Work	Opportunity	Reconciliation	Act).	Clinton	was	significantly	
weakened by the Monica Lewinsky and Whitewater scandals, political problems that might not 
have led to his impeachment trial had the Democratic Party held a majority of the Congress.

Although	a	number	of	factors	led	to	the	1994	Republican	House	victory,	political	observers	
widely agree that Newt Gingrich played a central role in organizing it. Unlike his predecessor, 
Minority	Leader	Robert	Michel	(R-IL),	who	was	more	willing	to	work	out	of	the	public	eye	and	to	
seek compromise, Gingrich was a partisan and a tough leader who was not hesitant to attack 
the House Democratic leadership.14 Earlier in his career, Gingrich had been referred to as a 
“backbench bomb thrower.”15 For example, Gingrich’s persistent pursuit of a House investiga-
tion into an ethics charge led to the resignation of House Speaker Jim Wright (D-TX). Gingrich 
helped	craft	the	Contract	with	America	that	gave	Republican	House	candidates	a	platform	on	
which	to	effectively	base	their	campaign.	And	Republicans	were	remarkably	adept	at	staying	
“on message,” with a series of substantive policy proposals in the Contract with America that 
appealed to a majority of the 1994 electorate. Strahan and Palazzolo believe that Gingrich’s 
House leadership is an excellent case study for examining how the political context influences 
congressional	leadership.	In	other	words,	can	Gingrich’s	actions	be	explained	more	by	contex-
tual	factors	or	by	his	own	individual	personality?	This	is	a	central	issue	in	trying	to	understand	
political leadership. These two scholars conclude that “a satisfactory explanation of Gingrich’s 
leadership style must include both contextual factors and individual leader effects, specifically 
those resulting from Gingrich’s own political goals and the orientation toward leadership that 
follows from those goals.”16 His goals were much more oriented toward electoral and policy 
success achieved through more aggressive partisanship and rhetoric, combined with good 
message control and timing.

Some argued that Gingrich embodied how partisanship is both a good thing and a problem in 
American politics.17	Indeed,	after	the	Gingrich	speakership,	the	loss	of	House	seats	to	the	Demo-

(continued)

Case Study (continued)
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crats in 1996 (a presidential election year) and in 1998, and a short period of leadership instability, 
the	Republicans	elected	Dennis	Hastert	of	Illinois—a	far	less	polarizing	figure	in	Congress—to	
be	their	speaker,	a	position	he	held	until	2007.	With	the	election	of	President	Bush	in	2000,	the	
Republicans	were	able	to	dominate	policy	making	because	they	held	a	majority	in	the	House	
and	Senate,	even	when	Senator	Jim	Jeffords	of	Vermont	switched	parties	from	Republican	to	
Independent,	but	caucused	with	the	Democrats,	leading	to	a	50-50	split	in	the	Senate.	The	Re-
publicans	retained	the	majority	because	Vice	President	Dick	Cheney,	a	Republican,	could	vote	to	
break	ties	in	the	Senate,	as	provided	for	in	Article	I,	Section	3,	Clause	4,	of	the	Constitution.	In	the	
House,	the	Republicans	gained	eight	House	seats	in	the	2002	elections,	which	ran	against	the	
usual pattern of the president’s party losing seats in “off-year” (that is, nonpresidential) elections. 
The	partisan	balance	of	the	Senate	shifted	by	one	seat	between	2001	and	2003.	After	the	2002	
elections,	a	51-49	Republican	majority	regained	control.	Such	a	thin	majority	did	not,	however,	
make majority control particularly effective, due to the Democrats’ ability to filibuster.

In	the	2006	congressional	elections,	the	Democrats	regained	majorities	of	the	House	and	
Senate, in considerable part due to the unpopularity of the president; unpopular presidents often 
hurt	their	party’s	candidates	for	Congress.	The	2008	elections	saw	the	Democrats’	majorities	
increase, in large part due to the “coattail” effect of President Obama’s successful campaign. 
Such	a	coattail	effect	is	very	rare	in	midterm	elections.	Indeed,	the	president’s	approval	rating	
is	nearing	the	level	of	disapproval	as	of	this	writing	(late	2009),	and	presidential	approval	often	
declines until about the third year of a president’s term.

But	did	the	results	of	the	2006	and,	more	to	the	point,	the	2008	Congressional	elections	
(leaving aside, for a moment, the presidential election) really presage a period of policy 
change	in	a	different	direction?	Political	scientist	Jonathan	Woon	believes	so:	using	various	
methods, he asserts that policy will take a more liberal turn under the 111th Congress, as 
a direct result of partisan polarization and the results of the election itself.18 Examples of 
significant policy change in the first session of the 111th Congress include the expansion 
of	the	State	Children’s	Health	Insurance	Program	(SCHIP)	(PL	111-2),	a	change	that	had	
been twice vetoed by President George W. Bush; the major economic stimulus legislation 
(PL 111-5); the expansion of AmeriCorps and other service programs (PL 111-13); programs 
designed to help homeowners faced with foreclosure stay in their houses (PL 111-22); the 
Car	Allowance	Rebate	System	(CARS)	or	“cash	for	clunkers	program”	(in	which	the	federal	
government offered subsidies to people to buy more fuel-efficient cars; part of the supple-
mental	appropriation	act,	PL	111-32).	Many—if	not	most—of	these	programs	would	not	have	
been enacted under the prior Congress, as they would have been vetoed by the president 
(as	happened	in	the	SCHIP	program)	or	would	never	have	passed	Congress	when	it	was	
led	by	the	Republican	Party.

Of	course,	all	 these	policies	are	controversial—if	nothing	else,	many	of	 them	 increase	
federal spending, and therefore the budget deficit and the national debt, which became major 
issues	in	late	2009	and	early	2010.	The	mortgage	loan	modification	programs	have	fallen	far	
short of legislators’ goals, and millions still face foreclosure. So while we can say that policy 
has	changed—and	that	change	was	made	possible	by	partisan	and	electoral	changes—the	
actual meaning of these policies remains in dispute.

Case Study (continued)



106 chaPter  4 

Congress and Implications for Policy Making

What do these aspects of the legislative branch mean for policy making? Any discus-
sion of the legislative process will inevitably reflect difficulty in actually passing laws 
and policies. When a decentralized Congress and its members are more concerned 
with its relationships with interest groups, key bureaucracies, and citizen-clients, 
it is difficult to make “big” policies that require substantial legislative action, par-
ticularly since members’ “clients” are often as likely to resist change as they are to 
support it. This feature of the system became most evident during the health care 
reform debate in 2009, in which opposition to reforms arose based simply on the 
distaste some have for any change. And, indeed, the founders purposefully created 
a system in which change was difficult to achieve, but they realized that change 
would be possible when a coalition of elected officials and citizens formed to pro-
mote change. But Congress’s focus on politically safe casework and distributive 
(pork-barrel) projects may make lawmaking less politically safe and more unpopular, 
and therefore may lead to greater tendencies to maintain the status quo—a situation 
in which less powerful, still striving interests find it difficult to press their case for 
sweeping policy change.

The Executive Branch

John Kingdon, in Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, notes that when people 
think about a presidential “administration” they tend to think about the president, 
his immediate staff, and appointees.19 This is the sense in which I discuss the execu-
tive branch; the permanent civil service, or bureaucracy, is considered separately, 
because it differs from the institutional presidency in key respects.

The president has some considerable advantages in policy making when compared 
with the legislature. First, the president can wield the veto against any legislation he 
does not like on substantive or political grounds (and these two often overlap). It 
is difficult to muster enough votes—two-thirds of the House and two-thirds in the 
Senate—to override a veto, in part because of some level of deference to the presidency 
and in part because it is unlikely that any one party can muster 67 Senate or 290 House 
votes to override a veto. This is why the mere threat of a veto is often enough to induce 
members of Congress to alter legislation to gain presidential approval. The president 
also has at his disposal the pocket veto, which is the ability to not return a bill, signed 
or unsigned, to Congress if it is in recess, thereby rendering the bill untenanted.

The president also enjoys considerable organizational advantages. The presi-
dency has only one person—the president—at its head and a staff that works 
for him in pursuit of the administration’s goals. There is no such singlemind-
edness in Congress. Even the speaker of the House commands only limited 
deference, particularly from members of the majority party, so one cannot say 
that Congress speaks with one voice in pursuit of an agreed-upon set of goals. 
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The crosscurrents of party loyalty, constituent interests, and personal ambition 
make a single-minded Congress impossible, regardless of the media’s attempts 
in recent years to portray the speaker as some sort of constitutional counterpart 
to the president, particularly when the president’s party is not the same as the 
majority party in the House.

A third advantage for the president is that he gains more media and public atten-
tion than any single elected official in the United States, if not the world. As head of 
government and chief of state, the president symbolizes America, both domestically 
and worldwide. Wherever he goes, he is an important focus of media attention. In 
his role as head of government and head of state, the president symbolizes the whole 
of the United States government, not simply one branch. This attention often causes 
people in other countries—and, indeed, many people in the United States—to forget 
that the president is but one actor in our constitutional system, whose power is still 
circumscribed by the Constitution and whose influence varies with his political 
popularity and the nature of the policy issue.

Over the last thirty-five years, we have seen presidents in relative positions 
of strength and weakness. President George W. Bush’s power and influence was 
considerable immediately after the September 11 attacks and, indeed, he noted 
this after the 2004 presidential election, claiming that he had accumulated some 
“political capital” that he was determined to spend wisely. By the end of his 
term, President Bush was so unpopular that members of his own party openly 
defied him and, in the 2006 mid-term elections, the Republicans were badly 
beaten. For the Democrats, it is disappointing—but should be understood as 
highly predictable—that a president’s approval ratings—in this case, President 
Obama’s—often decline after a peak early in the first term. While the president 
enjoys considerable organizational, constitutional, and symbolic powers, these 
powers are variable based on the current winds of politics, and the president can 
enhance or squander his power to make him at various times relatively stronger 
or weaker than the other branches.

An important advantage the president enjoys is his informational advantage 
over the legislative branch. For decades, Congress was at a disadvantage because 
the executive branch had access to most information about government: what 
was being done, how much was actually being spent, the nature and cause of 
public problems. Reforms starting in the early 1970s, with the establishment 
of the Congressional Budget Office, the growth of the committee staff, and the 
improved capacity of the Government Accountability Office, have closed the 
information gap, but the president continues to enjoys better information about 
policy initiatives than does Congress. Indeed, in 1995 the Republican Congress 
abolished the Office of Technology Assessment (OTA), an organization designed 
to help overcome the president’s inherent information advantages in technol-
ogy policy. By eliminating the OTA, Congress ceded even greater advantages 
to the executive.
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In policy terms, it is probably more important to remember that the executive’s 
powers are not limitless. Indeed, many people attribute rather more power to the 
president than is actually apparent to the people who hold the office. In Presidential 
Power, Richard Neustadt argues that the “power of the presidency is the power to 
persuade.”20 Through a number of anecdotes and case studies, Neustadt shows how 
the president uses the considerable prestige of the office to persuade people to do 
things; we learn that the president does not simply bark orders and have them obeyed. 
And, in his relations with Congress and the courts, the president is, constitutionally, 
the head of just one of three branches of government, and is most assuredly subject 
to the checks placed on the executive by the legislature and the judiciary. While the 
presidency is, therefore, powerful, it is perhaps not, as Arthur Schlesinger put it, an 
“imperial presidency;”21 and, indeed, President Nixon—whose administration was 
said to have exemplified the “imperial presidency” of nearly limitless power—was 
forced to resign before Articles of Impeachment were approved by the House of 
Representatives. Had Nixon not resigned, he almost certainly would have been the 
first president impeached and convicted of “high crimes and misdemeanors,” and 
forced to relinquish his office. The lesson here is that even very powerful presidents 
are accountable to Congress and to the people.

Another complicating factor for the president is that the Executive Office of the 
President—that is, the president and all the officials that work for him in agencies 
such as the National Security Council and the Council of Economic Advisors—is 
very large. The president cannot supervise every initiative and all the actions of 
his staff. He must rely on his key staff to ensure that the people who work in the 
executive office support his agenda and goals and are not doing anything that would 
detract from or embarrass his administration.

The presidency is particularly interesting to policy scholars because of the chief 
executive’s role in policy making. In particular, Kingdon argues that the president is 
more involved with agenda setting than in developing policy alternatives to address 
the issues and problems that he raises on the agenda. This tendency has been quite 
evident in the strategies used by the Obama administration to promote health care 
reform. This agenda-setting function comes to the fore because of the president’s 
position in the public imagination as a leader, and because of his constitutional re-
sponsibilities. In the Constitution, the president is empowered to suggest legislation 
and to report periodically on the state of the union.

Nevertheless, the president’s powers go beyond mere agenda setting. During real 
or apparent crises and during times when his popularity is high, the president’s power 
as the head of government is considerable. But the level of power is not constant 
over the president’s time in office. As Paul Light has noted:

The president’s main task is to narrow the stream [of people and ideas] into a manage-
able policy agenda. By the end of the term, the stream is reduced to a trickle and the 
president’s major task is to pass the initial programs and get re-elected.22
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The challenge, then, is not simply to develop endless new ideas, but to define and 
manage the agenda in order to ensure some policy victories, providing a positive 
record that will persuade voters to reelect the president.

For example, after the shootings at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, 
President Clinton pressed for stricter gun control legislation, an issue that was rela-
tively high on Clinton’s agenda throughout his presidency.23 Relatively little of his 
legislation was enacted, however, which illustrates the difference between elevating 
an issue on the agenda and actually seeing substantive change. After the murders 
of thirty-two students at Virginia Polytechnic Institute in Blacksburg, Virginia, in 
2006, President George W. Bush made no effort to reform gun laws, both because 
his party did not see the need for gun reform (there are many other ways that one 
can view this problem as other than a “gun problem”) and because gun reform leg-
islation is often very contentious. Even if the president had wanted to press for gun 
reform legislation, he might have been dissuaded by the controversial nature of the 
issue. In this case, the president’s ideological predisposition was to not address the 
gun issue, but to focus on campus safety concerns.

Beyond recommending legislation, the president can take action, through ex-
ecutive orders and through his constitutional role as the nation’s head of govern-
ment to address public problems. For example, after the Columbine High School 
shootings, President Clinton launched a study of how the entertainment industry 
markets “violent” movies, music, and video games to children.24 By December 
2009 President Obama had issued thirty-three executive orders, on matters as 
weighty as the disposition of detainees at Guantanamo Bay, the lawful inter-
rogation and avoidance of torture of terrorists and other suspects, the legality of 
research using human stem cells, and the seemingly minor reorganization of the 
National Economic Council and other functions in the Executive Office of the 
President.25

Administrative Agencies and Bureaucrats

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word “bureaucracy” is nearly 
200 years old. But it was Max Weber who sought to use the term scientifically to 
describe the large organizations, both public and private, that manage the govern-
ment programs that accompany modern economic and social life. Weber believed 
that bureaucracies were an important innovation of the modern age; indeed, the 
achievements of the last 100 or more years—major government initiatives such as 
the New Deal, fighting World War II, or putting astronauts on the moon—would 
likely not have been possible without a bureaucratic organization.

Many people use the terms “bureaucracy” and “bureaucrat” negatively. No 
doubt, you have said things like, “I can’t believe the bureaucracy at the DMV” or 
“I had to argue with some bureaucrat today.” I often complain to my colleagues 
about the “bureaucracy” involved with getting a parking permit at my university or 
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renewing a library book. But Weber did not necessarily mean to put these terms in 
a negative light; rather, he was using them simply to describe a particular kind of 
organization and to help us understand the features of a bureaucracy, which include 
the following:

•	 “Fixed	and	official	jurisdictional	areas,”	that	is,	a	rule-based	distribution	
of labor and of the power to give orders.

•	 “A	firmly	ordered	system	of	super-	and	subordination	in	which	there	is	a	
supervision of the lower offices by the higher ones,” that is, a hierarchical 
organization.

•	 “The	management	of	the	modern	office	is	based	upon	written	docu-
ments (‘the files’).” Thus, bureaucracies retain copious documentation 
of their decisions, which can enhance learning about what was done 
and why.

•	 Expert	training	of	staff.	This	can	be	seen	in	fields	such	as	law,	accounting,	
and public administration, where advanced degrees are usually required 
for many agency careers.

•	 “The	full	working	capacity	of	the	official,”	meaning	that	the	leadership	
of modern bureaucracies is a full-time job, not a part-time sideline, as it 
was before modern forms of organization became prominent.

•	 “The	management	of	the	office	follows	general	rules,	which	are	more	
or less stable, more or less exhaustive, and which can be learned.” In 
today’s terms, offices are characterized by standard operating procedures 
and rules, often codified, which lay out what an agency can do and how 
it can do it.26

These features of bureaucracy are very familiar, because all of us have lived in, 
worked in, or transacted business with bureaucratic organizations. Schools, univer-
sities, large private firms, government agencies, hospitals, and all manner of other 
institutions are hierarchically organized, with distinct division of labor, people trained 
to do particular tasks, and a set of rules and procedures that governs operations. 
If you are a student, you are in daily contact with agents of a bureaucracy—your 
college or university. Indeed, all your professors are, in some way, bureaucrats 
(although many would rather not think of themselves this way!). People who work 
at college or university follow the rules and perform tasks that are assigned to each 
person, ranging from teaching classes to managing the books, to managing com-
puters and Internet access, to keeping the heat, cooling, and electricity working. In 
essence, everyone who works in a reasonably complex organization is a bureaucrat, 
even though we tend to think of bureaucrats as only working in the public sector. 
A more expansive understanding of bureaucracy and bureaucrats alters our attitude 
toward bureaucrats: we may conclude that it’s not bureaucrats that we should worry 
about—it’s the very nature of bureaucracy itself.
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One of the most persistent complaints about bureaucratic government is its 
sheer size. The government has grown considerably since the founders ratified 
the Constitution. While the federal administrative establishment in 1800 was very 
small, by fiscal year 200927 the federal government had grown enormous, with 
total outlays of almost $4 trillion current and over $3 trillion in constant 2000 
dollars (Figure 4.2). From 1980 to about 2000, federal government spending (the 
technical term is “government outlays”) was generally steady at about 18 to 22 
percent of GDP. The FY 2009 budget, which came during a period of significant 
government spending growth and a deep recession, made federal spending as a 
fraction of GDP the highest it had been since the end of World War II (Figure 4.3). 
One might argue, however, that the federal budget has grown simply because the 
population has grown; after all, the nation’s population was well less than half 
of our current population in 1940. But even per person (per capita) growth in the 
budget has been remarkable, as shown in Figure 4.4. To summarize: the federal 
government spends more than it ever has, but, except for the extraordinary FY 
2009 budget (and, perhaps, in future years, if the recession continues), the federal 
government’s growth has been proportionate to the growth of the economy, as 
measured by GDP.

Another way to measure the size of government is to examine the number of 
people that work for government. In 2007, over 19 million people worked for 
state and local governments (Figure 4.5); taken together, about one in seven of 
all employed Americans worked for the federal, state, or local governments. 
Figure 4.6 shows that federal employment has grown, in large part due to Presi-
dent Obama’s new federal programs. Another way to compare the growth of 
the federal government is to compare the amount the government spends to the 
number of people it employs. This comparison is found in Figure 4.7. In this 
figure, the amount of federal spending and the number of federal employees 
are indexed to a common base year, 1981. As you can see, the relative size of 
the federal civilian workforce has declined, while spending has increased quite 
a bit. This shrinkage in the workforce and increase in spending can be attrib-
uted to increases in spending on social programs that are administered by the 
same number of people, increases in government’s propensity to contract with 
the private sector to provide services rather than government providing those 
services itself, and, in the early days of the Obama administration, to economic 
stimulus spending and the so-called “bailouts” of major investment banks and 
the automakers, yielding greater spending without increased employment. Gov-
ernment’s size, complexity, and growth in spending reflect, to a great degree, 
the size and complexity of society, government, and the economy, as well as the 
demands placed on government and all our social institutions by interest groups 
and citizens. In other words, the government is big because many of us want the 
various services provided by government. Adding up all these demands yields a 
large governmental establishment.
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Source: Office of Management and Budget, The President’s Budget FY 2010, historic tables, http://www.whitehouse.
gov/omb/budget/historicals/.

Figure 4.2 Overall Federal Outlays, 1940–2014, Current and Constant Dollars

Source: Office of Management and Budget, The President’s Budget FY 2010, historic tables, http://www.whitehouse.
gov/omb/budget/historicals/.

Figure 4.3 Federal Government Outlays as Percentage of GDP, 1940–2014
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Sources: Federal government outlays from Office of Management and Budget, The President’s Budget FY 2010, his-
toric tables, http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/historicals/. Figures for FY 2009–FY 2013 are estimates. Population 
figures from Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009, Table 2. Population for 2008 through 2014 extrapolated using 
annual growth rate of 0.095 percent.

Figure 4.4 Federal Government Outlays Per Capita, Constant Dollars, 1940–2014

Source: Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2009, Table 443.

Figure 4.5 Total Number of State and Local Government Employees, 1992–2006
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Source: Office of Management and Budget, The President’s Budget FY 2010, historic tables, http://www.whitehouse.
gov/omb/budget/historical/.

Note: FTE = Full Time Equivalent employees.

Figure 4.6 Number of Federal Civilian Employees, 1981–2010

Source: Office of Management and Budget, The President’s Budget FY 2010, historic tables, http://www.whitehouse.
gov/omb/budget/historical/.

Figure 4.7 Comparative Growth of Federal Budget and Federal Employment, 1981–2010
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What Do Government Agencies Do?

In the simplest terms, government agencies provide services that are uneconomical 
for the private sector to provide directly, or they carry out the tasks that we demand 
from government but that we have chosen not to ask the private sector to provide. 
In general, any good that carries with it major free-rider problems is a public good. 
Public goods are, as economists put it, indivisible and nonexclusive. Indivisible 
means one cannot divide a good or service among the public and let each citizen use 
the good or service as he or she sees fit. Rather, the goods are provided for everyone 
collectively. Nonexclusive means that just because a citizen uses the services of 
the fire department does not mean the citizen is the only one who can use the fire 
department. By contrast, private goods are divisible and exclusive: companies can 
make a fixed number of sports cars, and if you and I and some other people buy 
all the sports cars, there are none left for everyone else (exclusivity) and we get 
to enjoy them ourselves without any usefulness (utility) being provided to others 
(divisibility).

Free riding results when a service is provided for everyone but not everyone 
chooses to pay for it. Imagine a system in which roads, national defense, police and 
fire services, and public health and sanitation were provided by private entities—
perhaps nonprofits—and we were all sent letters asking us to contribute some 
money for these services. Indeed, in many communities, fire and rescue squads 
are volunteer or semi-volunteer organizations that raise money outside regular 
local budgets. Where I used to live in upstate New York, we received similar 
appeals yearly. Many people ignore these appeals, because we might reason that 
many other people may contribute, that their contributions are sufficient to pay for 
the service, that we may be more careful about fires and thus less likely to need 
emergency services, and therefore we can still use—that is, free ride on—other 
peoples’ contributions.

Where voluntary action is insufficient, government provides these goods to avoid 
the free-rider problem and ultimately to compel all beneficiaries to bear their “fair 
share” of costs. This is not to say, however, that the government always has to be 
the ultimate provider of these goods. In some communities fire protection and prison 
management are contracted out to private sector firms. Still, these functions are paid 
for by tax dollars and are therefore not truly based on a market for these services. 
Thus, as Charles Cochran and Eloise Malone note, an important feature of public 
goods “is that they can be provided only by collective decisions,”28 which means 
that institutions—in this case, government—must be created to facilitate decision 
making about what goods to provide.

Communities may choose to keep certain functions in the public sector, even 
though the organizations that manage those functions may work like private compa-
nies. For example, in Anchorage, Alaska, where I grew up, the telephone company 
and the electric utility were both owned by the city because it was believed that 
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these functions were more responsive to the public if the public owned them. At-
titudes about government functions do change, however, and telephone service in 
Anchorage and most of Alaska is now privately managed. In many cities and states 
some functions, such as public transit and intercity passenger railroad service, were 
once viable as private firms. Because of changing economic and social settings they 
became unprofitable, so the public sector assumed their operation because they 
remain important to the users of these services and carry with them benefits that 
are not reflected in the costs of the goods.

While the complaints about bureaucracy in the United States often relate to the 
size of the administrative infrastructure, the complaints more often relate to our 
frustrations with what the bureaucracy does. These frustrations range from the 
extreme antigovernment position that government and its workers should have 
virtually no role in our lives whatsoever to the more moderate sort of complaints 
that what the bureaucracy does is unaccountable to the public or that the decisions it 
makes are erroneous or undemocratic. Most Americans probably do not know how 
large their government is or what its budgetary priorities are, but a broad range of 
the American people have direct experience with unpopular bureaucracies like the 
postal service, the Internal Revenue Service, or state motor vehicles offices. Even if 
these bureaucracies have improved their “customer service” functions—as the New 
York DMV did in the early 1990s and as the U.S. Postal Service has been doing for 
the last twenty years—these bureaucracies are historically unpopular. They have 
been perceived as slow, inefficient, and less adept at service delivery than private 
sector firms, particularly when the services provided by government agencies are 
also provided by the private sector. For example, the postal service has private sec-
tor counterparts such as FedEx and UPS that provide seemingly superior service. 
Such comparisons are often flawed because, again, the government is constrained 
to provide service to everyone. For example, the U.S. Postal Service is required to 
carry a letter from, say, Atlanta to Kotzebue, Alaska, or Molokai, Hawaii, for the 
same postage as a letter from Atlanta to Athens, Georgia—or a letter from one side 
of town to another.

Bureaucracy and the Problem of Accountability

A more basic reason for our distrust of bureaucracy rests on the problem of ac-
countability. The vast majority of civil servants at all levels are not political ap-
pointees; they serve in their positions based on their skills and expertise, not based 
on which party or leader is in power. Expertise is what the designers of modern 
civil service systems—reacting to the abuses of political patronage—had in mind 
when they developed systems based on merit, not political connections, in the late 
1800s. Nevertheless, with this detachment from elected officials comes a belief 
that “faceless bureaucrats” make rules based as much on a thirst for power as on a 
desire to serve the public.
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Before engaging this question of bureaucratic accountability, it is important to 
first consider whether the bureaucracy makes policy at all. After all, if it does not 
make policy—that is, if the bureaucracy does not decide who gets what—then there 
is no accountability problem, because we can simply assume that the bureaucracy 
carries out the will of the democratically accountable branches of the government, 
and in particular, the legislature’s will.

Some of the most astute political thinkers of the 1800s and early 1900s believed 
that the bureaucracy is not a political or policy-making branch of government. 
Students of administration and politics simply assumed that agencies existed to 
carry out the will of the people, as expressed by the legislature. The bureaucracy’s 
duties were to be carried out separate and apart from “politics,” which is the proper 
domain of the legislature. This is how future U.S. president (and early president of 
the American Political Science Association) Woodrow Wilson viewed the relation-
ship between the Congress and the agencies. He argued in his classic article, “The 
Study of Administration,” that the administration of the laws and policies of the 
government stood apart from politics, that is, the grand and broad planning that is 
properly the province of Congress and the president. Consider this passage:

Most important to be observed is the truth already so much and so fortunately insisted 
upon by our civil-service reformers: namely, that administration lies outside the proper 
sphere of politics. Administrative questions are not political questions. Although 
politics sets the tasks for administration, it should not be suffered to manipulate its 
offices. . . . The broad plans of governmental action are not administrative; the detailed 
execution of such plans is administrative.29

Today, we would consider this claim to be naïve. We know that agency decisions 
have to engage “political” dilemmas and questions. Every day, agencies make deci-
sions without explicit instruction from Congress. These decisions require that the 
bureaucracy exercise administrative or bureaucratic discretion. This bureaucratic 
discretion, much like legislation, is part of the process of deciding who gets what 
from government. The problem, from a democratic perspective, is that unelected 
officials often make these decisions without popular or legislative input or over-
sight. Thus, those who do not get what they want from the bureaucracy—or who 
believe that the bureaucracy should not do what it is doing at all—often argue that 
the bureaucracy is unaccountable to the public and its elected officials, and its deci-
sions are therefore suspect on democratic grounds, regardless of the substance of 
the decisions. (Of course, we must recognize that people and groups may make this 
argument when they have lost on more substantive grounds.)

Bureaucratic accountability to the broader public interest is very difficult to achieve 
in the American system because there is no single, easily defined “public interest” that 
all of us can agree upon, and because we—citizens and legislators alike—often ask the 
government to do many things, some of which may conflict. The bureaucracy has grown 
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to meet these demands. Because these demands are complex—ranging from medical 
research to space exploration to business regulation—the citizens, through the legislature, 
have sought to hire many knowledgeable people that hold their jobs based on merit—that 
is, they serve due to their technical expertise. Many positions at the state, federal, and 
local levels are filled by people who have taken civil service tests to demonstrate they 
have the basic knowledge necessary to do the job. Citizens and Congress must therefore 
defer to the expertise of the bureaucrats on a wide range of issues.

A primary way Congress defers to administrators’ expertise is by granting discre-
tion to the bureaucracy. Discretion is the ability of the agencies to make decisions 
about how they will administer policies and programs with relatively little input 
or interference from Congress or other institutions. Congress will sometimes grant 
discretion to agencies to avoid having to make difficult political decisions; it is 
sometimes easier to leave legislation somewhat vague and let the competing interests 
fight over the details in the regulatory process. The more usual reason for the grant 
of discretion is Congress’s inability to deal with the myriad issues that bureaucrats 
are better prepared to address.

The grant of discretion by Congress to the administrative agencies is not uniform 
across all agencies and problems. Kenneth Meier argues:

The amount of discretion accorded an agency is a function of its resources (expertise, 
cohesion, legislative authority, policy salience, and leadership) and the tolerances of 
other actors in the political system. Each actor has a zone of acceptance; and if agency 
decisions fall within that zone, no action will be taken.30

That comfort range is smaller in the more active subsystems because actors in the 
most dynamic and contentious systems are likely to respond negatively to nearly any 
action taken by an agency that they feel runs contrary to their interests. Where the 
policy subsystem is composed of tightly connected, mutually reinforcing relation-
ships, the agency’s decisions will probably be well known to all interested parties 
before the decision is put into effect, but such mutually reinforcing relationships, 
cannot be said to be open and democratic.

The next problem we must consider is to what purpose bureaucrats use this 
discretion. If it is exercised by bureaucrats responsive to popular pressure, voiced 
directly through the public’s daily relationships with the agency, or indirectly through 
the elected branches, then we might say that the agency is broadly responsive to 
public demands. This situation, however, is quite rare, and in some cases it would 
be unworkable for the bureaucracy to respond to public pressure if the public was 
making demands that were contradictory, illegal, or unconstitutional. Rather, agency 
discretion is often exercised as a result of the agency’s own perception, as signaled 
to it through legislation and relationships with Congress, of its relationship with 
the “public interest,” defined more broadly than individuals or groups might prefer. 
Thus, the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) and the Federal Aviation 
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Administration (FAA) have different conceptions of the public interest; the NTSB 
sees its mandate as ensuring safety of transportation, most prominently aviation, 
while the FAA has historically seen its role as promoting aviation or at least protect-
ing the interests of the industry, even as attempts have been made to focus the FAA 
on core regulatory functions. This is openly debated in the news media, which may 
help elected officials and citizens to understand the competing issues.

Related to discretion is the question of private influence or even control over the 
activities of an agency. For many years, students of bureaucracy wrote about how 
agencies were “captured” by the interests they regulated. For example, the Federal 
Communications Commission was once said to be “captured” by broadcasters 
because its system of allocating frequencies and licenses served the interests of the 
industry at least as much as the broader public interest. More recently, the FAA, in 
working harder for airline industry interests than for safety interests, was captured 
and doing the bidding of the airline industry.31 Private influence became even more 
controversial when the House Republican leadership allowed representatives from 
a wide range of industries (most of whom were opposed to stringent environmental 
regulation) remarkable access to the daily activities of committees and subcommit-
tees after the Republicans became the majority party in 1994. This inevitably led 
to fears that the legislative and regulatory processes would come under the undue 
sway of industry representatives to the exclusion of other voices. However, these 
fears were not borne out in actual policy making.

We do not usually claim that an agency is wholly captured; instead, it is more useful 
to consider to what extent the agency demonstrates the characteristics of a captured 
agency. This analysis leads us to ask how much power do the regulated have over the 
regulators, and vice versa. The potential for regulatory capture varies with the type of 
policy and the coalitions that are built to deal with these issues. In summary, there are 
substantial problems with bureaucratic accountability. These problems relate in large 
part to the discussion in chapter 5 of subgovernments or issue networks.

When we consider accountability, we must also consider the popular portrayal of 
government as a single-minded monolith that is completely accountable only to itself 
and pursues its own ends. However, bureaucratic government may be more accountable 
than it appears to be at first glance. B. Guy Peters describes how many government 
agencies and the interests related to each may serve as a check on one another:

It is also customary to consider government as an undivided entity and to regard 
government organizations as monolithic. In fact, this is not the case at all. We have 
mentioned that American government is divided horizontally into a number of sub-
governments and vertically into levels of government in a federal system. Moreover, 
the federal and state governments, and even single government departments, contain 
a number of bureaus, offices, and sections all competing for money, legislative time, 
and public attention. Each of these organizations has its own goals, ideas, and concepts 
about how to attack the public problems it is charged with administering.32
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With so much internal competition, agencies seek to advance their ideas before 
Congress and among their allied interest groups. In so doing, the agencies compete 
with and check each other and, at least theoretically, gain some accountability to the 
congressional subcommittees and committees charged with their oversight, particularly 
when the agencies seek congressional support. Again, the manner in which the FAA 
and the NTSB check and balance each other is an excellent example of the competitive 
nature of modern American government and offers some hope for greater account-
ability, while showing that government is not always, or even usually, a monolith.

The Courts

As Alexander Hamilton argued in Federalist 78, “the interpretation of the laws is 
the proper and peculiar province of the courts” and, since the Constitution is the 
most fundamental of laws, the courts cannot help being responsible for ensuring 
that laws remain within the boundaries set by the Constitution. It is an idea that 
the new Supreme Court was relatively quick to claim in Marbury v. Madison,33 
which established the courts’ power of judicial review over the constitutionality of 
the acts of the Congress and the executive branch. Judicial review gives the courts 
a potential veto over every act of government that is generated by the popularly 
elected legislature and executive. In addition, the power of judicial review allows 
the courts to have the “final word” in the application of laws.

While we might assume that judicial review would make the courts the center 
of power in the United States, the opposite has been true since the creation of the 
republic. Hamilton proposed that since the judiciary lacks “either the sword or 
the purse,” it can therefore be defined as “the weakest of the three departments 
of power.” It cannot simply spend or tax in order to encourage the citizenry to 
fulfill its policy goals as the legislature can do. Nor can it simply force through 
military strength the acceptance of its policy goals as an executive can do. Instead, 
the courts have only the legitimacy accorded to the law and their ability to argue 
their case as the sole power accorded to them. No wonder Hamilton proposed we 
had little to fear from the judiciary. Historically, however, the role of the courts 
has fallen somewhere between the impotence claimed by Hamilton and the un-
fettered, undemocratic omnipotence attributed to the courts by their critics, who, 
not coincidentally, are often associated with the losing end of the political battles 
that are played out in the courts.

What role have the courts played in public policy making? In a long-accepted 
practice, most public policy scholars have divided the courts from the other branches 
supporting the notion of a separation of law and politics. As noted earlier, Woodrow 
Wilson argued that Congress makes public policy and the bureaucracy simply car-
ries out that policy without exercising discretion. In making this argument, Wilson 
implicitly embraced the notion that courts cannot be policy makers because they are 
engaged in the neutral discovery of legal principles. Where the legislature is identi-
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fied with compromise and the exchange of votes in the pursuit of policy preferences, 
the legal system is identified with the pursuit of more abstract principles, such as 
justice, associated with the notion of law. Thus, the Wilsonian perspective established 
a distinction between law and politics in relation to policy making—politics created 
policy, and law ensured that such policy was implemented justly.

While the simplicity of the Wilsonian perspective has long since been rejected, 
subsequent public policy theories have accepted, without serious question, his 
implicit distinction between law and politics. For example, Easton defines the ac-
tions of political actors and institutions as structured by the constitutional order.34 
In this context, the courts determine the boundaries of policy making by the other 
branches, but these boundaries are claimed to have been created neutrally; that is, 
without the consideration or involvement of policy making. The court is assumed 
not to be engaged in policy making when it sets the boundaries of acceptable policy; 
it is simply engaged in the practice of articulating a socially accepted and predeter-
mined set of rules. In this way, the court is simply discovering or clarifying rules 
that we, as a society, have previously agreed to follow, from divinely inspired law to 
popularly sanctioned constitutions. For example, in Brown v. Board of Education35 
the Supreme Court ruled that school segregation was unconstitutional because it 
unfairly discriminated against and stigmatized African Americans, thereby denying 
them the full potential of citizenship, including political participation. Therefore, the 
courts stepped in to restrict the deleterious use of race in determining educational 
policies.

The problem with such an approach is that establishing boundaries across which 
“politics” may not intrude is itself a form of policy making. In the case of race, 
Brown restricted the negative use of race in state policies in a manner similar to the 
way in which the Civil Rights Cases and Plessy v. Ferguson36 had first allowed race 
to be so used. Thus, while the courts might be setting constitutional boundaries, the 
changing definitions of these boundaries allow the courts to make public policy.

Even the everyday act of resolving disputes requires the courts to determine the 
acceptable application of many policies. As Edward Levi notes,37 the bargaining 
process inherent in legislatures and the uncertainty as to all possible future applica-
tions often requires elected officials to be purposely vague in the drafting of laws. 
This means that the courts are required to make choices in the application of these 
laws to new situations or to fine-tune laws to ensure their successful application in 
the real world. Thus, legislatures and executives initiate public policy, while courts 
react to the practical effects of such policies, such that “law was not what the leg-
islature ordered but what the courts decided in concrete cases.”38 These choices in 
determining the outcome of the policies in the real world act to further draw the 
courts into the policy-making arena.

In 1957, Dahl claimed that “[t]o consider the Supreme Court of the United States 
strictly as a legal institution is to underestimate its significance in the American 
political system. For it is also a political institution, an institution, that is to say, 
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for arriving at decisions on controversial questions of national policy.”39 In making 
this statement, Dahl was recognizing that the courts have played a significant role 
in policy making in a variety of areas.

Conclusion

Simply reading the federal Constitution, the state constitutions, and the relevant 
laws will reveal some sense of the institutional organization of the federal and 
state governments. Nevertheless, while the federal and state constitutions and laws 
specify the role and function of the official actors, the law is not fully clear on many 
aspects of their relationships, and the relationships between official actors and un-
official actors. Indeed, the substantial social, political, and economic changes that 
have occurred since the drafting of the Constitution are reflected in the changing 
balance of power among all the official actors. This change will continue as our 
needs change. Meanwhile, it is important to understand how these actors interact 
so that we can better understand the process by which some policies are enacted 
and others are rejected.
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Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

1. Why do you think that Richard Fenno says that Americans “hate Congress” 
but “love their Congressmen”?

2. Why do you think Congress has focused so much more on oversight in recent 
years? Do you think Congress provides more oversight than legislation? 
How would you measure this?

3. Do you believe that more partisan legislative politics is good for our form 
of representative democracy? Should legislative business be conducted in a 
partisan way? Why? If not, what should replace the partisan organization of 
the legislative branch? Some people argue that intense partisan competition 
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forces each side to be a watchdog for the other, thereby achieving stabil-
ity and balance. Others might argue that this highly partisan environment 
leads to a paralysis in policy making and detracts from tackling society’s 
most important issues. How would you measure or test these assertions? 
What influence, if any, do you think this partisan shift has had on the sorts 
of public policies that are enacted—or are not enacted—by Congress? In 
light of all this, does the partisan balance of Congress matter in terms of 
the policies it enacts?

4. What functions do congressional committees serve? Do you think there may 
be other or better ways to organize Congress than by committee? What would 
the likely consequences be of organizing Congress as you propose?

5. We typically think of goods like roads as public goods. But what about toll 
roads? Are these public goods or private goods? Is education a public or 
private good, considering that educational services are provided by both 
the public and private sectors? Are goods public or private based simply on 
who provides the good, or are there other features that characterize public 
and private goods?

6. What essential point do you think Wilson was trying to make when he 
claimed that politics and administration are—or should be—separate? 
What do current political scientists think of this distinction? Do you think 
the spirit of his assertion is still important today?

7. What are some reasons that Congress may expand or restrict bureaucratic 
discretion? Can you think of examples in which Congress has given the 
bureaucracy too much discretion? Too little?

8. How different do you think policy making would be in the United States 
if the courts lacked the power of judicial review, as claimed in Marbury v. 
Madison?

9. As seen during the nomination and confirmation of Judge Sonia Sotomayor, 
and of Solicitor General Elena Kagan to associate justices of the Supreme 
Court, some people argue that judges should not in effect, make law, but 
should merely interpret the laws and the Constitution based on the intention 
of the framers of the Constitution or the authors of the laws. Is it possible 
to separate this interpretation function from lawmaking? Why or why not? 
How would one go about understanding the “intent” of the drafters of a law 
or constitution?

10. Reflecting on the previous question, do you believe that those who argue 
that judges should merely interpret the law rather than make law have a 
consistent ideological approach to the role of the judiciary? Or are such 
arguments made by the losing side when legal trends are running against 
them? Does so-called judicial activism lead solely to what are popularly 
called “liberal” decisions? Can judicial activism support a “conservative” 
ideology?
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11. Make an appointment to speak with a member of your congressional repre-
sentative’s local district staff, or perhaps with your state legislator or his or 
her staff members. Remember, you are their constituent so they should be 
happy to talk with a potential voter! Ask them about how much and what type 
of casework they do and whether they think casework helps their members 
politically. Also, ask about what key issues most concern your legislator. You 
will likely find that a legislator specializes in a few key areas. If you talk to 
your federal and state representatives, consider similarities and differences 
between the representatives’ jobs and those of their staff members. 

12. Did Congress become more or less partisan during the 1990s and 2000s? 
How would you measure this? Try by using a reference source such as the 
Almanac of American Politics; track a sample of members of Congress 
(perhaps your state’s congressional delegation if you live in a large state) by 
their voting scores issued by such groups as the Americans for Democratic 
Action or the National Conservative Union. The Almanac of American Poli-
tics has been published since 1971, so it should be possible to track some 
members over several years. Newer tracking information is also available 
from Project Vote Smart, at http://www.vote-smart.org.

Additional Reading

A classic text that puts Congress at the center of policy making is Morris P. Fiorina’s 
Congress: Keystone of the Washington Establishment, 2d edition (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2004), in which Fiorina argues that there is a “Washington 
establishment” of interest groups, bureaucrats, the media, lobbyists, and others, but 
that the focal point or “keystone” of all this activity is in Congress. This book is 
lively and well argued, and is fascinating reading. Other works of note on Congress 
include R. Douglas Arnold’s The Logic of Congressional Action (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1990). A now classic text that reveals what it is like to be 
a member of Congress, particularly when interacting with the folks back home, is 
Richard Fenno’s Homestyle: House Members in Their Districts (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1978). The best source for summary information about members of Congress 
and their states and districts is the Almanac of American Politics, published by the 
National Journal Group every two years since 1971.

The presidency has attracted a great deal of scholarly attention. The classic work 
in the field is Richard Neustadt’s Presidential Power, the most recent edition of which 
is titled Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents: The Politics of Leadership 
from Roosevelt to Reagan (New York: Free Press, 1990). Neustadt is famous for 
noting that the “power of the presidency is the power to persuade,” which reflects 
both the institutional strengths and the institutional weaknesses of the executive 
branch. Arthur M. Schlesinger, in The Imperial Presidency (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1973), ascribes a great deal more power to the presidency, although this 
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book is very much a reflection of the time in which it was written. Schlesinger, 
writing during the Vietnam and Watergate years, argued that the presidency had 
gained so much power that it was becoming “imperial” and therefore answerable 
only to itself. Experience with later administrations has tempered the belief that 
the presidency is unfettered by other institutions. For example, Paul Light, in The 
President’s Agenda: Domestic Policy Choice from Kennedy to Carter (with Notes 
on Ronald Reagan) (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), found that 
the power of the presidency is in the power to set the agenda—that is, to cause Con-
gress, the media, interest groups, and the public to focus on the issues he finds most 
important. Nevertheless, the president’s power is limited; he must gather resources 
to advance his chosen issues on the agenda early in his term, before those resources 
are expended. And John Kingdon, cited throughout this book, notes in Agendas, 
Alternatives, and Public Policies, 2d ed. (New York: Harper Collins, 1995) that 
the president has considerable agenda-setting power but that Congress has greater 
influence in structuring alternative policies.

For those interested in studying the lives and activities of individuals might wish 
to look at biographies of the presidents or histories of their administrations. One 
such book that gained considerable attention in the 2008 election season is Doris 
Kearns Goodwin’s Team of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 2005). Perhaps the standard by which all other presidential 
biographies will be judged is Robert Caro’s The Years of Lyndon Johnson series, 
consisting of The Path to Power (1982); Means of Assent (1990); and Master of the 
Senate (2002) (all published by Knopf). Caro continues to work on this series, with 
a planned fourth volume available around 2013. Other notable books on twentieth-
century American presidents include Lou Cannon, President Reagan: The Role of 
a Lifetime (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991); Haynes Johnson, Sleepwalking 
through History: America in the Reagan Years (New York: W.W. Norton, 2003); 
David G. McCullough, Truman (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992); Edmund 
Morris, Theodore Rex (New York: Random House, 2001) (on President Theodore 
Roosevelt); Richard M. Nixon, RN: The Memoirs of Richard Nixon, The Richard 
Nixon Library Edition (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1990); Ronald Reagan and 
Douglas Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries (New York: HarperCollins, 2007); and recent 
works by Bob Woodward, one of the reporters who broke the Watergate scandal: 
The Commanders (1991); The Agenda: Inside the Clinton White House (1994); The 
Choice (1996); and Bush at War (2002) (all published by Simon & Schuster).

To my mind, one of the finest books on the role of the Supreme Court is Robert 
G. McClosky’s The American Supreme Court, 2d ed., edited by Sanford Levinson 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). This book links the historical de-
velopment of the United States to the legal doctrines that were being developed by 
the Court. You will find remarkable parallels between the policy-making history 
outlined by Robertson and Judd and summarized in chapter 3 of this book with the 
historical analysis in McClosky’s work. The book proceeds chronologically, from 
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the founding until 1960. This second edition, edited by Sanford Levinson, updates 
McClosky’s original work with chapters on civil rights and other topics. A major de-
bate surrounding the courts, and the Supreme Court in particular, centers on whether 
it makes decisions that deviate greatly from the public’s preferences, as expressed 
through the elected branches. Robert Dahl, in “Decision Making in a Democracy: 
The Supreme Court as a National Policy-Maker,” Journal of Public Law 6 (Fall 
1957): 279–95, found that the Supreme Court’s decisions did not stray too far from 
the policy choices made by Congress, although later research has questioned his 
conclusions. In particular, Jonathan D. Casper, in “The Supreme Court and National 
Policymaking,” American Political Science Review 70 (1976): 50–63, argued that 
the Supreme Court does make policy more independently of the elected branches 
than Dahl argued. Finally, Randall Rosenberg argues in The Hollow Hope (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991) that the Supreme Court and the lower courts are 
not the powerful protectors of civil rights and venues for policy change that many 
social movement leaders and lay people believe them to be.

The standard popular book on the Supreme Court—and one long assigned to courses 
on the Court—is by Bob Woodward and Scott Armstrong, The Brethren: Inside the 
Supreme Court (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1979), which provides details on many 
landmark decisions and the roles played by justices and, in particular, by their law 
clerks. A more contemporary book on the Court is Jeffrey Toobin’s The Nine: Inside 
the Secret World of the Supreme Court (New York: Doubleday, 2007).

For an illuminating discussion of Woodrow Wilson’s classic article about bureau-
cracy and the assumptions underlying it, see Charles H. Levine, B. Guy Peters, and 
Frank J. Thompson, Public Administration: Challenges, Choices, Consequences 
(Glenview, IL: Scott, Foresman/Little Brown, 1990), 105–07.
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Having reviewed the important official participants in the policy process in chapter 
4, we now turn to the unofficial actors. These actors are unofficial because their 
participation in policy making is not fully specified in the Constitution. But the First 
Amendment contains a set of core political rights—freedom of speech, freedom of 
the press, freedom of assembly (that is, to form groups), and “the right . . . to peti-
tion the Government for a redress of grievances.” The way that people, groups, and 
the press participate in public life has evolved and grown with the nation. While 
some actions are controversial—those of unpopular groups and lobbyists come to 
mind—and some participants in the policy process arouse considerable annoyance 
among other actors, it is also true that our democratic system of policy formation 
and implementation could not function without them. As you consider these actors, 
consider how changes and reforms to the constitutional order—and to the nature of 
politics—would alter their roles and behaviors.
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Individual Citizens

Many studies of the policy process seem to be disconnected from the activities and 
preferences of individual citizens. This is because most analysis focuses on policy 
making undertaken at the group level, with various groups vying for attention, in-
fluence, and power. Politics in the United States is primarily a group process, and 
groups often make their preferences very clear, because they deal regularly with 
important issues of policy. By contrast, opportunities for individual participation 
seem to be intermittent, at best. We hold elections for national office every two 
years, and not every office is up for election every year. Furthermore, even when 
important issues are on the agenda most Americans do not vote, although in some 
presidential elections turnout exceeds 50 percent.

But in state, county, city, and town elections, voter turnout is very low. For ex-
ample, I am writing this paragraph a few months after our local school board elections 
in Wake County, North Carolina. There were two slates of candidates with sharply 
contrasting visions of how the schools should be run, yet voter turnout was quite 
low—about 11 percent of the eligible electorate. The election significantly changed 
the composition and policy preferences of the school board and the policies that the 
new board majority is proposing are sufficiently controversial that a number of the 89 
percent of the electorate that failed to show up on election day are now mobilizing to 
oppose the new board’s ideas involving school diversity and scheduling. Of course, 
a portion of that 89 percent is pleased with the outcome. The analytical problem for 
social scientists is quite simple: with turnout so low, it is impossible to draw solid 
conclusions about what overall public preferences are in an election. Even elections 
with high turnout—over 50 percent—cannot be said to broadly reflect public prefer-
ences. People who do vote tend to be older, whiter, and wealthier than nonvoters, so 
voters are not really representative of broader public opinion.

As low as voter turnout can be, even fewer Americans find other ways to participate 
in politics and policy making, follow many issues very closely, or admit to being very 
well informed on issues. Of course, a staple of national debates over political knowl-
edge and engagement is the argument that many Americans don’t know who represents 
them in Congress or their state legislatures. In the end, we can say that the overall 
level of political attention and participation—including voting and other activities—is 
remarkably low.1 Furthermore, to the extent that any political participation is evident 
in American politics, it is usually shown in voting. Even then, decisions on who to 
vote for may be influenced only indirectly by public policy preferences.

Low participation rates in elections have led to widespread concern among 
citizens and democratic theorists that a majority of potential voters do not express 
their opinion on important matters of the day. This long-run trend may reflect 
voters’ growing alienation from the political system and the decisions made in it. 
The 2008 election, however, saw an increase in electoral turnout over the previous 
presidential election (Figure 5.1).
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Historically, low levels of voting are also related to low levels of participation 
in other political activities. More Americans vote than write to elected officials, 
attend public meetings or hearings, circulate petitions, join groups and lobby of-
ficials, or even engage in peaceful protest activities. For example, a 2003 survey 
of college undergraduates conducted by the Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard University found that only 26 percent said they had attended a political 
rally or demonstration and only 32 percent said that they had signed a petition or 
participated in a boycott. A 2006 report funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts found 
that 17 percent of young people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five had 
participated in none of nineteen possible political activities. At the same time, a 
plurality of the young people polled believed that government is generally wasteful 
and ineffective. Related to these results is the remarkably low level of knowledge 
about basic politics, particularly among the most uninvolved people. For example, 
only a bare majority—53 percent of respondents—knew that one had to be a citizen 
to vote in national elections.2 The 2008 elections and the health care debate may 
have increased group mobilization slightly, but it is unclear whether there really is 
a long-term change in participation, or whether most Americans are really follow-
ing the details of the debate very closely. Expressions of concern about low voter 
turnout and a lack of political participation generally are based on the belief that 

Source: Infoplease Database, http://www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0781453.html.

Figure 5.1 Election Turnout, President and House of Representatives
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broad-based political participation is a key feature of a healthy democracy. But 
one cannot simply look at political participation as voting—there’s a wide range 
of ways that people in different communities, socioeconomic strata, age cohorts, 
and other categories participate.3 And we know that policy makers are sensitive to 
public opinion and the probability that their actions may arouse anger among enough 
people to make implementation difficult or to cause them to lose elections. Thus, 
in the end, we can say that the general public does not often participate in policy 
making. Notable exceptions are major social movements (described later in this 
chapter), such as women’s suffrage and civil rights movements, which mobilized 
millions of people to support major policy change.

Given the low level of regular political participation, is there any way to figure 
out what individuals expect government to do? Political scientist Morris Fiorina 
suggests that the people want the most benefits at the least cost, and for other people 
to pay for the benefits we receive.4 In essence, we individually define efficiency as 
getting the most services for ourselves while paying the least taxes for that package 
of services. Of course, when everyone defines efficiency that way, conflict between 
groups is likely because all of us cannot gain the things we want from government 
and expect that someone else will provide them; that is, we would like the benefits 
focused on us, but the costs spread among many people. This way of thinking about 
policy is discussed in greater detail in chapter 7, where we consider policy types. 
Once again, the “who gets what” question in politics is starkly illustrated.

From a normative, pro-democracy perspective, it is encouraging to know that 
people can be mobilized—that is, anyone can be persuaded to care about particular 
issues. The sometimes-raucous town hall meetings about health care reform in 
2009 exemplified potential group mobilization, although these meetings still drew 
a very small fraction of the overall public. Nonvoters and relatively uninterested 
people can still be sufficiently motivated to write letters, join an interest group, or 
take other political action. People will often act when something threatens, or ap-
pears to threaten, their livelihood or their lifestyle, such as when new commercial 
development may disturb their neighborhood, or when government is unresponsive 
to local needs for education or public safety. While some people will mobilize to 
try to get the government to do something about a problem, other people will often 
organize to get the government not to do something—not approve a new mall, not 
create a national health insurance system, or not raise taxes. The decision to shut 
down a program or do nothing is policy as much as the decision to aggressively act 
is, and it is often true that blocking an action is more readily achieved than moving 
a policy idea forward.

People may remain mobilized until the issue is somehow resolved, whether or not 
it is resolved to their satisfaction, and sometimes mobilization leads to the creation 
of interest groups. The open question in American politics is the extent to which 
these relatively distinct issues and mobilization episodes add up to what we might 
call “public opinion” or the “public mind.” Because these may all involve separate 
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issues and actors, and often involve issues of interest to only a small number of 
people, it is likely that the sum of all this activity is not really the same thing as 
“public opinion.” As Theodore Lowi argues in The End of Liberalism, American 
government became less concerned with vital issues of national importance as it 
became more involved with the distribution of benefits to particular interests.5 If this 
is true, then there is no single public interest, but rather sets of separate interests with 
separate publics and separate opinions about what should be done. This point should 
be stressed: It is very difficult to define and prove that a particular governmental 
action or policy would be in the broadest public interest, because there is so little 
agreement on what the so-called public interest really is. This does not, of course, 
prevent people from forming interest groups to pursue their own goals, whether or 
not they perceive them to be in the public interest.

Interest Groups

Interest groups are important—perhaps central—to the policy process because the 
power of individuals is greatly magnified when they form groups. Interest groups 
of some sort have been a part of American politics since before the founding of the 
republic. James Madison, one of the key proponents of the Constitution, recognized 
this, and one of his reasons for supporting the creation of a federal union was the 
possibility of breaking down “faction”—that is, group-based interests—into geo-
graphically contained states and their subdivisions, to prevent the spread of populist 
ideas from overwhelming what the founders considered to be the more reasoned 
deliberation of the elected officials.

Since the 1960s, the number of interest groups has rapidly expanded.6 Today, 
while many groups are local and deal with local issues, many interest groups 
and popular movements cannot be confined to small states or communities in the 
manner contemplated by Madison in Federalist 10. Clearly, our evolution from a 
group of states to a nation, aided by transportation and communication capabilities 
unimagined by the founders, has made it possible for groups to mobilize quickly 
on a regional or national scale. After all, news that took weeks to travel from New 
York to Pittsburgh can now move nearly instantly from New York to Pittsburgh—or 
to Los Angeles, Moscow, Tokyo, Beijing, or Baghdad. With this capacity to com-
municate, containing political conflict within one place is very difficult. Political 
ideas and information transcend local and national borders at a speed and volume 
unprecedented in world history.

The American system of democracy, with its respect for freedom of association 
and speech, does not place great legal burdens in the path of those who wish to 
mobilize and form an interest group; the major barriers are not political, but are 
related to organization and resource: effective interest group activity is very expen-
sive. Grassroots organizations form almost daily to pursue myriad goals, such as 
halting the construction of cellular phone towers in residential areas or promoting 
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the formation of a new charter school. However, while anyone can form a group, 
its mere existence does not suggest that it will have any voice in policy making. As 
you may have experienced directly, some groups have considerably more power 
than other groups. Groups that represent powerful or privileged interests are partly 
responsible for Americans’ suspicion of interest groups or, as they are often called, 
“special interest groups.” In fact, some groups call themselves “public interest 
groups” to signal that they view their mission as a counterweight to these “special” 
interests. Other groups simply support positions that many find controversial, such 
as civil rights groups in the 1950s and 1960s, women’s rights groups in the 1970s 
and 1980s, and gay and lesbian rights groups today.

There are several reasons for the differences in power between some groups and 
others, particularly within a particular policy area. First, as Howlett and Ramesh note, 
“One of the most important resources of interest groups is knowledge: specifically, 
information that might be unavailable or less available to others.”7 Legislators and 
bureaucrats draw on this information to help them make decisions; groups that are 
the most effective at channeling that information to bureaucrats and legislators often 
have an advantage in ensuring that their definition of the problem, and the range of 
potential solutions, is taken into account. Communication with key decision makers, 
in turn requires substantial resources that emergent groups may not have and that 
established groups often have in abundance.

Money, knowledge, and information are related to the size of the group and the 
resources that it and its members can bring to policy conflicts. Some interest groups 
have very few members, and others have millions of dues-paying members. Large 
groups include the National Education Association, the Sierra Club, and the AARP.8 
“All other things being equal, larger groups can be expected to be taken more seri-
ously by the government.” Even more powerful groupings, called peak associations, 
“may be expected to be more influential than those operating individually.” The 
National Association of Manufacturers is a peak association in the business sector. 
The American Petroleum Institute, representing oil companies’ interests, and the 
Air Transport Association (ATA), which represents the major airlines, are also peak 
associations. But not all peak associations are big business oriented: the Sierra Club 
is a peak organization in the environmental movement, and the Consumers Union 
is a peak association in the consumer movement. Of course, many argue that these 
groups’ influence is nowhere near as great as business groups, because, simply, 
they have less money. As noted earlier, money is very important for interest groups, 
because it “enables them to hire permanent specialized staff and make campaign 
contributions to parties and candidates during elections.”9

A rough calculation of the political power of an interest group (and thus of one’s 
political influence as a group member) is derived from the size of the group’s mem-
bership. A group with 500,000 members is likely to have more clout (or at least 
be “louder” in some sense) than a group with 500 members. But this isn’t always 
the case, and we cannot assume that the larger group in this example is a thousand 

peak associa-
tions or peak 
organizations.
The largest and 
most influential 
groups in a 
policy domain. 
These tend to be 
the groups that 
lead other like-
minded groups 
in advocacy 
coalitions. The 
American Medical 
Association and 
the National Rifle 
Association are 
examples of peak 
organizations.



136 chaPter  5 

times more powerful than the smaller one. As social scientists have learned, it is 
very difficult to create a committed membership group unless there are incentives 
for people to join.10 Business interest groups, such as the National Association of 
Realtors, can be powerful because their members are vitally interested in the issues 
addressed by the group. If Congress proposed to reduce or eliminate the mortgage 
interest tax deduction, which allows people who own houses to deduct from their 
taxable income, the money they spend in interest on their home loans, real estate 
agents would take note because their livelihoods could be directly affected: fewer 
houses would be sold because the mortgage tax deduction works to subsidize home 
buying, particularly for the wealthy.11 However, a person interested in animal con-
servation may be less directly affected by changes in the Endangered Species Act. 
With no personal economic stake in endangered species, individuals might be less 
motivated to join the Sierra Club. Indeed, while some people join the Sierra Club 
because of a belief in the importance of the environment, others may join simply to 
feel like they support the cause and, primarily because of the benefits of member-
ship, such as a glossy magazine and various social opportunities. Indeed, there are 
groups, like the American Automobile Association (AAA) or the AARP that people 
join almost solely for material benefits, such as discount towing or discount travel. 
Many of the members of these groups are only vaguely aware of the advocacy 
activities undertaken by these groups, supposedly on their behalf.

Social Movements and Mobilization

When groups of people mobilize and coalesce around a set of high-visibility issues, 
a social movement may result. A social movement involves far more people—al-
though not all at a high degree of activity—than the membership of relevant interest 
groups. Social movements often involve a coalition of groups with similar goals, 
and other people support movements without a formal group affiliation. Recent 
social movements include the civil rights and women’s rights movements. In the 
1960s and 1970s, and continuing today, women’s groups promoted policies to cre-
ate equal pay in the workplace, access to abortion, more stringent laws governing 
sexual harassment, improved laws that reduce, to some extent, the stigma attached 
to rape victims, and so on. These actions are the result of citizens coming together 
and pressing for change, both within and outside official institutions.

The civil rights movement is a classic example of a movement that lobbied 
or pleaded its case to government institutions—Congress, the president, and the 
courts—as well as appealing to the “court of public opinion.” Indeed, the imagery 
of the civil rights movement—the police dogs in Alabama and kids being escorted 
to school by federal troops, for example—appealed directly to Americans’ sense of 
justice and fairness. While not all Americans supported the enforcement of civil rights 
for minorities, there were certainly enough Americans to constitute an important 
social movement to press for policy and social change. The gay and lesbian rights 
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movement might also be considered a social movement, against which many socially 
and politically conservative people have mobilized to oppose policies that offended 
their sense of morality and ethics. Social movements and their key issues wax and 
wane as the political conditions and the consequences of their work change.

The examples given here are of liberal social movements, which are historically 
more common given the conservative tendencies of the American political system.12 
However, in recent years politically conservative groups have also mobilized, often 
to counter perceived liberal gains. Conservatives (and religious groups, often with a 
conservative outlook) have mobilized against abortion, in favor of restoring school 
prayer, and against textbooks and teaching that contradict their political or religious 
values. Conservatives have also formed groups, to advance their views on welfare, 
economic regulation, and environmental protection. Clearly, there is no reason 
why conservatives or liberals cannot mobilize and press for change. Those that are 
successful will be those that respond to the current ideological, social, and political 
attitudes of the public; the truly successful among them will be led by people who 
know, intuitively or otherwise, how to gain political advantage and policy gains.

When movements suffer political setbacks, they can sometimes recruit new 
adherents to their cause, but when goals are achieved coalitions often break up and 
the social movement loses momentum. Thus, while the Southern Christian Leader-
ship Council (SCLC) and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) continue to exist, the civil rights movement is less active and 
visible than it was forty or fifty years ago, as we saw in chapter 2. 

Types of Interest Groups

There are many ways to categorize interest groups. One can distinguish between 
an institutional interest group, whose members belong to a particular institution, 
and a membership group, whose members have chosen to join. If you are a student 
at a university, you are a member of an institutional interest group—university 
students—because you share some interests with your fellow students, such as af-
fordable tuition and quality education. If you join the National Rifle Association 
or your on-campus Public Interest Research Group, you are part of a membership 
group because you made the positive choice to join, rather than being a member 
simply because of your status in an organization or society at large. 

One can also contrast economic interest groups with public interest groups. While 
the difference between the two is sometimes rhetorical—after all, almost every group 
believes it is acting, directly or indirectly, in the broader public interest—there is 
also a more technical way to distinguish between the two. Public interest groups, 
such as environmental groups, Common Cause, and the like, seek to create broad 
benefits for the entire society, not simply their members. Indeed, it is difficult to allow 
only public interest group members to reap the benefits of, say, a cleaner environ-
ment without providing such benefits to others. While public interest groups would 
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like more people to join their causes, they also know that nonmembers constitute 
a potential force of supporters, and, as mentioned earlier, when many such people 
are mobilized, a social movement may result.

In economic terms, we can say that nonmembers of public interest groups are 
free riders who benefit from the work of the group without contributing resources 
such as labor or money. Economic groups, on the other hand, seek to overcome the 
free-rider problem by creating benefits only for the members of their groups. For 
example, labor unions, particularly in “closed shop” states where all workers must 
pay dues to the union, work to provide wage and benefit agreements that help only 
the members of the union. By restricting benefits in this way, the union seeks to 
promote cohesion and to encourage others to join the union.

Industry groups are clearly economic groups. They tend to be small groups in 
terms of the actual numbers of members, but they are powerful because they are 
collections of powerful economic interests that often enjoy considerable local, 
regional, or national political support. For example, the Pharmaceutical Research 
and Manufacturers of America enjoys considerable support in the Research Triangle 
area of North Carolina where many pharmaceutical companies and their jobs are 
located.13 Similarly, the American Petroleum Institute represents an industry that is 
very important to people in the major oil-producing states of Alaska, Texas, Louisi-
ana, and Wyoming. Finally, we can consider professional and trade associations to 
be economic associations. Groups such as the American Medical Association and 
the American Bar Association seek to promote and protect the professional and eco-
nomic interests of doctors and lawyers. They provide important benefits and services 
to their members, such as medical or law journals and continuing education. They 
also seek to protect the economic interests of their members. These associations 
play an active role in the education and licensing of doctors and lawyers, thereby 
seeking to keep the size of the profession relatively fixed. When their interests are 
threatened, they lobby elected and appointed officials; for example, the American 
Medical Association has been a traditional opponent of many plans for government-
sponsored health care programs for those without insurance, although their position 
has shifted in recent years.14

In both public interest and economic groups, people join because they gain some 
benefit. The challenge for public interest groups is to make clear what those benefits 
are to attract and keep members. As a rule, it is easier for economic groups to do 
this because their members have tangible economic interests at stake. Public interest 
groups, on the other hand, must appeal to motivations other than economics. Most 
public interest groups make an appeal to people’s desire to do good, augmenting it 
by material benefits like discounted nature tours, glossy magazines, calendars, and 
tote bags. These benefits may seem trivial, but they help to attract new members and 
promote group cohesion. Still, they are not as powerful as economic inducements 
in promoting group unity.15

Finally, it is important to note that many groups do not fit neatly into the public 
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interest/economic dichotomy. In particular, the United States contains many religious 
and ideological groups that come together without being based on economics or a 
broader public interest mission. Rather, their mission is to promote their religious, 
moral, and ideological values among their members and, sometimes, in the broader 
society. These groups range from mainstream churches to fundamentalist congrega-
tions, and from the politically moderate to the politically extreme groups on both 
ends of the ideological spectrum. Such groups can become important players in the 
policy process, at least briefly, during times of social upheaval and crisis or when 
issues of morality and values are paramount. They often argue, of course, that their 
positions are in the best public interest, as do economic groups, who argue that 
their industries are comprised of responsible business firms that benefit all their 
stakeholders.

Interest groups engage in a range of activities to make group members’ voices 
heard. Many groups engage in lobbying elected and appointed officials. The term 
“lobbying” has negative connotations, because it conjures up images of smoke-
filled rooms and secret dealings between shadowy lobbyists and less-than-honest 
officials, often accompanied by the exchange of cash in the form of campaign 
contributions, or, in less savory transactions, in the form of bribes and graft. This 
perception is reinforced by campaign contribution practices, which have led many 
people to believe that they are made to ensure friendly access to elected officials 
and to the decision-making process. This perception was explicitly cited by U.S. 
Supreme Court Justice David Souter in his decision in Nixon v. Shrink Missouri 
Government PAC,16 in which he noted:

the cynical assumption that large donors call the tune could jeopardize the willing-
ness of voters to take part in democratic governance. Democracy works “only if the 
people have faith in those who govern, and that faith is bound to be shattered when 
high officials and their appointees engage in activities which arouse suspicions of 
malfeasance and corruption.” United States v. Mississippi Valley Generating Co., 364 
U.S. 520, 562 (1961).

Attempts to influence government decision making are not, however, solely a 
function of campaign contributions, although campaign financing plays an important 
role in influencing decisions. After all, the First Amendment to the Constitution 
guarantees the right of people “to petition the Government for a redress of griev-
ances,” and there is no prohibition on people gathering together in groups to petition 
the government, nor is there anything in the Constitution to suggest that one cannot, 
or should not, engage the services of experts to help us petition the government. 
Lobbying—the organized, continuous act of communicating with the government—
is one way to petition government, not only for the redress of grievances, but also 
to encourage government to support particular interests with various benefits.

People’s objection to lobbying may not be to lobbying per se, but rather to the 
perception that more political power is held by well-funded interest groups in 
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Washington and the state capitals. Furthermore, and as Justice Souter hints, many 
people believe that there is some sort of quid pro quo operating in Congress with 
respect to campaign contributions. The most basic form of this idea holds that an 
interest group will meet with a member of Congress and say, “if you vote with me, 
I will give you this campaign contribution.” The other variant of this idea is the 
member of Congress saying “I will vote to promote your interest if you give me a 
campaign contribution.” In both cases the implication is that there is an exchange 
taking place that is unfair and undemocratic.

The campaign contribution process is clearly more subtle. Attempts are made to 
at least make the process partially transparent; that is, certain amounts have to be 
reported, lobbyists need to register with state and local legislative offices, and so 
on. Of course, there are states, such as New York, where good government groups 
seek to promote transparent systems of tracking campaign contributions. But in New 
York, as elsewhere, even minor reforms cannot hide the fact that many stakehold-
ers work to prevent information from being gathered and presented in a useful and 
timely manner.17 There remains a perception that votes can be “bought” by the most 
powerful groups. Still, the prevailing legal theory that often strikes down campaign 
reform legislation is the idea that the choice to spend money to advocate for a po-
sition is a form of constitutionally protected free speech. Indeed, as noted earlier, 
there is nothing in the first amendment to prohibit this form of expression, and, in 
some cases, the less politically powerful can find that their collective resources can 
be put to use to communicate with members of Congress.

While lobbying sometimes carries with it tawdry overtones, it is important in the 
policy process because lobbyists provide important information to officials in the leg-
islative and the executive branches. Elected officials generally have large staffs, and 
members of Congress have access to the work of the Congressional Research Service 
and the Government Accountability Office, two agencies that help Congress gather 
information and do its work. But interest groups can provide further information that 
is unknown or unavailable to elected officials. Such information has to be reasonably 
good—outright distortions and fabrications are likely to be exposed, and no elected 
official wants to use grossly inaccurate information for fear of damaging his or her 
credibility. Groups consequently try to feed good information to elected officials who 
may already be predisposed to the group’s position, hoping that their supporters can 
use information to make a better case for the group’s preferred solutions.

Of course, not all groups have equal power and equal access to elected officials. 
There are many instances in American history in which elected officials were actively 
hostile to a particular group’s goals. A prime example is found in the history of the 
civil rights movement, particularly at the state level. Clearly, African Americans 
could not gain a fair hearing for redress of their grievances before the very state 
governments that passed and enforced segregationist laws in the first place. At the 
same time, a sufficiently large number of senators and representatives were unsym-
pathetic to the civil rights cause, making policy change more difficult.



unofficiaL  actors  and  their  roLes  in  PubLic  PoLicy 141

The groups involved in the civil rights movement turned then to three strategies: 
mass mobilization, protest, and litigation. An example of mass mobilization was 
the 1963 March on Washington, sponsored by several civil rights organizations and 
featuring Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech; the 1955–56 Montgomery 
(Alabama) bus boycott, occasioned by the refusal of Rosa Parks to sit in the back 
of a city bus, was an example of both mass mobilization and nonviolent protest. 
The bus boycott actually triggered the creation, in 1957, of the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference, a very prominent civil rights organization.

These actions were accompanied by litigation. The NAACP Legal Defense Fund, 
Inc. (known as the Inc. Fund), under the leadership of Thurgood Marshall, had, in 
the 1940s and early 1950s, begun to score successes in court. The Inc. Fund won 
cases to desegregate law schools and graduate education, but its most prominent 
victory was in Brown v. Board of Education, in which the Supreme Court ruled that 
“separate but equal” schools were in fact not equal.

As discussed in chapter 4, other groups have used litigation to some advantage; 
those supporting abortion rights brought suit in Roe v. Wade18 as a way to eliminate 
abortion restrictions. While litigation has long been considered a last-ditch strategy 
and its efficacy has been questioned, the choice of litigation as a technique is an 
important example of venue shopping, in which groups pick the branch or agency 
of government that is most likely to give their concerns a sympathetic hearing.19

Protest marches are also a form of political participation. Protest marches are, 
of course, generally legal in democratic countries, and many large events, such as 
the March on Washington in 1963 gain legendary status. Even smaller events, such 
as the several anti-war rallies in 2003 before the U.S. invasion of Iraq, a rally in 
Washington in 2009 to protest the Obama administration’s tax and health reform 
policies, and the protest marches that accompanied California voters’ adoption of 
Proposition 8, a measure designed to make gay and lesbian marriage illegal, can 
trigger great attention and can influence the immediate debate, even if they do not 
rise to historic status. Protests that turn violent or threaten violence may be labeled 
illegitimate by these causes’ opponents, and are often condemned by other sup-
porters, because violent protest by definition breaks the law or threatens to do so. 
In the United States, where the rule of law is so highly valued, extralegal forms of 
political expression and protest are often condemned.

Protest activities are inputs to the policy process that reflect the dissatisfaction of 
protestors and the people they represent. While the anti-war and civil rights protests 
of the 1960s may not have been the ultimate reason that the Vietnam War ended or 
that civil rights laws were passed, they were certainly part of the reason that policies 
changed. Many people attempt to delegitimize such protest activity if groups on 
the fringes of these events engage in the threat or reality of violence against people 
or property. But one cannot delegitimize an entire movement by the behavior of a 
few violent or rude protestors. In Seattle in 1999, where the World Trade Organiza-
tion was meeting to discuss trade policy, many groups came together to peacefully 
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protest various trade policies, but a small number of people engaged in violent acts, 
which led to heavy police response, all of which entirely overshadowed the meet-
ing and made it unsuccessful. The violent actions of these protestors—even as they 
overwhelmed the meeting and the peaceful protests—should not justify ignoring the 
very real concerns that all participants in protest activity sought to highlight.

In 2009, group action took what many believe to be an ugly turn during the sev-
eral “town hall” meetings members of Congress held in their home districts during 
the August recess. Boisterous shouting and outlandish claims about the content of 
proposed reforms characterized several of these meetings. Some political commenta-
tors have noted that such behavior—often inspired by interest groups that some call 
Astroturf groups, or groups that appear to have emerged from the grassroots but in 
reality have not, crosses the line from the usual give-and-take of political debate 
and into the realm of bullying and intimidation. This is related to claims about the 
overall coarsening of public discourse in the United States, fueled by new media 
that elevate implausible stories—like the idea that President Obama was not born 
in Hawaii—into subjects fit for “mainstream” journalism. While it is important to 
place this sort of rhetoric and protest behavior into context—the sort of rhetoric 
used in the early days of the republic was surprisingly personal and coarse—it is 
also worthwhile to consider whether group activity has worsened the nature and 
function of policy making. And, as in the Seattle protests, we must not lose sight 
of underlying motivations: legitimate concern about the direction of public policy 
based on uncertainty about what direction policy will take.

Political Parties

Political parties serve important functions in the policy process.20 First, party labels 
provide voters with cues for voting. Voters know, in general, that Republicans tend 
to be more socially conservative and distrustful of “big government” than Demo-
crats, while Democrats generally favor government programs that “level the playing 
field” for all people. Second, political parties provide a rough way of transmitting 
political preferences from the electorate to the elected branches. The congressional 
elections of 1994, for example, in which the Republican Party took control of both 
houses of Congress, may have reflected in some ways a shift in the preferences of 
some of the voting public; one might make a similar argument for the 2008 presi-
dential and congressional elections, which suggested a shift in partisan affiliations 
and ideological self-identification. Third, political parties help elected officials and 
their supporters create packages of policy ideas that can be used to appeal to voters 
and then to shape legislation. During the 1960s and 1970s, this was not a particularly 
important role of the parties, but the Republican House leadership in the 1990s used 
its “Contract with America” as a way of packaging ideas and differentiating them 
from the policies proposed by the Democratic Party.

The political parties are crucial to the organization of the legislative branch. Con-
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gress and the state legislatures elect their leaders along party lines, and committee 
assignments and other positions are made based on party affiliation (and seniority 
within the party). In this way, a rough connection is made between the ideological 
preferences of the electorate and policy-making apparatus of Congress. Theoreti-
cally, this enhances democratic accountability, although the organization of Congress 
along party lines has been controversial, particularly when very senior members in 
very safe districts wield disproportionate power over policy.

Think Tanks and Other Research Organizations

The emergence of complex problems and the need for greater analytic capacity than 
that possessed by the federal and state governments has led to the growth of indepen-
dent research organizations, often called think tanks.21 Some of the most famous think 
tanks include the Brookings Institution, the Cato Institute, the Urban Institute, the 
RAND Corporation, and the American Enterprise Institute. Employing scholars and 
policy experts, these organizations provide information that policy makers and other 
influential people can use to make “better” policy. Many think tanks are associated 
with a particular ideological position: Brookings and the Urban Institute are center-left, 
the American Enterprise Institute is somewhat more to the right, and Cato is libertar-
ian. Others, like RAND, are more closely associated with their methodological style; 
RAND uses very sophisticated scientific methods and statistical techniques.

The last three decades have seen the emergence of more overtly ideological 
think tanks, such as the Heritage Foundation, which is explicitly conservative in 
its orientation, and the Urban Institute, which is consciously liberal. Other think 
tanks seek to blur their ideological orientation while obviously advocating positions 
with an ideological slant. One such example, once used by a student in one of my 
public policy courses, is the National Center for Policy Analysis (NCPA). A review 
of NCPA’s reports and of its board of directors (listed on its Web site, http://www.
ncpa.org) reveals a conservative orientation. This is not to say that this is the only 
group that blurs its ideological leanings or that one should be concerned with the 
formation of such groups. And, in fairness, the NCPA site provides links to other 
conservative and liberal think tanks and values robust policy discourse among all 
positions. But any consumer of analysis from think tanks should have a good sense 
of the ideological leanings of the organization in question, so that they can be aware 
of ideological commitments or blind spots in the analysis.

Other think tanks and research organizations are associated with universities and 
provide valuable input into the policy process. Such centers tend to be more scholarly 
and less ideological than some think tanks, and state and local governments often 
rely on them for expert advice. Indeed, one of the missions of public institutions of 
higher learning is to provide such politically and socially relevant research to units 
of government. They are often good sources of information and ideas for research 
on important policy issues.
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Communications Media

Our nation’s founders knew that the news media—at that time, the print media and 
the very young newspaper industry—were important to politics and public policy; 
indeed, many of the founders had written newspaper articles and pamphlets, and 
they had a keen appreciation for the value of a free press in a democracy. They be-
lieved in press freedoms because the news media can serve as a “fourth branch” of 
government, thereby providing a check on the other three branches. This is known 
as the “watchdog” function of the media, in which it is assumed that the news media 
provide citizens with information about government that people can use to support 
or challenge policy decisions. Journalists and academics have reinforced the belief 
that the news media play an important role in informing citizens about issues and 
what their government is doing about them.22

The notion of a free press extends well beyond words printed on paper. The 
“press” today consists of traditional outlets such as magazines, newspapers, radio 
and television, but also extends to Web sites, blogs, social networks, and the like, 
all of which are involved, in one manner or another, in providing the public with 
information about policy and politics. Of course, these new social media are not 
all about the weighty matters of our time—after all, neither are newspapers and 
television news. But they are alternative media that have already changed the way 
in which news is defined, gathered, written, distributed, and consumed, all of which 
matters in the policy process.

There are many historic examples of the news media exposing some of the 
troubling activities and shortcomings of business and government. In the early 
1900s, crusading journalists called muckrakers aligned with progressive publish-
ers and interests to expose the problems of child labor, tainted foods, and useless 
medicines. Later in the twentieth century came the revelations of wrongdoing by 
President Nixon and his staff, as reported in a series of stories by journalists Carl 
Bernstein and Robert Woodward in The Washington Post from June 1972 until 
Nixon’s resignation in 1974.23 The Pulitzer Prize for public service—awarded to 
newspapers for exemplary efforts in providing the public with vital policy and 
politics information—is often awarded to newspapers reporting some sort of policy 
failure or official wrongdoing. For example, in 1989 the Anchorage Daily News won 
the prize “for reporting about the high incidence of alcoholism and suicide among 
native Alaskans in a series that focused attention on their despair and resulted in 
various reforms.” In 1990 a small newspaper, the Washington, North Carolina, 
Daily News, won the prize for its reports “revealing that the city’s water supply was 
contaminated with carcinogens, a problem that the local government had neither 
disclosed nor corrected over a period of eight years.” The italicized portions of 
these quotes highlight how the media, along with other actors in the policy process, 
are interested in public problems.

Large newspapers often win these awards. The Washington Post won in 1973 for 
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its coverage of Watergate and again in 2008 for “the work of Dana Priest, Anne Hull, 
and photographer Michel du Cille in exposing mistreatment of wounded veterans at 
Walter Reed Hospital, evoking a national outcry and producing reforms by federal 
officials.” In each of these citations24I have italicized the passage that indicates how 
the reporting led to reforms of public policy.

But newspapers and TV networks are, in a business sense, suffering greatly during 
the financial crisis that began in 2008 and as a result of significant changes in news 
media consumption patterns. The causes of their recent financial problems include 
a sharp drop in advertising revenue in the recession and the huge decrease in clas-
sified advertising revenue occasioned by new media outlets such as Craigslist and 
in display advertising sold through companies like Google and Yahoo!.

It is tempting to blame “new media” and the Internet for the decline of newspapers, 
and it is true that the new media are greatly changing peoples’ news consumption 
habits. But the decline of newspapers predates competition from the Internet. Overall 
daily newspaper circulation in the United States peaked in 1984. The total number 
of papers has steadily declined since 1940. In the early twentieth century, many 
cities had two or more newspapers; today, most cities have only one newspaper, 
and those few smaller to medium sized cities with two papers have recently become 
one-newspaper towns. Seattle lost the Seattle Post-Intelligencer and Denver lost the 
Rocky Mountain News, both in 2009. As this was written, Boston was in significant 
danger of losing its only paper, The Boston Globe. The Detroit Free Press—in a 
city hard hit by the recession—is currently delivering the paper three days a week 
to subscribers, while publishing for newsstand sales daily.

While the number of newspapers and their circulation are all on the decline—and 
their financial viability is in even greater danger than the data in Figures 5.2 and 5.3 
suggest—the major national newspapers remain important. The New York Times, The 
Washington Post, and The Wall Street Journal continue to be read in policy-making 
circles; The Wall Street Journal is a particularly important and respected source 
of business and economic news, and its editorial and opinion pages are a bastion 
of conservative thought. USA Today is a national paper launched by the Gannett 
Company in 1982 as a consciously colorful, entertaining national newspaper.

All of these papers have active Web sites that offer content undeliverable in print, 
such as audio reports, podcasts that can be listened to at one’s leisure, extensive 
photos essays, videos, and interactive graphics that illustrate important trends. Many 
newspapers also underwrite blogs and provide opportunities for comment, although 
the tone of much commentary is often mean-spirited and surprisingly uninformed. 
And many newspapers continue to serve important regional audiences, such as the 
Los Angeles Times or the Chicago Tribune, and may well be the dominant print 
outlets in their states, such as The State (Columbia, SC), the Providence Journal, 
the Atlanta Journal Constitution, Anchorage Daily News, the Portland Oregonian, 
and the Newark (New Jersey) Star-Ledger. But even the Star-Ledger is struggling, 
and its loss would constitute the loss of the state’s major source of news about leg-
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Source: Project for Excellence in Journalism, http://www.journalism.org/node/1134.

Figure 5.2 Number of U.S. Newspapers, 1940–2008

Source: Project for Excellence in Journalism, http://www.journalism.org/node/1134.

Figure 5.3 Newspaper Circulation, Daily and Sunday, 1940–2008
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islative activity in Trenton, the New Jersey state capital. And, as noted earlier, all 
of these newspapers have a Web presence as well. Indeed, during a natural disaster, 
as was seen in New Orleans’s paper, The Times-Picayune’s dogged post-Katrina 
reporting, the Web site may be the only way to disseminate “print” news, at least 
for a short time.

Television remains, however, the primary source of news for those Americans 
who consume news, but it too has lost consumers and its advertising base. The 
flagship broadcast of most TV networks was the evening nightly news broadcasts. 
You—or your parents and grandparents—may remember iconic news anchors such 
as Walter Cronkite and Dan Rather on CBS, Chet Huntley, David Brinkley, John 
Chancellor, and Tom Brokaw on NBC, and Howard K. Smith, Harry Reasoner, 
and Peter Jennings on ABC. Today, however, broadcast network anchors are not 
household names the way they once were, and ratings are far below their historic 
highs of the early 1980s. In 1980 over half of U.S. households watched network 
TV news; by 2008 that number had been halved, as shown in Figure 5.4, and the 
nightly TV news audience had grown to be much older, on average, than the overall 
adult population. The nightly broadcasts are now less prone to cover breaking news, 
and are more prone to cover health, economic, and lifestyle issues. This is because 
most seemingly time-sensitive stories are covered intensively by cable TV and, in 
recent years, on the Internet; because “hard news” is more expensive to cover; and 
because audiences seem to like soft news. Network news is still important because 
the audience remains reasonably large compared with cable news, and the older 

Source: Project for Excellence in Journalism, The State of The News Media 2007, http://www.stateofthemedia.org/2007/
narrative_networktv_audience.asp?cat=2&media=5.

Figure 5.4 Number of Daily Viewers of Evening Network TV News, 1980–2006
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viewership is more likely to vote than younger people. From a business perspec-
tive, however, it worries networks that their older news audience is somewhat less 
attractive to advertisers than the younger viewers.

Younger audiences, to the extent that they consume news programming, prefer 
cable TV sources such as CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News to the “big three” net-
works. For many years, CNN was the dominant cable TV news channel, but it has 
been joined by the unabashedly conservative Fox News Channel, and MSNBC, a 
joint venture of Microsoft and the NBC network, which leans in a liberal direction. 
Few congressional offices are without cable TV, and, because these channels cover 
breaking political and policy news, they are followed very closely. 

Other cable TV outlets also play an important role, even though their audiences 
are quite small. C-SPAN is a set of several networks—including a radio station in 
Washington—established as a public service by the cable TV industry. C-SPAN 
devotes a considerable amount of time to unedited recordings and broadcasts of 
House and Senate activity as well as news conferences and other events hosted by 
interest groups. Much of this activity seems tedious and incomprehensible to those 
with little interest in politics, but political junkies and policy entrepreneurs avidly 
watch these networks; in many congressional offices, at least one TV is tuned to a 
C-SPAN channel at all times.

Radio was once a primary source of news, but TV has supplanted its importance 
as a news source. Nevertheless, some larger cities have all-news radio stations, 
which tend to broadcast local news with traffic, weather, and sports. On these sta-
tions the same stories repeat throughout the day, so twenty-four-hour news stations 
are not airing twenty-four hours of new information. Most stations on the AM band 
have turned to talk radio (including news, sports, and other subjects), which has 
some news content. But some claimed that these stations have been given over to 
partisan and polarizing commentators. A notable exception to the radio news trend 
is National Public Radio (NPR), which offers several hours of news every day to its 
listeners, and whose audience has grown substantially since the mid 1990s; its well-
educated and politically-aware audience has made NPR a respected and influential 
news source. Policy elites tend to listen to NPR. Many public radio stations carry 
news programs from the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), a strong source 
of international news. Much of NPR’s listener gains from 1998 to 2008 came at the 
expense of nightly television news.25

Entertainment broadcasting can influence politics and policy making, such as when 
MTV mounts its “Rock the Vote” campaigns to encourage youth voting or when ESPN 
covers a sports scandal. Indeed, recent survey research suggests that people who watch 
late-night television shows such as The Tonight Show, the Late Show with David Letter-
man, and Comedy Central’s The Daily Show are better informed on basic political events 
than average Americans.26 What is in the media and how it is presented are important 
inputs to the policy process and are the subjects of policy making itself.

Now that we have reviewed the many sources of news—and the breathtaking 
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change in the news business in just the last five years—it is important to turn our 
attention to what effect the news has on politics and public policy. The particular 
importance of the media is in its agenda-setting function; that is, they help to elevate 
some issues to greater public attention. This function is very important, particularly 
in the major national news outlets used by key decision makers, such as Fox News, 
CNN, and the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Wall Street Journal. 
These sources can highlight the importance of certain issues and provide ideas and 
feedback to elected officials and bureaucrats. In political science terms, we can say 
that greater levels of news coverage are closely (but not identically) associated with 
greater levels of institutional attention to public problems. Moreover, the media’s 
influence goes beyond its ability to pressure policy makers to pay attention to prob-
lems. The news media can expand issues from narrow groups to broader audiences, 
thereby creating more pressure for change, or, to use E.E. Schattschneider’s term, 
can “expand the scope of conflict.”27 Less powerful groups and interests can gain 
access to media attention when their stories are sufficiently compelling to attract 
news coverage, thereby making access to the agenda more democratic28 and helping 
to open up policy subgovernments.29 

We should keep in mind, however, that the news media are not simply passive 
actors in the decisions to cover certain news stories. First, interest groups often 
try to arouse or provoke the news media to devote greater scrutiny to an issue 
or a problem.30 Sometimes this is successful; other times it is unnecessary when 
dramatic and so-called mediagenic events, such as airplane crashes, crimes, and 
natural disasters, occur. However, the decision to cover any event or issue means 
that another issue will not be covered, even when the latter issues are arguably 
more important. In other words, what journalists call “the news hole” is limited by 
various constraints on traditional outlets. Time is the major constraint for TV and 
radio news; a half-hour nightly news broadcast must carefully pick its stories to 
maintain viewer interest. Even with the advent of cable TV, there are only twenty-
four hours in the day, so decisions must be made about which topics deserve what 
level of coverage. Newspapers and magazines are limited in the amount of space 
they can devote to news; the amount of space is often a function of the amount of 
advertising sold in the newspaper or magazine. Thus, with the current downturn in 
advertising revenue—some of which is unlikely to return—less space is available for 
news. Further complicating this space problem in newspapers are modern shifts in 
consumer tastes that are reflected in newspaper design and typography, with larger 
print, more white space, and more pictures crowding out what used to be dense 
columns of text. Thus, the use of news space is determined by design aspects of a 
newspaper and by what editors believe will be most interesting to their readers and 
audiences. Stories of domestic crisis, particularly with a compelling human element 
and a sense of conflict, are often more interesting and more extensively covered 
than foreign policy issues, for example.

While many worry that the corporate owners of media outlets will unduly influ-
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ence news content,31 the evidence of such influence is still unclear at best. After all, 
journalists are professionals who often believe that their first duty is to inform the 
public, not to ensure the profitability of their corporate owners. On the other hand, 
owners make decisions about how much to spend on news gathering, and recently 
their decisions have led to significant cuts in the capacity of traditional journalism 
to produce what most people think of as “news.” The next decade is likely to see 
this conflict between journalistic norms and profitability become more intense and 
more public, as traditional media lose their audience.

A subtler and yet more pressing problem for our purposes relates to the biases 
that are introduced in news coverage based on the competitive and economic needs 
of news outlets, particularly in electronic media. Students of the news media32 have 
long known that the selection of stories for coverage is often influenced more by the 
dramatic and narrative features of the “story” than by its substantive importance. 
Thus, the old expression “if it bleeds, it leads” is played out in newspapers and 
local TV news programs nationwide. Stories involving murder, crime, fires, grisly 
car accidents, and the like are presented because they are dramatic and novel and 
therefore easily told as a story with good guys, bad guys, winners, losers, and even 
a moral (e.g., crime doesn’t pay, don’t drink and drive).

Such stories tend to distort people’s perceptions of the relative risks they confront 
every day. A steady diet of crime reporting on TV will lead viewers to believe that 
the crime rate is higher than it is, because the news is often presented out of con-
text. Because of the time and space constraints facing news outlets, they often fail 
to place events in context, such as by including crime statistics in a murder story. 
In international reporting, news outlets tend to focus on the immediate conflict, 
such as between the Pakistani and Afghan governments and Taliban and al Qaeda 
operatives, or between the West and Iran over nuclear issues, rather than explaining 
the historical roots of conflict. This historical fragmentation leads to fundamental 
errors in understanding, such as believing that Kurds are the same as Arabs, or that 
Iranians are Arabs (they are not).

In policy debates, the media focus on the conflicting positions and, in particular, 
the people that represent the positions is called personalizing the news and is used 
by journalists to make the news more interesting and comprehensible to readers 
and viewers. Personalization can reduce conflicts to sometimes absurd depictions, 
such as when the media depicted the Gulf War as a confrontation between George 
H.W. Bush and Saddam Hussein, rather than as a war between one nation and a 
coalition of other nations.

Many people believe that the institutional biases of the news media might be 
overcome by the proliferation of so-called new media and Web 2.0, or social media 
products such as Facebook and Twitter. These sources have proliferated since high-
speed Internet access became widespread. The Internet also provides for new forms 
of participation that make it possible for some people to join in political movements 
and political discussions. Most blogs (from the term Web log) are interactive, with 
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the writer hearing back from commenters in something like a dialogue. Some of the 
larger blogs, like the Huffington Post or Redstate, attract millions of viewers and 
thousands of comments every week, but it may be too soon to fully understand the 
effect of blogs on political discourse.

The Internet allows people to select and read news and information at any 
time of the day, but, even more to the point, Internet news sources allow people 
to customize their news reading in a way that allows them to focus on the issues 
that they find most interesting. The growth of the Internet is important for at least 
three reasons: because of its influence on traditional media (or its coexistence with 
it); because of the potential for changes in agenda-setting processes as a result of 
“narrowcasting” of the news; and because of the potential for a greater diversity 
of news sources.

First, though, consider the speed with which home Internet access has grown. 
It was only in 1993 that the first widely popular Web browser—NCSA Mosaic—
was broadly distributed. The Web was quite primitive then. It wasn’t until about 
2000 that home Internet usage became common. Even then, 35 percent of users 
used slow dial-up connections, compared with about 4 percent of adults who had 
broadband. By 2009 over 60 percent of adults had broadband access, and dial-up 
had dropped to about 9 percent. Indeed, as I write this paragraph (in a coffee shop 
in Cary, North Carolina) at least six people have computers open and are accessing 
online sites—games, news, and, mostly, Facebook (lest we think that Facebook is 
not a news or information source, consider how many people post links to other 
news stories there every day). Wireless Internet access has become almost ubiqui-

How do your parents—or your grandparents—get their news? Do they get the news the same 
way you do?

Pickles used with the permission of Brian Crane and the Washington Post Writers Group in conjunction with the 
Cartoonist Group. All rights reserved.
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Source: http://www.websiteoptimization.com/bw/0906/indextest.html, using data from the Pew Internet and American 
Life project at http://www.pewinternet.org/.

Figure 5.5 Trends in Home Internet Adoption, 2000–2009

tous, is often available free at restaurants and coffee shops, and is open to anyone 
with $500 for a laptop computer or even less for a smart phone. Still, not everyone 
is online, because access is somewhat expensive and because the computer needed 
to access it remains a relatively expensive consumer good. In general, people with 
college educations are far more likely than people without high school diplomas 
to access the Internet.

With this greater penetration of broadband, as shown in Figure 5.5, users are able 
to consume audio, video, and text, but, more to the point, many people are able 
to distribute (or, as is often the case, redistribute from existing sources) news and 
political information independently. This leads to what I call the “diversity” argu-
ment: there are thousands of outlets, so people can choose from newspapers (and 
their Web sites), TV, newsletters, blogs, or social networks to get their news.

But there is much less diversity than one might suppose. For example, as I was 
writing this section, I originally wrote, “many people are able to produce news and 
political information independently.” But I changed this to “distribute news” or 
even “redistribute” news because, in almost all cases, social networkers, bloggers, 
and the like are not gathering and writing the original news stories, but are linking 
to and commenting on them. This is reflected in Figure 5.6, which shows that over 
60 percent of visits to Internet news sites are to traditional news sources (TV and 
newspaper Web sites) and 30 percent are to news aggregator sites, where the stories 
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originate from newspapers, TV, wire services, and from other sources such as press 
release distributors. Wire services include the Associated Press, Reuters, and the 
like. Taken together, most “new media” outlets only constitute about 8 percent of 
the Web news audience.

Thus, the bulk of gathering, writing, and distributing news falls on traditional 
news organizations, whose problem is not in figuring out how to be journalists, but 
how to make journalism pay in a starkly changed business environment in which 
people are consuming news for free, or almost for free. This trend has, in particular, 
angered Rupert Murdoch, chairman and CEO of News Corporation, which owns 
The Wall Street Journal and Fox, among other media outlets. Murdoch argues that 
Google News “steals” its content when it brings up his properties (The Wall Street 
Journal, Fox News Channel, and so on) in their searches.33

If journalists continue to produce news, we must remember that journalists often 
cover political campaigns in packs, and use the same themes in their stories. Indeed, 
a journalist for a mainstream publication who deviates too far from the consensus 
line of the story is likely to be asked why.34 Pack journalism may be an exaggerated 
term, but years of experience show that media follow dominant themes. What’s more, 
greater diversity—which would break down the influence of pack journalism—does 

Source: http://www.naa.org/blog/digitaledge/1/2008/03/Nielsen-Online-Names-Top-30-News-Sites.cfm, from Nielson 
Online.

Note: Data are based on the top 30 most visited sites, and are percentages of unique viewers in February 2008. News-
papers include individual newspapers and news services (like Gannett); TV includes cable TV news sites and national 
broadcast networks and their affiliates.

Figure 5.6 Most Commonly Visited Types of Internet News Sites, February 2008
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not really exist. Instead, the same organizations that traditionally covered the news 
on radio and TV are covering the news in the new media environment. The news 
is still gathered by a relatively small number of journalists for mass audiences. The 
number of journalists is growing smaller as local newspapers cede coverage of na-
tional and international news to relatively few news services and newspapers, and 
all but the very largest newspapers close bureaus and lay off staff.

Even if more information—or more access to information—is a given, it is not 
clear that the diversity of information on the Web extends to information useful for 
people in a democracy. Like many social scientists, I tend to be critical of the media 
because of their shortcomings in providing information that citizens can use to make 
political and policy choices. Indeed, much of the material published online, even 
by sites like CNN, is soft news (and my impression is that, in the last ten years, it 
has gotten much softer) such as celebrity gossip, and a great deal of bandwidth is 
consumed by fluff from sites like TMZ and Perez Hilton (which is entertaining, 
no doubt). The news media are not the only resource for policy makers. Citizens 
therefore may be at an informational disadvantage compared with the “insiders” 
if the news media do not cover important policy information and choose, instead, 
to give over their space to fluff. John Kingdon, in his interviews with key decision 
makers in transportation and health care, found that relatively few of them cited the 
media as an important source of information and ideas.35 And Howlett and Ramesh 
note that

policy makers are for the most part intelligent and resourceful individuals who un-
derstand their own interest and have their own ideas about appropriate or feasible 
policy options and are not easily swayed by media or the mere fact of media atten-
tion. Indeed they often use the media to their own advantage. It is not uncommon for 
public officials and successful interest groups to provide selective information to the 
media to bolster their case.36

Note that Howlett and Ramesh are saying two things here: that ideas do not 
necessarily come from media attention or coverage pressure, but that groups still 
recognize the value of the media in helping them make their case. In this realization, 
groups and officials know what students of the media have suspected for years: that 
the media do not tell us what to think, but help shape the things we think about. And, 
as Baumgartner and Jones note, when the news media cover an issue intensively and 
“negatively” (from the perspective of the groups under scrutiny), the more likely 
public pressure for some sort of solution will ensue.37 This sort of pressure can be 
generated and continued in online outlets.

Subgovernments, Issue Networks, and Domains

If this chapter were to end here, you might be left with the impression that there are 
no patterns in the relationships between the actors in the policy process and that the 
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process is characterized by chaos or a lack of interaction between groups. You know 
intuitively that this is not true: the actors in the policy process can and must interact 
with each other to advance policy proposals. Without this interaction, nothing would 
happen, and policy making would come to a standstill. Fortunately, we need not 
worry that Congress, bureaucrats, the president, the courts, the people, the media, 
interest groups, and all the other actors will suddenly stop making policy. Rather, 
our task is to make some sense of these very complex interactions. The Constitu-
tion and statute law structure many of these interactions, such as the relationships 
among the three branches of government. Others are informally structured but 
equally important to policy making.

To understand how these interactions work, we start with the idea of a policy 
domain. A policy domain is the substantive area of policy over which participants 
in policy making compete and compromise,38 such as the environmental policy 
domain or the health care policy domain. Of course, some of these domains are so 
vast that they contain other domains, such as the air pollution domain, the water 
pollution domain, or the mental health domain. The activities that take place within 
these domains are influenced by other domains, and issues and ideas often spill over 
from one domain to the others.39 And, indeed, the boundaries between domains are 
often so indistinct that it is sometimes difficult to discern exactly what the “health 
care policy domain” or the “homeland security domain” really is.40

The political culture of the nation and the existing legal environment and doctrine 
influence the overall environment in which policy is made in these domains. As we 
have seen, these environmental features are fairly stable in the short run but often 
change in the long run; our political culture and legal doctrines treat women and 
minorities considerably differently than they did fifty years ago, for example. The 
domain is also influenced by how people conceive of the nature of a problem, what 
causes the problem, and the range of potential solutions to the problem.

Contained within the policy domain is the policy community, which consists of 
actors who are involved in policy making in a particular domain. The policy com-
munity consists of those who are most expert in studying, understanding, negotiat-
ing, or explaining an issue. The nature and composition of the policy community 
is not, however, permanently fixed. There is variation in how easily one can join 
a policy community. Some are open to participation by a variety of interests and 
actors. Others tend to be closed and operate in relative obscurity.

A considerable amount of effort has been expended by political scientists in trying 
to explain how policy communities organize themselves into something less than a 
political free-for-all in which every possible interest fights with all comers. Rather, 
we know intuitively that these interests and groups are likely to form connections, 
alliances, and coalitions. One way these participants organize is in an iron triangle 
of mutually reinforcing relationships between regulated interests, the congressional 
committee or subcommittee charged with lawmaking on the particular issue, and 
the agency charged with regulating the interests in question.
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The most striking feature of the iron triangle is the mutually reinforcing nature of 
the relationships therein. The regulated interest, the agency, and the congressional 
subcommittee make policy based on their common perception of the issues and 
goals. The regulators tend to negotiate with the regulated, rather than imposing their 
ideas. Because there are benefits to all parties, this relationship has the potential 
for long-term stability. Baumgartner and Jones call such tightly knit relationships 
“policy monopolies.”41

For example, farm policy is largely controlled by the appropriate bureau in the 
United States Department of Agriculture, by its parallel subcommittee (for example, 
the Subcommittee on Livestock, Dairy, and Poultry), and by the interest being 
regulated or supported (in this case, livestock, dairy, and poultry interests). Other 
areas in which iron triangles are found include public works projects and big water 
projects, particularly in the western states, where subcommittees in the Department 
of the Interior committee are committed to logrolling (that is, trading commitments 
to vote on each other’s bills) and promoting member interests, usually related to 
helping local constituents, in their districts.

The iron triangle continues to have a significant influence over the way relation-
ships involved in policy making are depicted in texts on American politics. Given that 
so much policy is made outside of popular or media scrutiny, this seems sensible. But 
the problem with this depiction of policy making is that, as Hugh Heclo writes, the 
“iron triangle concept was not so much wrong as it is disastrously incomplete.”42

The examples of the types of policies that iron triangles address are largely 
distributive policies in which costs are dispersed and benefits are concentrated. (I 
discuss these policy types in detail in chapter 7.) In such policies, few “outside” 
interests meddle in decision making: bureaus, subcommittees, and regulated inter-
ests dominate, and the relationships between organizations remains stable. But if 
we look at the other policy types, we see greater conflict, more peak organization 
involvement, and greater involvement on the part of committees and whole houses 
of Congress, rather than individual subcommittees. Due to the controversial nature 
of some policies, something less closed and secretive than iron triangle styles of 
subgovernment must exist and the iron triangle concept covers only a small part 
of policy making.

Even the policies that were characterized by iron triangle politics have become 
more prone to conflict as new actors and new voices enter and others exit the debate. 
Congress’s assertion of its power in the early 1970s, combined with the decentraliza-
tion of power in Congress itself, created more conflict between committees and more 
points of entry to the political and policy processes. Baumgartner and Jones argue 
that these multiple points of access allow interest groups to go “venue shopping” in 
a search for a committee or subcommittee to serve as the most likely forum for their 
claims. Additional access to the policy process has been afforded through greater 
government openness, such as through sunshine laws and the Freedom of Information 
Act (see chapter 2), and through greater sophistication of interest groups in exploiting 
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points of access, such as committee hearings and public comment opportunities for 
regulations. This is not to say that policy is generally made out in the open; rather, 
social scientists now believe that policy making in general is not as closed as the old 
iron triangle model would lead us to believe.

Heclo also notes that the federal budget and the volume of rule-making activity 
have substantially increased since 1950. With very large amounts of money and 
power at stake, politics and policy have become more contentious; the opening of 
government to greater citizen participation has allowed more groups to weigh in 
on policy, with an associated increase in conflict, number of veto points, and so 
forth. Heclo notes that, with greater funding being passed to state and local units of 
government and greater regulation accompanying these transfers of funds, more of 
these units of government are operating as lobbyists and serving as interest groups in 
their own right. All state governments, many city governments, and the key associa-
tions that represent governors, legislators, state judges, and local governments have 
offices in Washington and participate in federal policy making at every stage of the 
process. At the same time, the devolution of power to local and state governments 
creates new venues for interest groups to participate in policy making, because state 
and local governments are again very important decision-making bodies.

How, then, do we describe policy-making relationships without reverting to the 
old iron triangle formulation? The term subgovernment came into use in the late 
1960s to describe a policy network or policy subsystem that was most involved in 
making policy in a particular policy domain. As Ripley and Franklin define them, 
“subgovernments are clusters of individuals that effectively make most of the routine 
decisions in a given substantive area of policy.43

Heclo proposes the “issue network” as a superior way of depicting subgovernment 
politics. The issue network consists of the various government agencies, commit-
tees, groups, and interests that hope to influence an issue. This term is very similar 
to the idea of policy communities, which were defined earlier, and both communi-
ties and “networks are ways of describing subgovernments that are more open to 
information and to participation than are closed systems like iron triangles. In large 
and contentious issues like health care reform, the policy community is vast, with 
hundreds of interest groups plying every member of Congress (not solely key com-
mittee members) with ideas to promote their interests.

While these depictions of issue networks and policy communities have proved 
useful to students of public policy, they do not help us to understand the ebb and 
flow of policy making over time. Baumgartner and Jones argue that policy making 
still involves relatively long periods of stasis punctuated by changes in the politi-
cal equilibrium. Paul Sabatier provides a framework for policy making called the 
advocacy coalition framework (ACF), which helps us to make some sense of what 
often look like chaotic issue networks.44 We return to the ACF in chapter 10, where 
we examine current models of public policy.

Finally, on the question of how we conceive of the organization of interests, we 
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can think more broadly about the idea of a policy regime. The policy regime idea is 
particularly well suited to policies where there is no single clear, coherent, policy 
community where people speak the same language, even as they have sufficiently 
similar goals that suggest that their efforts can or should work together. These 
“boundary spanning” problems cannot be fully described by traditional notions of 
policy networks and domains. Policy regime theory borrows from research on in-
ternational regimes and urban regimes, and recognizes that there is more to a policy 
subsystem than a series of institutional arrangements. Indeed, while we understand 
that policy subsystems are not solely about government action—there are many 
other actors involved—it is understood that thinking about policy regimes moves 
us far away from institutions as central to policy regimes, and moves us closer to 
realizing that groups, interests, and ideas are central to thinking about how group 
politics is organized.45

Prying Open Policy Networks

While policy scholars now think more in terms of regimes, networks, communi-
ties, and coalitions than issue networks, access to policy making is clearly not wide 
open. For example, in environmental policy, major business interests often dominate 
smaller groups with limited resources. This is particularly true when an issue is lo-
cal or when the big national environmental groups, such as the Sierra Club, choose 
not to engage an issue. In homeland security, major defense contractors tend to 
dominate other participants in policy making. In health care policy, big insurance 
companies, the pharmaceutical industry, and the American Medical Association 
tend to dominate the debate.

But policy change is possible, as was evident in the New Deal, the civil rights 
movement, and the Great Society programs, all periods in which government took on 
more tasks and protected more groups and interests. Policy changed in the other direc-
tion during the Carter, Reagan, and Bush administrations, when more conservative 
preferences led to attempts to make government smaller. These changes happened 
because policy networks were forced to open up to other voices and participants. 
As a result, the nature and composition of advocacy coalitions changed, and new 
coalitions were created or significantly altered.

Nor are big, sweeping changes that involve great matters of state and ideology the 
only sorts of policy changes. There are many examples of relatively small, focused 
movements grabbing attention and adherents nationwide. Civil rights and environ-
mental groups started as relatively small groups in the early twentieth century. These 
groups grew as concerns about equality and environmental damage became more 
important to more people. In the past twenty-five years, groups such as Mothers 
Against Drunk Driving (MADD) have spawned policy changes. MADD not only 
advanced the issue of drunk driving to the national agenda, but also succeeded in 
inducing states to stiffen their penalties for driving while intoxicated (DWI). In a 
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sense, a small social movement was created calling for greater individual responsi-
bility and stricter sanctions against those who do not exercise responsibility.

There are many ways that new and established groups can follow in the footsteps 
of these historic examples, all of which have one thing in common: they all created 
opportunities for participation in policy making where such opportunities were 
inaccessible. There are at least four ways to gain this access.

Exploiting the Decentralization of American Government

By definition, grassroots groups are unlikely to tackle vast federal-level problems. 
Indeed, James Madison, one of the founders of our Constitution, argued that the 
constitutional structure was designed to prevent or compartmentalize national move-
ments. In MADD’s case, drunken driving was to a large extent a state and local 
issue that involved establishing and enforcing DWI laws. Tackling the problem at 
the local level—in this case, California—made the most sense in terms of the early 
MADD’s limited resources and because the founder of the group, whose child was 
killed by a drunk driver, lived in California. Modern communications media, how-
ever, make it easier for new and grassroots groups like MADD to mobilize, expand 
issues, and grow in both membership and geographic reach.

Going Public

If government institutions such as congressional committees are closed off to groups 
promoting change, such groups are likely to appeal to others besides these institu-
tions. Given that, at least theoretically, political power is derived from our consent, 
it is reasonable for groups to appeal to us directly in conjunction with trying to gain 
status within a policy network or community.

There are many ways groups can “go public.” Traditionally, groups have run direct 
mail campaigns and phone solicitations and have placed ads in major newspapers. 
If you subscribe to magazines with an identifiable ideological label, you will often 
get mailings from groups associated with that ideology: those who subscribe to The 
Nation, for example, are more likely to get mail from the American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU) than are readers of the more conservative National Review. Large 
full-page ads run in The New York Times and other important journals of news and 
opinion, both to mobilize people to join a cause such as protesting the World Trade 
Organization or questioning the importance of global warming, and to influence 
the key policy makers who read these publications.

An emerging method of going public is the increasing use of the Internet and 
its possibilities for low-cost communication among group members and potential 
members. Kevin Hill and John Hughes argue that the Internet allows groups to 
communicate at considerably lower “transaction costs” than more traditional means 
of communication: after all, once a group sets up a Web site, it costs no more for 
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one person or one thousand or one hundred thousand to see it. An e-mail message 
to one member of a group can just as easily be sent to several thousand simultane-
ously.46 It is fair to say that the Internet has provided campaigns and causes with 
important and efficient new tools for mobilizing people and advancing their policy 
ideas. A recent example of such a group is MoveOn.org, a liberal group that began 
an e-mail campaign to press Congress to “move on” after the impeachment, but 
failed conviction, of President Clinton in 1998 and 1999. The group continued as an 
active mobilizer on the left, and its high-water mark may have been its successful 
efforts to defeat then-Democratic Senator Joseph Lieberman of Connecticut in the 
2006 primaries; its influence did not extend to the general election, however, which 
Lieberman won as an independent. Lieberman continues to caucus, for the most part, 
with Senate Democrats and MoveOn’s later efforts became so controversial that 
their influence began to wane. But the group still exists, and has served as a model 
for Internet-based mobilization for liberal and conservative groups alike.47

Conclusion

Many people find it very hard to understand what the government does and how 
they can play a role in it. As many public opinion polls have shown, people think 
that the government is distant, uncaring, hard to understand, and unable to be influ-
enced by individual action. This feeling is understandable—governments are large, 
complicated, and sometimes frustrating institutions. However, to give up on trying 
to understand government and to fail to participate in its decisions is to abdicate 
one’s rights and, indeed, one’s duties as a citizen. Because our government rules 
us, in John Locke’s words, “with the consent of the governed”—that is, with our 
consent—we have a role in overseeing the government. This argument is clearly 
rooted in a sense of civic obligation, and induces some people to vote, keep up with 
the news (and not just by watching the TV), and be aware of community concerns. 
But doing one’s civic duty is often less compelling than the desire to do a good 
job, be a good parent/friend/neighbor/partner, or just relax and avoid the stress that 
sometimes accompanies current affairs.

A more compelling reason for getting involved in making public policy is that 
if you and your friends fail to get involved, other people, who may very likely be 
working contrary to what you perceive to be your interests, may be effective in their 
work with the opposition. For example, you may find a book in the library that you 
believe contains racist, sexist, obscene, or antisocial material that is suitable for 
adult use only. You believe that minors’ access to the book should be prohibited. If 
you and your friends (or political allies) do nothing, it is likely that the book will 
remain on the shelf. If, however, you and your political allies mobilize to restrict 
access to adults only, it is likely that this restriction will be imposed. Conversely, 
if you believe strongly in freedom of thought and information, you might mobilize 
to counter the actions of those who would restrict access to books.
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A cynic would argue that the inequities in power and resources make it impossible 
to take on interests that would block policy change, and that any effort to promote 
change would be a waste of time. Policy making is indeed a slow and challenging 
process, and sometimes groups are disadvantaged and unable to do much to cause 
change. It is not easy to achieve social change. Indeed, the constitutional structure 
of the United States is in many ways explicitly designed to promote stability and 
hinders change.48 I am not suggesting here that policy change is easy, that you or a 
group that you form or join will see results immediately, or even that your policy 
preferences will be translated into actual governmental policy. But if a goal is worth 
achieving, it is worth the hard work and patience needed to achieve it.

American policy history is full of examples in which people decided not to remain 
on the sidelines. The women’s suffrage movement, the civil rights movement, the 
women’s equality movement, and the crackdown on drunk driving are examples 
of social movements that relied upon the involvement of citizens, not big interest 
groups with an army of expensive lobbyists.

In recent years, citizens and their attorneys have sued tobacco companies for dam-
ages caused by smoking. This success in turn emboldened states to sue the tobacco 
companies to recover state Medicaid costs incurred by sick smokers. In pursuit of 
tougher drunk-driving laws, MADD stood its ground against the restaurant, bar, 
tavern, and beverage interests. Labor unions have fought and won political battles 
with management. In addition, in perhaps the most important social change in our 
nation’s history, people coalesced to fight institutionalized racism and to secure the 
rights of African Americans to vote, buy property, and seek and hold employment. 
Lest you think that all these movements are “liberal” in the popular sense, there 
are current social movements to press for abortion restrictions or prohibitions, to 
reduce taxes, to ensure the right to own and legally use firearms, and to introduce 
moral education and values in the school.

All these struggles are difficult, none have been fully resolved to everyone’s sat-
isfaction, and we may not agree on what they are trying to accomplish, but they do 
yield important changes in policy and in public attitudes. And regardless of whether 
you agree with the ideologies behind these struggles, these issues are important and 
worth debating and discussing, if for no other reason than to ensure the continued 
vitality of our political process. Unfortunately, many people do not participate in 
these debates, leading to atrophy in our political institutions. This trend will continue 
at great peril to our social, political, and economic well-being.

Why, if the odds are stacked, as they often seem to be, against the “little people,” 
do people get involved in policy making? Perhaps a main reason is that people sense 
that they can influence policy, particularly at the local level, by taking a clear and 
public position on an issue that affects them. Often people have an intense interest 
in the substance of issues. Many people who care deeply about the environment, 
for example, feel they have a responsibility to address environmental problems to 
ensure a better life for future generations. Other people get involved simply because 
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they like to participate in politics and enjoy it the same way other people enjoy 
sports or hobbies. Most people get involved in the policy process when something 
happens in their local community that mobilizes them and induces them to care 
deeply about a particular issue.

Those of us who are intensely interested in politics and policy should not condemn 
those who fail to meet our standards of passion and fascination with the process. 
While most people do not follow day-to-day politics, many people can be mobilized 
to address a particular issue when it is of interest and concern to them. Sometimes 
their mobilization will dismay you—if you are a liberal, you would rather not see 
conservatives mobilize to exclude certain books from libraries—but keep in mind 
that there are plenty of people who will work with your side to attempt to advance 
your preferred style of policy change.

Key Terms

Astroturf groups
Economic interest groups
Free rider
Institutional interest 

group
Interest group
Iron triangle
Issue network
Lobbying

Logrolling
Mobilization
Muckrakers
Peak association
Policy community
Policy domain
Policy network
Policy regime
Policy subsystem

Public interest
Public interest groups
Social media
Social movement
Subgovernment
Think tanks
Venue shopping

Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

 1. Many people have argued that there really isn’t any difference between the 
Democratic and Republican parties—that they stand for basically the same 
things and that it really doesn’t matter which party gains power. Do you 
agree or disagree? Can you think of ways one would objectively compare 
the differences between the policy preferences of the two parties? Would 
the 2008 elections change some people’s position on this statement? Do 
you think the formation of a third party could somehow change the nature 
of American politics and result in noticeable policy change?

 2. Consider Madison’s view of interest groups in Federalist 10. Do you think 
if James Madison were alive today that he would think that “special inter-
ests” have become too powerful in Washington, DC? In what ways would 
he be concerned? In what ways might he not be too concerned?

 3. Have you considered working as a lobbyist? If you could be a lobbyist, 
what would your dream job look like? For whom or for what interest 
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would you lobby? Whom would you lobby? How would you influence 
the people you want to influence? What would be your goals and your 
measure of whether you successfully met your goals? Would you have 
to compromise your beliefs and values to be a lobbyist? Would this 
matter?

 4. What were muckrakers? Can you think of any examples of muckraking 
journalism today? Is such journalism very common? Why or why not? 
Has the advent of the Internet created more or fewer opportunities for 
muckraking or for, to use the more neutral terms, “investigative journal-
ism” or “enterprise journalism”? Has the rise of the Internet and new media 
reduced traditional journalism’s capacity or commitment to investigative 
journalism?

 5. From which media outlets do you get your news? Radio? TV? Newspa-
pers? Web sites? Which sources among these media do you rely on most? 
Compare your newsgathering habits to those of your friends and family. 
How are they similar or different? Do people’s choices vary by age or by 
political ideology? Which medium do you consider the most complete and 
most trustworthy? Why?

 6. In what sense are the media not passive actors? How do the media influence 
public policy? Many members of the news media say that they are just a 
“mirror” of society and that they simply reflect what happens in society. 
They would argue that their influence is relatively small. Do you agree or 
disagree with this position?

 7. Think of a policy area that might be characterized by an “iron triangle” 
style of subgovernment. Why do you think this is better described as an 
“iron triangle” than as an “issue network”? Why does Heclo believe that 
an issue network is a preferable way to describe subgovernment politics 
than the iron triangle model?

 8. Think of an area of public policy you care a great deal about. Using the 
various searching tools available at your library, find four or five years’ 
worth of congressional hearings on a subject. Find out who testifies before 
Congress on these issues. Are you surprised by what you found? Do you 
think that some voices are over- or underrepresented? Why?

9. Along the same lines, search news media coverage of issues using Lexis-
Nexis or similar databases (don’t use just Google or another search engine—
you can get outdated or otherwise odd results). Whom do journalists quote 
the most in the stories you found? Are there voices that are left out?

10. Search the Internet for interest groups on an issue of importance to you. One 
way to make sure you get interest groups is to ask Google to search only 
sites that end in .org. For example, if you were interested in endangered 
species you would enter into Google this search: endangered species site: 
.org. What do you find? Are there a lot of groups or just a few? Do they 
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seem equally large and powerful or is there some variation in their apparent 
power and influence? What led you to your conclusions?

11. I Googled think tanks and found some interesting results. There is a World 
Directory of Think Tanks published by the National Institute for Research 
Advancement (NIRA) in Japan (http://www.nira.or.jp/past/). Click on Think 
Tank Information then NIRA’s World Directory of Think Tanks. This page 
lists think tanks by country. Scroll down the page and click on the list of 
think tanks in the United States. Are some of the think tanks listed in the 
United States clearly ideologically based? Are others more politically neu-
tral? How can you tell from reading their Web sites—if you can tell at all? 
(A decidedly Left-leaning view of think tanks is available at SourceWatch 
.org, http://www.disinfopedia.org/wiki.phtml?title=Think_tanks.)

Additional Reading

On the question of why interest groups form, and why it is that interest groups must 
form to pursue their interests, the classic text is by Mancur Olson, The Logic of 
Collective Action (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971). The interac-
tion of parties and groups in the policy process is taken up in two books: John C. 
Green and Daniel M. Shea, eds., The State of the Parties: The Changing Role of 
American Political Parties, 5th ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2007); 
and Ronald Hrebenar, Political Parties, Interest Groups, and Political Campaigns 
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1999). The question of whether or not one can say 
that the interest group universe is characterized by pluralism or elitism remains 
controversial in the social sciences.

There are hundreds, if not thousands, of books on the news media and politics. 
Many of these books are ideological attacks on the so-called liberal or conservative 
media. Such analyses are generally not useful for understanding the influence of the 
media in a scientific and rational way. More useful analyses undertaken by social 
scientists include Doris A. Graber, Mass Media and American Politics, 8th ed. (Wash-
ington, DC: CQ Press, 2010); W. Lance Bennett, News, the Politics of Illusion, 6th 
ed. (New York: Longman, 2004); and Timothy E. Cook, Governing with the News: 
The News Media as a Political Institution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1998). Recent works on the Internet, politics, and journalism include Eric Boehlert, 
Bloggers on the Bus: How the Internet Changed Politics and the Press in 2008 (New 
York: Free Press, 2009); Natalie Fenton, New Media, Old News: Journalism and 
Democracy in the Digital Age (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2009); and 
Philip Meyer, The Vanishing Newspaper: Saving Journalism in the Information Age, 
2d ed. (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 2009).

The literature on the organization of policy subsystems, networks, or subgovern-
ments is quite rich. Among the most influential articles on this question is Hugh 
Heclo’s “Issue Networks and the Executive Establishment,” in The New American 
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Political System, edited by Anthony King (Washington, DC: American Enterprise 
Institute, 1978). Paul Sabatier’s work on the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) 
has been particularly influential in our understanding of how policy communities 
are organized. Two key books on the ACF include Paul Sabatier’s Theories of the 
Policy Process (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1999), and Paul Sabatier and Hank 
C. Jenkins-Smith, Policy Change and Learning: An Advocacy Coalition Approach 
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1993).
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In The Semisovereign People, E.E. Schattschneider asserts that “the definition of 
the alternatives is the supreme instrument of power.”1 The definition of alternative 
issues, problems, and solutions is crucial, because it establishes which issues, prob-
lems, and solutions will gain the attention of the public and decision makers and 
which, in turn, are most likely to gain broader attention. This chapter considers the 
processes by which groups work to elevate their issues on the agenda while denying 
other issues a place on the agenda. The discussion begins with the agenda-setting 
process and then turns to a review of current thinking about political power in the 
context of public policy making.

Readers who value broad-based participation in politics and policy making—that 
is, those who believe that American politics is characterized by pluralism—may 
find this discussion of political power dispiriting, as much of the current literature 
on political power and interest groups adopts the elite theory perspective. Elite 
theory suggests that relatively few people in key positions in government, industry, 
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academe, the media, and other institutions control a disproportionate share of the 
nation’s economic and political resources. In the discussion that follows, you will 
see distinct echoes of this way of thinking. At the same time you will learn that 
policy elites do not all think alike or move in lockstep with each other to promote 
a unified “agenda.” Also, these elites are not static. As discussed in earlier chapters 
and as noted here, while the American system of government and politics often fa-
vors more powerful and more focused economic interests over less powerful, more 
diffuse interests, often the less powerful interests—or, as I sometimes call them, 
disadvantaged interests—can coalesce and, when the time is right, find avenues for 
the promotion of their ideas.

Before we turn to this discussion, let us consider how issues reach public atten-
tion in the first place: that is, how they reach the agenda.

Agenda Setting

Agenda setting is the process by which problems and alternative solutions gain or 
lose public and elite attention. Group competition to set the agenda is fierce because 
no society, political system, official actor, unofficial actor, or individual person has 
the capacity to address all possible alternatives to all possible problems that arise 
at any one time.2 Groups must promote their issues’ places among all the other 
issues sharing the limited space on the agenda, or to prepare for the time when a 
crisis makes their issue more likely to occupy a more prominent space. Even when 
an issue gains attention, groups must fight to ensure that their depiction of the is-
sue remains in the forefront and that their preferred approaches to the problem are 
those that are most actively considered. They do so for the very reasons cited by 
Schattschneider: The group that successfully describes a problem will also be the 
one that defines the solutions to it, thereby prevailing in the policy debate. At the 
same time, groups fight to keep issues off the agenda.3

At this point, it is very important to understand what I mean by the term “agenda.” 
The term has morphed, in recent political discourse, as a way to promote fear and 
divisiveness over another groups’ goals in the policy process. Merriam-Webster’s 
online dictionary provides two definitions of the word “agenda.”

1: a list or outline of things to be considered or done <agendas of faculty meetings>
2: an underlying often ideological plan or program <a political agenda>

The Oxford English Dictionary provides a similar second definition: “A campaign, 
programme, or plan of action arising from underlying principles, motivations, etc. 
Hence: the set of underlying motives or ideals of a particular individual or group.” 
The term has come to take on sinister overtones about “hidden agendas,” which 
many people associate with conspiracies or, at least, unclear motives. Of course, a 
group’s overt agenda—that is, the implicit or explicit list of things it would like to 
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accomplish—can be used to attack that group. A common contemporary version 
of this usage is in discussions of gay, bisexual, lesbian, and transgendered (GBLT) 
groups’ efforts to achieve certain civil rights like marriage and the ability to adopt 
children, or to be protected from hate crimes. Their opponents—particularly among 
political conservatives—use the phrase “gay agenda” to describe what they believe 
are these groups’ efforts to promote their ideas. This terminology is equally applied 
to left- and right-wing groups, but, it is testament to Americans’ continued beliefs in 
political conspiracies, shadowy plots, and unclear group motivations, as famously 
noted by Richard Hofstadter.4 These types of arguments resonate well in a culture 
that, since the founding, has valued organized group action as an important part of 
pluralism, while also bemoaning the power of certain groups.

To help you understand groups, power, and agenda setting, I begin with a brief 
discussion of the idea of political power, since one of its main uses is to keep ideas 
and issues on or off the public agenda. I then describe how the debate over issues 
begins with whether something is a problem, about which something can be done, 
or a condition, about which little can be done. I then turn to a discussion of the 
levels of the agenda and how groups use their power to influence agenda items by 
advancing alternative social constructions of problems.

Central to understanding agenda setting is the meaning of the term “agenda” as it 
is meant in the social sciences. An agenda is a collection of problems; understandings 
of causes, symbols, solutions, and other elements of public problems that come to 
the attention of members of the public and their governmental officials. An agenda 
can be something as concrete as a list of bills that are before a legislature or a se-
ries of beliefs about the existence and magnitude of problems and how they should 
be addressed by government, by the private sector, by nonprofit organizations, or 
through joint action by some or all of these institutions.

Agendas exist at all levels of government. Every community and every govern-
ment entity—Congress, state legislature, county commission—has a collection 
of issues that are available for discussion and disposition. All these issues can be 
categorized based on the extent to which an institution is prepared to make an ulti-
mate decision to enact and implement or to reject particular policies. Furthest from 
enactment are issues and ideas contained in the systemic agenda, which contains any 
idea that could possibly be considered by participants in the policy process. Some 
ideas fail to reach this agenda because they are politically far beyond the pale in a 
particular society; government ownership of big businesses is, for example, gener-
ally off the systemic agenda in the United States because it is contrary to existing 
ideological commitments. Of course, recent experience with government assistance 
to General Motors, big banks, and major insurance companies shows how a major 
crisis can change the boundaries between what is and what is not an acceptable 
government undertaking.

It is important to think of several levels of the agenda, as shown in Figure 6.1. 
The “largest” level of the agenda is the agenda universe, which contains all ideas 
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that could possibly be brought up and discussed in a society or a political system. 
In a democracy, we can think of all the possible ideas as being quite unconstrained, 
although, even in democracies, the expression of some ideas is officially or unof-
ficially constrained. In the United States, aggressively racist and sexist language is 
usually not tolerated in reasoned public discourse, even if it is protected, to some 
extent, by the Constitution. In Germany, it is illegal to write in praise of Nazism 
or to deny that the Holocaust happened, and Canada has laws prohibiting hate 
speech and expression that would probably conflict with the First Amendment of 
the U.S. Constitution. Ideas like the establishment of aggressively racist, fascist, 
or communist policies are so far out of bounds of politically appropriate discourse 
that they rarely are expressed beyond a fringe group of adherents. Indeed, policy 
ideas are sometimes labeled as “socialist” or “fascist” to place these ideas outside 
the realm of acceptable discussion. For example, health care reforms that would 
involve an increase in government activity have long been dismissed as “social-
ized medicine,” with the threat of “socialism” used to derail the idea. This often 
is an effective rhetorical technique because the very idea of socialism has such 
a negative connotation in the United States, but carries no such connotation in 
other countries. Many ideas in the agenda universe, however, are more or less 

Figure 6.1 Levels of the Agenda
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“acceptable” in a political sense, and may come and go on the systemic agenda. 
President Obama’s health care reforms have, for example, advanced on the agenda, 
although not in the form first proposed because some ideas were politically ac-
ceptable and others were not.

Cobb and Elder say that “the systemic agenda consists of all issues that are com-
monly perceived by members of the political community as meriting public attention 
and as involving matters within the legitimate jurisdiction of existing governmental 
authority.” The boundary between the systemic agenda and the agenda universe 
represents the limit of “legitimate jurisdiction of existing governmental authority.”5 
That boundary can move in or out to accommodate more or fewer ideas over time. 
For example, ideas to establish programs to alleviate economic suffering have waxed 
and waned on the agenda when the national mood is more expansive toward the 
poor, as it was during the 1960s, or less compassionate, as during the 1990s. The 
boundary shifted in 2008 and 2009 as government intervened in the economy, as 
health care reform became more likely, and as the U.S. military’s own leadership 
began to suggest that allowing openly homosexual people to serve in the military 
would not harm the armed services.

If a problem or idea is successfully elevated from the systemic agenda, it moves 
to the institutional agenda, which is “that list of items explicitly up for the active 
and serious consideration of authoritative decision makers.”6 The limited amount 
of time or resources available to any institution or society means that only a limited 
number of issues are likely to reach the institutional agenda.7 However, we have 
learned over the past several years that institutions can increase their “carrying 
capacity” and can address more issues simultaneously, either when there are many 
pressing issues, or when resources or technology are available to manage this in-
creased load. Even with this increased carrying capacity, however, relatively few 
issues will reach the decision agenda, which contains items that are about to be 
acted upon by a governmental body. Bills, once they are introduced and heard in 
committee, are relatively low on the decision agenda until they are reported to the 
whole body for a vote.

Notices of proposed rule making in the Federal Register are evidence of an 
issue or problem’s elevation to the decision agenda in the executive branch. 
Conflict may be greatest at this stage, because when a decision is reached at a 
particular level of government, it may trigger conflict that expands to another 
or higher level of government. Conflict continues and may expand; this expan-
sion of conflict is often a key goal of many interest groups. The goal of most 
contending parties in the policy process is to move policies from the systemic 
agenda to the institutional agenda, or to prevent issues from reaching the insti-
tutional agenda.

Figure 6.1 implies that, except for the agenda universe, the agenda, and each 
level within it, is finite, and no society or political system can address all possible 
alternatives to all possible problems that arise at any time. Even though we can 
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use resources and technologies to increase the agenda carrying capacities of some 
institutions, ultimately there will still be substantial competition for what will in-
evitably be limited agenda space.

It is also important to understand that, even when a problem is on the agenda, 
there may be a considerable controversy and competition over how to define 
the problem, including the causes and the policies that would most likely solve 
it. For example, after the 1999 Columbine High School shootings, the issue of 
school violence quickly rose to national prominence, to a much greater extent 
than it had after other incidents of school violence. So school violence was 
on the agenda: the real competition then became among depictions of school 
violence as a result of, among other things, lax parenting, easy access to guns, 
or the influence of popular culture (TV, movies, video games) on high school 
students. This competition over why the Columbine shootings happened and 
what could be done to prevent future school shootings was quite fierce, more 
so than the competition between school violence and the other issues vying for 
attention at the time.8

Is it possible for the presidency—or any institution—to have too much on its agenda at once?

Source: © Tribune Media Services, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Reprinted with permission.
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Is it possible for the presidency—or any institution—to have too much on its agenda at once?
© Tribune Media Services, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Reprinted with permission.
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The Idea of Political Power

The ability of groups—acting singly or, more often, in coalition with other groups—
to influence policy is not simply a function of who makes the most technically or 
rhetorically persuasive argument. We know intuitively that some groups are more 
powerful than others, in the sense that they are better able to influence the outcomes 
of policy debates. This argument suggests an elite model of policy making, in which 
relatively few people make the important decisions affecting public policy. But 
power is more than this. Social scientists have developed more sophisticated ways 
of thinking about the sources and uses of power.

When we think of power, we may initially think about how people, governments, 
and powerful groups in society can compel people to do things, often against their 
will. In a classic article in the American Political Science Review, Peter Bachrach 
and Morton Baratz argue that this sort of power—the coercion of one person by 
another—is one of two faces of power. The other face is the ability to keep a person 
from doing what he or she wants to do; instead of a coercive power, the second face 
is a blocking power.

Of course power is exercised when A participates in the making of decisions that affect 
B. But power is also exercised when A devotes his energies to creating or reinforc-
ing social and political values and institutional practices that limit the scope of the 
political process to public consideration of only those issues which are comparatively 
innocuous to A. To the extent that A succeeds in doing this, B is prevented, for all 
practical purposes, from bringing to the fore any issues that might in their resolution 
be seriously detrimental to A’s set of preferences.9

In the first face of power, “A participates in the making of decisions that affect 
B,” even if B does not like the decisions or their consequences. This is the classic 
sort of power that we see in authoritarian regimes, in which the government and 
its supporters impose policies on its citizens without their input or even approval. 
In the United States and other democracies, this sort of power exists because there 
are many groups that have very little power to influence decisions made on their 
behalf or even against their interests. Prisoners, for example, have little power to 
influence the conditions of their sentencing and incarceration because they are 
social “deviants” and therefore find it difficult to mobilize in defense of their very 
real but socially marginal interests.10 This is not to say that other people and groups 
do not speak for prisoners. There are several prison rights organizations in the na-
tion, and concerns about the rate of incarceration of young black men and those 
who commit nonviolent drug offenses are growing. But the people who speak for 
people in prison are speaking for this socially deviant population that carries with 
it a severely negative image.

Here’s another example of the first face of power that you may have experi-
enced directly. Adults have a lot of power over children; children, as a matter of 
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law, are generally those under age eighteen, at least as far as voting is concerned. 
Most people are not allowed to legally drink until age twenty-one. States have 
varying ages at which they allow people to marry without parental consent. Why 
are there all these rules? Because children are not considered able to make adult 
decisions, because they are too young, have not yet developed key ways of logic 
and thinking, are potentially impulsive and impressionable, and because adults 
have an interest in ensuring the welfare and safety of children. Yet, remember 
your late teen years—did you feel that you needed this sort of “protection.” Many 
readers of this book may have been working and supporting themselves—and, in 
some cases, their families—before reaching adulthood. If we accept the paternal-
istic argument that children are not fully formed adults until about age eighteen 
or twenty-one, why are children in some states tried for serious crimes as adults 
and put in adult prisons? There are few good answers for this paradox, except to 
note that children and prisoners are, compared with other categories of people, 
relatively powerless.

In the second face of power, A prevents B’s issues and interests from getting on 
the agenda or becoming policy, even when actor B really wants these issues raised. 
But even issues with some public support may have trouble trying to gain a place 
on the agenda. Environmentalism, for example, was, until the late 1960s and early 
1970s, not a particularly powerful interest, and groups that promoted environmen-
tal protection at the time found that their issues rarely made the agenda because 
industrial interests worked to keep such matters off the agenda, and because the 
public did not perceive any significant problems. Not until crises such as the envi-
ronmental damage done by the pesticide DDT, coupled with the writing of authors 
like Rachel Carson, in her book Silent Spring, was the issue elevated to the point 
where some attention was paid to it. Even then, one can argue that actor A, repre-
senting the business and industrial sector, bent but did not break on environmental 
issues and is still able to prevent B, the environmental movement, from advancing 
comprehensive (or “radical,” depending on your position) ideas that could have a 
profound effect on the environment.

The blocking moves of the more powerful interests are not simply a function 
of A having superior resources to B, although this does play a substantial role. In 
essence, we should not think of the competition between actor A and actor B as 
a sporting event on a field, with even rules, between two teams, one vastly more 
powerful than the other. Rather, the teams’ power imbalance is as much a function 
of the nature and rules of the game as it is a function of the particular attributes of 
the groups or interests themselves.

E.E. Schattschneider explains why this is the case:

All forms of political organization have a bias in favor of the exploitation of some 
kinds of conflict and the suppression of others because organization is the mobilization 
of bias. Some issues are organized into politics while others are organized out.11



176 chaPter  6

In other words, some issues reach the agenda because the bias—that is, the ten-
dencies of the political system—allows them to be raised. Other issues do rise on 
the agenda because they are not, according to the bias of the system, fit for political 
consideration. There is no political right in America for people to have decent housing, 
or health care, or jobs, because the bias of the American political system is heavily 
influenced by cultural values of self-reliance; this has led to the United States lag-
ging behind other nations in declaring housing, education, employment, and health 
care as matters of right. This bias is neither static nor God-given, but is continually 
reinforced by interests that, for whatever reason, oppose broader access to these things 
as a matter of right. This is not to say that groups oppose jobs, or education, or health 
care—they just seek to avoid elevating these things to the same status as other rights, 
such as speech or voting, because elevating these issues on the agenda could likely 
yield policy ideas that run counter to the interests of those who believe in maintaining 
the status quo, or, at least, believe in slower or different policy change.

Other scholars of political power have conceived of a third face of power, which 
differs substantially from the second face of power in that large groups of people 
who objectively have a claim that they are disadvantaged remain quiescent—that 
is, passive—and fail to attempt to exert their influence, however small, on policy 
making and politics. This is the story John Gaventa tells in his book Power and 
Powerlessness.12 Gaventa explains why a community of Appalachian coal miners 
remained under the repressive power of a British coal mining company and the lo-
cal business and social elite. As Herbert G. Reid notes in his review of the book,13 
Gaventa takes on the traditional idea that political participation in Appalachia is low 
because of the people’s own shortcomings, such as low educational attainment and 
poverty. Rather, in the third face of power, social relationships and political ideology 
are structured over the long term in such a way that A, the mining company, remains 
dominant and B, the miners, cannot conceive of a situation in which they can begin 
to participate in the decisions that directly affect their lives. When B does begin to 
“rebel” against the unfair system, the dominant interests can employ their ability to 
make nondecisions: in essence, they ignore the pressure for change because they can 
withstand such pressures. In the long run, people may stop fighting as they become 
and remain alienated from politics; quiescence is the result.

This necessarily brief discussion of the idea of power is merely an overview of 
what is a very complex and important field of study in political science in general. 
It is important to us here because an understanding of power helps us understand 
how groups compete to gain access to the agenda and to deny access to groups and 
interests that would damage their interests.

Groups and Power in Public Policy

Social constructionist understandings of agenda setting complement E.E. Schattsch-
neider’s theories of group mobilization and participation, which rest on his oft-cited 
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contention that issues are more likely to be elevated to agenda status if the scope of 
conflict is broadened. There are two key ways in which traditionally disadvantaged 
(losing) groups expand the scope of conflict. First, groups go public with a problem 
(as noted in chapter 5) by using symbols and images to induce greater media and 
public sympathy for their cause. For example, in early 2009 groups that opposed a 
major government bailout of the “Big Three” automakers (Ford ultimately didn’t 
seek federal aid) called attention to company executives use of private jets to fly to 
Washington—to testify before Congress—as evidence of wastefulness and company 
mismanagement. Tellingly, the next time the executives testified to Congress they 
drove, proving how both sides can use symbols to their benefit. Of course, one might 
make a business case for using the jets: they are quicker, more secure, possibly safer, 
and allow executives to use their time more efficiently. But such arguments often 
fail in the face of successful depictions of things like corporate jets as symbols of 
waste or privilege. In other words, the rhetoric prevails over the evidence or logic 
of an issue or problem.

Second, groups that lose in the first stage of a political conflict can appeal to a 
higher or different decision-making level, such as when losing parties appeal to 
state and then federal institutions for an opportunity to be heard, hoping that in the 
process they will attract others to their cause. Conversely, dominant groups work 
to contain conflict to ensure that it does not spread out of control. The underlying 
theory of these tendencies dates to Madison’s defense, in Federalist 10, of the federal 
system as a mechanism to contain political conflict.

Schattschneider’s theories of issue expansion explain how in-groups retain control 
over problem definition and the way such problems are suppressed by dominant 
actors in policy making. These actors form what Baumgartner and Jones call policy 
monopolies,14 which attempt to keep problems and underlying policy issues low on 
the agenda. Policy communities use agreed-upon symbols to construct their visions 
of problems, causation, and solutions. As long as these images and symbols are 
maintained throughout society, or remain largely invisible and unquestioned, agenda 
access for groups that do not share these images is likely to be difficult; change 
is less likely until the less powerful group’s construction of the problem becomes 
more prevalent. If alternative selection is key to the projection of political power, 
an important corollary is that powerful groups retain power by working to keep the 
public and out-groups unaware of underlying problems, alternative constructions 
of problems, or alternatives to their resolution.15

This thinking is a central tenet of elite theory. Many of the arguments made by 
elite theorists such as C. Wright Mills and E.E. Schattschneider, acknowledge the 
shortcomings of the pluralist approach. As Schattschneider famously put it, “The 
flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-
class accent.”16 While an accent is not the same thing as perpetual upper-class or 
elite domination, it does suggest that the upper classes—the social, political, and 
economic elites—have power disproportionate to their numbers in society.
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Overcoming the Power Deficit—Ways to Induce  
Policy Change

Baumgartner and Jones argue that when powerful groups lose their control of the 
agenda, less powerful groups can enter policy debates and gain attention for their 
issues. This greater attention to the problem area tends to increase negative public 
attitudes toward the status quo, which can then produce lasting institutional and 
agenda changes that break up policy monopolies.

There are several ways in which groups can pursue strategies to gain attention 
for issues, thereby advancing them on the agenda. The first way for less advantaged 
interest groups to influence policy making relates to Kingdon’s streams metaphor 
for agenda change.17 “Windows of opportunity” for change open when two or more 
streams—the political, problem, or policy stream—are coupled. In the political 
stream, electoral change can lead to reform movements that give previously less 
powerful groups an opportunity to air their concerns. One example is the Great 
Society programs enacted under President Lyndon Johnson’s administration, which 
sought to attack poverty, poor health, racial discrimination, and urban decline, among 
other problems. This package of programs was made possible by an aggressively 
activist president and a large Democratic majority in the Congress, the result of 
the Democratic landslide of 1964. Similarly, a window of opportunity to roll back 
government regulation of business opened when President Ronald Reagan was 
elected in 1980.

Second, changes in our perception of problems also influence the opening of a 
window of opportunity for policy change. In the 1930s people began to perceive 
unemployment and economic privation not simply as a failure of individual initiative, 
but as a collective economic problem that required governmental solutions under 
the rubric of the New Deal. Similar thinking is behind the government economic 
stimulus actions taken in 2008 and 2009. In the 1960s and 1970s, people began to 
perceive environmental problems, such as dirty air and water and the destruction 
of wildlife, not as the function of natural processes but as the result of negative 
human influences on the ecosystem. And, third, changes in the policy stream can 
influence the opening of a window of opportunity. In the 1960s poverty and racism 
were seen as problems, but were also coupled with new and more effective policies 
to solve these problems, such as the Civil Rights Acts, the Voting Rights Act, and 
the War on Poverty.

Lest we think that all this change is in the liberal direction, it is worth noting that 
other periods of change, notably the Reagan administration, were also characterized 
by the joining of these streams. These include changes in the political stream (more 
conservative legislators, growing Republican strength in the South, the advent of 
the Christian Right as a political force), the problem stream (government regulation 
as cause, not the solution, of economic problems, American weakness in foreign 
affairs), and the policy stream (ideas for deregulation and smaller government, 
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increased military spending and readiness) that came together during the first two 
years of the Reagan administration. These factors help explain policies favoring 
increased military spending, an increase in attention to moral issues, and a decrease 
in spending on social programs.

In each of these instances, it took group action to press for change. Groups 
worked to shine the spotlight on issues because, as Baumgartner and Jones argue, 
increased attention is usually negative attention to a problem, leading to calls for 
policy change to address the problems being highlighted.18 But the simple desire to 
mobilize is not enough. Groups sometimes need a little help to push issues on the 
agenda; this help can come from changes in indicators of a problem or focusing 
events that create rapid attention. And groups often need to join forces to create a 
more powerful movement than they could create if they acted as individuals.

Indicators, Focusing Events, and Agenda Change

John Kingdon discusses changes in indicators and focusing events as two ways in 
which groups and society learn of problems in the world. Changes in indicators are 
usually changes in statistics about a problem; if data collected by various agencies 
and interests indicate that things are getting worse, the issue will gain considerable 
attention.19 Examples include changes in unemployment rates, inflation rates, the 
gross domestic product, wage levels and their growth, pollution levels, crime, stu-
dent achievement on standardized tests, birth and death rates, and the many other 
things that sophisticated societies count every year.

These numbers by themselves do not have an influence over which issues gain 
greater attention and which fall by the wayside. Rather, the changes in indicators 
need to be interpreted and publicized by interest groups, government agencies, 
and policy entrepreneurs, who use these numbers to advance their preferred policy 
ideas. This is not to say that people willfully distort statistics; rather, it means that 
groups will often selectively use official statistics to suggest that problems exist, 
while ignoring other indicators that may suggest otherwise.

The most familiar indicators, such as those reflecting the health of the economy, 
seem to need little interpretation by interest groups or policy entrepreneurs—when 
unemployment is up and wages lag behind inflation, the argument is less about 
whether there is an economic problem but, rather, what to do about it. But even 
then, the choice of which indicator to use is crucial and just about any indicator is 
subject to multiple interpretations. For example, in late 2009 the federal Bureau of 
Economic Analysis announced that the U.S. GDP had grown by 2.2 percent from the 
second quarter to the third quarter of 2009. The second quarter showed a change of 
–0.7 percent over the first quarter—that is, negative growth. So is the third quarter 
figure good news? Some may argue yes, it is: it’s growth, any growth is good, and 
under the circumstances—the collapse of the housing market, the fiscal crisis, the 
poor sales of cars—this is a good result. Others, however, may argue that 2.2 percent 
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growth is anemic compared with the usual target of about 3.0 percent GDP growth 
sustained over a year, and compares poorly with good years over the last decade. In 
another example, the number of new unemployment payment claims in the United 
States at the end of December 2009 was less than had been expected. Is this good 
news? There are still people applying for unemployment benefits, regardless of the 
number. How many claims are too many? How much or how little growth and job 
creation can the nation reasonably expect? These are important interpretative ques-
tions, and one reason Deborah Stone argues that we can treat numbers as symbols 
that stand for ideas that require explanation and interpretation.

Focusing events are somewhat different from indicators. Focusing events are 
sudden, relatively rare events that spark intense media and public attention because 
of their sheer magnitude, or sometimes because of the harm they reveal. Focusing 
events thus attract attention to issues that may have been relatively dormant. Ex-
amples of focusing events include airplane accidents, industrial accidents such as 
factory fires or oil spills, large protest rallies or marches, scandals in government, 
and events that are inherently unusual or that may be usual but have some feature 
that makes them noteworthy. Peaceful protest marches, for example, are often little 
noted or remembered, but the outbreak of violence or the threat of violence makes 
them more compelling. Earthquakes are also fairly common, but really big earth-
quakes can make buildings and highways collapse and kill people, at which point 
the event becomes very important. Terrorist attacks worldwide are very common 
and are noted but do not dominate the agenda. But the September 11 attacks gained 
particular attention because of where they happened (New York and Washington), 
how they happened (flying airplanes into buildings), and the results (the World Trade 
Center destroyed, thousands killed).

Focusing events can lead groups, government leaders, policy entrepreneurs, the 
news media, or members of the public to pay attention to new problems or pay 
greater attention to existing but dormant (in terms of their standing on the agenda) 
problems, and potentially, can lead to a search for solutions in the wake of perceived 
policy failure. The fact that focusing events occur with little or no warning makes 
such events important mobilization opportunities for groups that find their issues 
hard to advance on the agenda. Problems characterized by statistical indicators will 
gradually wax and wane on the agenda, and their movement on or off the agenda 
may be promoted or resisted by constant group competition. Sudden events, on 
the other hand, are associated with “spikes” of intense interest and agenda activity. 
Interest groups—often relatively powerful groups that seek to keep issues off the 
agenda—may find it difficult to keep major events off the news and institutional 
agendas. Groups that seek to advance an issue on the agenda can take advantage of 
such events to attract greater attention to the problem.

In many cases, the public and the most informed members of the policy com-
munity learn of a potential focusing event virtually simultaneously. These events 
can very rapidly alter mass and elite consciousness of a social problem. I say “vir-
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tually” because the most active members of a policy community may learn of an 
event some hours before the general public. A classic example is the grounding of 
the Exxon Valdez in Alaska in March 1989. This ship ran aground just after midnight 
in Alaska, or just after 4:00 a.m. on the East Coast. Most people were asleep when 
the spill occurred, but learned of it through the morning radio or TV news or late 
morning newspapers. Certain members of the policy community, however, such as 
key employees of the Exxon Corporation, the local Coast Guard contingent, fishers 
in south central Alaska, and others with a direct interest in the event, learned of the 
spill within minutes or hours. Still, the span of time that passed between local and 
national knowledge—or between elite and mass knowledge—of the spill was far too 
short for Exxon and its allies to contain news of the spill, which, therefore, suddenly 
became a very prominent issue on the agenda.20 The oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico 
in 2010 shows similar dynamics, with the sudden explosion drilling rig signaling a 
problem of some sort. However, unlike the Exxon Valdez spill, the magnitude of the 
so-called “BP oil spill” was not well known for days after the explosion, but soon the 
spill became a major national news story and policy problem. While the immediate 
news converage of the spill started fading even before the well was successfully 
capped, legislative attention had only just begun to increase in mid-2010.

Case Study: The September 11 Attacks as a Focusing Event

While it may be obvious that the September 11 attacks were major events, it is important to 
understand how large an influence they had on the media and congressional agendas with re-
gard to terrorism. This case study considers the nature of agenda expansion in the mass media, 
using The New York Times	as	a	measure	of	the	media	agenda.	I	use	the	Times because it is 
considered	one	of	the	best	newspapers	in	the	nation	and	because	it	is	so	large	and	influential.	It	
is	sometimes	called	the	“newspaper	of	record”	for	the	United	States.	It	is	read	by	most	key	deci-
sion makers in government and business, and influences the agenda of other news outlets.

Figure 6.2 shows the relative coverage of the concept of “terrorism” in the Times by year 
from	1990	through	2002.	The	stories	are	categorized	by	the	“desk”	from	which	they	originated—
national, metro, or foreign—which helps us determine whether the Times treated the story as 
a metropolitan, national, or world news issue or problem. The index is set so that the mean 
number	of	stories	per	desk	per	year	from	1990	to	2000	equals	100.	This	allows	comparisons	
across desks that would be more difficult to see if we just counted up the number of stories 
generated every year. The data were gathered from the LexisNexis database.

There	were	at	least	three	actual	or	suspected	terrorist	incidents	between	1990	and	2001	
that may have been terrorist-related: the first bombing of the World Trade Center, the 1995 
Oklahoma City federal building bombing, and the unsolved Olympic Park bombing in Atlanta 
during the 1996 Olympics. But none of these events triggered the extent of coverage by the 
Times that the September 11 events did. Clearly, the September 11 attacks “brought home” 

(continued)
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(continued)

the issue of terrorism. Terrorism became a domestic problem rather than primarily an overseas 
issue. Foreign news on terrorism also increased due to the extensive coverage of foreign reac-
tion to the September 11 attacks and the escalation of violence in the Middle East.

While Figure 6.2 shows the dramatic effect of the event on the national news agenda, it 
also	shows	that	news	coverage	of	the	September	11	events	followed	a	typical	trend.	In	gen-
eral, the news media aggressively covers an issue for a short time and then coverage fades 
as the event recedes into the past and as political institutions decide whether or not to act in 
substantive or symbolic ways. However, one cannot say that news coverage of terrorism has 
returned	to	pre-September	11	levels.	Through	2002,	there	was	more	coverage	of	terrorism	
across all the Times’	various	desks	than	in	any	year	other	than	2001.	This	trend	continued	
in	2003.	While	I	do	not	show	the	data	here,	preliminary	analysis	of	more	recent	data	shows	
that this trend has continued, with September 11 being the most extensively covered terrorist 
attack in United States, and perhaps world, history.

Like the news media, Congress has paid a great deal of attention to the attacks, but the ex-
pansion of the agenda was not as great as the media’s attention to the issue. This reveals impor-
tant differences between the news media and Congress. Figure 6.3 shows a significant increase 
in news coverage of terrorism in the two weeks after September 11, followed by a substantial 
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Figure 6.2 News Coverage of Terrorism, by New York Times “Desk,” 1990–2002
1800 

1600 

Foreign ·Metropolitan National 
1400 

.. 1200 01> 
'U 
.E 

1000 

800 

600 

400 

200 

0 

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 



agenda  setting,  Power,  and  interest  grouPs 183

drop off in coverage after that first two-week period, although not to relatively low 
pre-2001	 figures.	 News	 coverage	 of	 terrorism	 as	 a	 national	 issue	 remained	 high,	 but	
it never returned to the levels reached in the first two weeks after September 11. Con-
gress, on the other hand, saw its terrorism agenda expand continuously in the six 
weeks following September 11, and the prominence of the issue actually peaked on 
the	agenda	in	March	2002,	about	six	months	after	the	event.	Congress,	as	a	decision-
making body, cannot simply take note of an issue and then, in the manner of the 
news media, tackle the “next big thing.” Congress is a deliberative body by design and 
moves slower than the media, but in many ways it is more purposive in its actions.

This case study illustrates how a large, shocking event can rapidly change the nature 
of the agenda, but it also shows that, in some ways, Congress is more attentive to issues 
over a longer period than the news media, which is more interested in the episodic nature 
of big events. 

Are there other events in American history that you think had such a profound influence 
on	the	agenda	in	so	little	time?	Are	there	events	of	similar	magnitude	that	did	not	influence	
the	agenda?	Why	not?	How	would	you	gather	data	and	track	the	issue	in	a	way	similar	to	
what	you	see	here?

Index: Mean number of stories or items of testimony per year, 1990–2000 = 100

Figure 6.3 Media and Congressional Attention to Terrorism, 1990–2002
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Group Coalescence and Strategies for Change

A major shortcoming of elite theory, and of power theories in general, is that they 
assume that some—or most—interests simply accept their fate, providing elites 
little competition for the agenda and for shaping the issues. Related to this is the 
assumption that the elite is somehow a monolith, single-mindedly marching toward 
the same goal of upper-class domination of political life. Neither of these assump-
tions is true. Less advantaged interests in the United States, and indeed the world, 
often fight against power, often against long odds and at considerable personal risk 
to the individuals involved. In the United States and most Western democracies, 
most policy disputes can be entered without the threat or reality of state suppression; 
this is in marked contrast with countries like North Korea and Burma, which have 
created totalitarian regimes that suppress any political expression.

Powerful economic interests often conflict with each other, such as when produc-
ers of raw materials like oil and steel want to raise prices while producers of goods 
that use these inputs, such as automobile makers, seek to keep raw material costs 
low. Within industries, vicious battles over markets and public policy can occur, as 
in the ongoing legal and economic battles between Microsoft and its rivals, or be-
tween different types of Internet service providers (ISPs: e.g., cable, DSL, satellite, 
wireless), and major airlines and discount carriers. These are not merely arguments 
over business matters—they often go to the heart of key public policy problems. 
For example, Google now allows people to make free or very inexpensive phone 
calls via its Google Voice service. It therefore competes with telephone companies. 
Does this mean that Google is now a telephone company? An ISP? Or something 
else? It’s not an ISP, because Google does not provide Internet access directly, 
except for a few experimental installations. It’s not really a phone company, but it 
provides phone services. These are real conundrums that will have real implications 
for phone companies, for companies like Google and Skype, and for regulators who 
must figure out how, whether, and to what extent existing regulations cover these 
new systems and whether new regulation is required. The phone companies would 
like Google to be regulated as a phone company, to create what interests often call a 
“level playing field.” Google argues that it is not a phone company. The controversy, 
as of this writing, is not settled.21

We must also keep in mind that many movements that seek policy change are led 
by people whose socioeconomic condition and background are not vastly different 
from those of their political opponents. For example, labor union leaders are often 
well compensated and live near powerful people, not their union members. In this 
section, we will review how less advantaged interests, led by bright and persistent 
leaders, can and sometimes do overcome some of their power deficits.

The first thing to recognize about pro-change groups is that they, like more pow-
erful interests, will often coalesce into advocacy coalitions. An advocacy coalition, 
as noted in chapter 5, is a coalition of groups that come together based on a shared 
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set of beliefs about a particular issue or problem. These are not necessarily the core 
beliefs of these groups; rather, Paul Sabatier, the originator of the advocacy coalition 
framework, argues that groups will coalesce based on their more peripheral beliefs, 
provided that the coalition will advance their goals in the debate at hand.

Changes in indicators and focusing events may bring the issue to greater mass and 
policy maker attention and at the same time may induce groups to form coalitions 
to promote their common interests. These coalitions can attract greater attention 
from policy makers and create greater access to the policy-making process, thereby 
balancing the power of elites. But where should a group begin to seek to influence 
policy once it has formed a coalition and mobilized its allies and members? Baum-
gartner and Jones address this question in their discussion of “venue shopping” in 
the policy process.22

Venue shopping, a term we first encountered in chapter 5, describes the efforts 
groups undertake to gain a hearing for their ideas and grievances against existing 
policy.23 By venue we mean a level of government or institution in which the group 
is likely to gain the most favorable hearing. We can think of venues in institutional 
terms—legislative, executive, or judicial—or in vertical terms—federal, state, or 
local government. The news media are also a venue, and even within a branch of 
government, there are multiple venues.

Groups can seek to testify before congressional committees and subcommittees 
where the chair is known to be sympathetic to their position or at least open-minded 
enough to hear their case. This strategy requires the cooperation of the leadership of 
the committee or subcommittee, and unsympathetic leaders will often block efforts 
to include some interests on witness lists. But the many and largely autonomous 
committees and subcommittees in Congress allow groups to venue shop within 
Congress itself, thereby increasing the likelihood that an issue can be heard. After 
a major focusing event, it is particularly hard to exclude aggrieved parties from a 
congressional hearing. The numerous survivors, and their supporters, who testified 
before Congress after the widespread failures to properly respond to Hurricane 
Katrina made the problem vivid to committee members and contributed, in part, to 
the large amounts of money appropriated to aid in storm recovery. However, the 
actual pace of recovery and the speed with which aid funds are being spent are both 
rather slow, and reflect another aspect of event-driven agenda setting—the speed at 
which the issues raised by the event recede from the agenda, as public, media, and 
policy makers’ attention wanes, as the appropriation of funds or the enactment of 
new laws or rules appears to “solve” the problem, and as new problems emerge and 
crowd the older issues off the agenda. Those older issues may not entirely disappear, 
but they do fade from attention. It is worth noting, however, that as issues like the 
response to Hurricane Katrina recede from media and public attention, they can 
remain important in the congressional committees that are charged with dealing 
with the problem.

Groups that cannot gain a hearing in the legislative branch can appeal to executive 
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branch officials. Environmentalists who cannot get a hearing in the House Natural 
Resources Committee may turn to the Environmental Protection Agency, the Fish 
and Wildlife Service, the various agencies that compose the Department of the 
Interior, and other agencies that may be more sympathetic and might be able to use 
existing legal and regulatory means to advance environmental goals. While an ap-
peal to these agencies may raise some conflict with the legislative branch, this tactic 
can at least open doors for participation by otherwise excluded groups, particularly 
if the executive branch sees these groups as allies against policy proposals coming 
from the legislative branch.

Groups often engage in litigation as a way to get their issues on the agenda, par-
ticularly when other access points are closed to the group. A classic example of the 
litigation strategy involves the civil rights movement, in which black lawyers sued 
and desegregated law schools, graduate schools, universities, and, ultimately, all 
schools for blacks. While Gerald Rosenberg, in The Hollow Hope, argues that this 
litigation strategy was not entirely successful, requiring legislation to fully imple-
ment policy change, others argue that the legal strategy served as a catalyst for the 
civil rights movement and that landmark cases such as Brown v. Board of Education 
sparked a movement that resulted in more effective demands for change. Had the 
civil rights proponents not taken their fight to court, this argument holds, it is less 
likely that Congress and the president would have taken their claims seriously.24

Groups may seek to change policies at the local or state level before taking an 
issue to the federal government, because the issue may be easier to advance at the 
local level or because a grassroots group may find it can fight on an equal footing 
with a more powerful group. This often happens in NIMBY (not in my backyard) 
cases, such as decisions on where to put group homes, cell phone towers, expanded 
shopping centers, power plants, and the like. And, of course, groups sometimes 
must address issues at the state and local level because these governments have 
the constitutional responsibility for many functions not undertaken by the federal 
government, such as education or, as became clear in the same-sex marriage issue, 
the laws governing marriage. In the latter example, it’s clear that gay rights groups 
have adopted a state-by-state or even more local strategy because it does not make 
sense to seek change at the federal level as the federal government has extremely 
limited power over marital and family law.

On the other hand, groups may expand conflict to a broader level (i.e., from the 
local to the state level or from the state to the federal level) when they lose at the 
local level. E.E. Schattschneider calls this “expanding the scope of conflict.” This 
strategy sometimes works because expanding the scope of conflict often engages 
the attention of other actors who may step in on the side of the less powerful group. 
The civil rights movement was in many ways contained in local actions in the South 
until images of violent crackdowns on civil rights protesters became more prominent 
on the national news, thereby expanding the issue to a broader and somewhat more 
sympathetic public. A more recent example of expanding the scope of conflict is 
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found in the health care debate, in which the Obama administration sought to mo-
bilize mass publics and to negotiate the cooperation of insurance companies, major 
industries like the auto industry who have huge health care benefit expenses, and 
pharmaceutical companies to support a consensus on health reform. This effort was 
not entirely successful, but recognized the need to broaden the scope of conflict to 
get as many people involved as possible.

Groups and interests often seek media coverage as a way of expanding the scope 
of conflict. Media activities can range from holding news conferences to mobilizing 
thousands of people in protest rallies. These activities are more newsworthy if they 
address an issue of current concern, such as the gay rights tea party protests held 
in Washington, DC, in the fall of 2009. Indeed, we don’t often see mass mobiliza-
tion and protest over issues like inadequate earthquake engineering or impending 
asteroid collisions with the earth, because the number of people directly involved 
in addressing these problems is small, they have other, much more fruitful avenues 
for political expression, and because these are broadly viewed as highly technical 
matters in which public input is neither offered or sought.25

Finally, gaining a place on the agenda often relies on coalescing with other groups. 
Many of the great social movements of our time came about when less powerful 
interests coalesced. The civil rights movement involved a coalition, at various times, 
with anti-war protestors, labor unions, women’s groups, antipoverty workers, and 
other groups who shared an interest in racial equality. By coalescing in this way, 
the voices of all these interests were multiplied. Indeed, the proliferation of interest 
groups since the 1950s has resulted in greater opportunities for coalition building 
and has created far greater resources for countervailing power.

Before concluding this discussion, we must recognize that elevating issues on 
the agenda in hopes of gaining policy change is not always resisted by political 
elites. Cobb and Elder argue that, when political elites seek change, they also try 
to mobilize publics to generate mass support for an issue, which supports elite ef-
forts to move issues further up the agenda.26 This type of effort is known as internal 
mobilization. Such efforts can constitute either attempts to broaden the influence 
of existing policy monopolies or attempts by some political elites (such as the 
president and his staff) to circumvent the policy monopoly established by interest 
groups, the bureaucracy, and subcommittees (the classic iron triangle model). The 
president or other key political actors may be able to enhance the focusing power 
of an event by visiting a disaster or accident scene, thereby giving the event even 
greater symbolic weight.

The Social Construction of Problems

Humans and democratic governments are problem solvers. Many of the social and tech-
nological advances made throughout human history were solutions to claimed problems: 
Vaccination is a solution to pandemic disease; the electrical light is a superior solution 
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to gas lights or torches for illumination; and the wheel, the railroad, the telephone, the 
airplane, and the Internet are solutions to the problems posed by distance.

At the same time, many social problems remain that people believe should be 
“solved,” or at least made better. Poverty, illiteracy, racism, immorality, disease, 
disaster, crime, and any number of other ills will lead people and groups to press 
for solutions. Often, these social problems require that governmental action be 
taken because services required to alleviate public problems that are not or cannot 
be addressed by private actors are public goods that can primarily be provided by 
government actors. While in the popular mind, and often in reality, economic and 
social conservatives stand for limited government activity, these conservatives also 
believe there are public goods, such as regulation of securities markets, road building, 
national defense, and public safety, that are most properly provided by government. 
It is probably best to define the problem before worrying about whether public or 
private actors must resolve it. Deciding whether a problem really is a problem at 
all is an important part of political and policy debate.

Problems can be defined and depicted in many different ways, depending on the 
goals of the proponent of the particular depiction of a problem and the nature of 
the problem and the political debate. The process of defining problems and selling 
a broad population on the definition is called social construction. It refers to the 
ways in which society and the various contending interests within it structure and 
tell stories about how problems occur. A group that can create and promote the most 
effective depiction of an issue has an advantage in the battle over what, if anything, 
will be done about a problem. In Policy Paradox, Deborah Stone considers how 
people present the background of a problem by using symbols, numbers, and stories 
about causes. Rather than summarize or paraphrase her argument, I will highlight 
issues raised by Stone and other scholars. One of the things that problems create 
is uncertainty, inequity, and other burdens that some people believe are undesir-
able. However, many policies that reduce uncertainty for one group or one person 
create a burden or greater uncertainty or “annoyance” for others. Creating social 
welfare programs, regulating TV content, or regulating guns creates annoyance 
and uncertainty for, among others, civil libertarians and gun rights advocates (who 
are not necessarily one and the same). For some, a “problem” is really just a fact 
about which nothing can realistically be done; that is, the problem, as unpleasant 
as it is, is really a condition. People and groups will work very hard to prove that a 
problem is a problem and that a solution can be found. Merely stating a problem is 
not enough: one must persuade others that the problem is real or that the problem 
being cited is the real problem.

The definition of a problem is an important part of the persuasive process and ef-
fects the choice of solutions. Joseph Gusfield argues that one can look at the drunken 
driving problem in a number of ways.27 Most of us tend to look at the drunken driving 
problem as one of individual responsibility, which presumes that stiffer penalties 
to punish the responsible party are needed to address the problem. But what if we 
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looked at the problem as one of inadequate transportation? If the United States had 
better systems of mass transit, it is likely that fewer people would need to drink and 
drive; they could drink and ride a bus or a train. Or what if the problem is deeply 
embedded in our culture, one that prizes recreation, relaxation, and even glamour 
and links these benefits to relatively easy access to alcohol by adults?

The social construction of a problem is linked to the existing social, political, and 
ideological structures at the time. Americans still value individual initiative and respon-
sibility, and therefore make drinking and driving at least as much a matter of personal 
responsibility as of social responsibility. The same values of self-reliance and individual 
initiative are behind many of our public policies, dealing with free enterprise, welfare, 
and other economic policies. These values differentiate our culture from other nations’ 
cultures, where the community or the state takes a more important role. In those countries, 
problems are likely to be constructed differently, and different policies are the result.

Conditions and Problems

Conditions can develop over time into problems, because citizens, doctors, scientists, 
engineers, and so on are constantly trying to take things that we think of as conditions 
and turn them into problems that we can realistically try to solve. Until Dr. Jonas 
Salk and other scientists developed the polio vaccine, millions of children and their 
parents lived in fear of this crippling disease. Without the polio vaccine, this disease 
seemed to be a condition about which little could be done. Many communities would 
quarantine people with polio, and parents often voluntarily kept their kids away from 
swimming pools, school, camps, and playgrounds to help them avoid contracting polio. 
These voluntary and involuntary quarantines, and the treatments for those with polio, 
carried very high social costs, and were not very effective. But polio became a much 
more tractable problem once the polio vaccine became available. Governments—in 
particular, public health officials—responded by encouraging or directly providing 
polio vaccine to children. Today, the polio rate is vastly lower than it was just sixty 
years ago, and one may argue that the polio problem has been solved, except in the 
very poor countries where polio remains endemic. Today, the discussion of polio—
and of various forms of the flu, chicken pox, measles, mumps, and other similar 
diseases—revolves more around the safest method of vaccine administration (oral 
or via injection) than around the disease itself; in other words, the solution became a 
problem in its own right, although not as big a problem as the disease.28

As technological progress continues, the original problem becomes forgotten, and 
when the solution to that problem is somehow disrupted that disruption becomes the 
problem. Electricity was harnessed in lighting, heating and cooling, and the powering 
of machinery to overcome the problems posed by darkness, extreme temperatures, or 
the limits of human muscle power. We have now become a society so dependent on 
electricity that a major power outage becomes the problem. For everyone who relies 
on the Internet and cell phones, service interruptions are a major inconvenience. 
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Internet outage effects e-mail, social networking, instant messaging, and a range of 
other services, all of which were designed to solve some problem (social isolation, 
expensive communication, or business inefficiencies, to name a few). When problems 
such as power or Internet outages arise, people often demand government actions to 
solve them to ensure the lights stay on or that Internet access is not interrupted.

An interruption in electricity, the Internet, or cable TV, is a problem that most 
believe should never happen at all! And lest we believe a power outage is a minor 
inconvenience with few political repercussions, consider the power outage that struck 
Auckland, New Zealand, in February 1998.29 The outage lasted for over ten days, 
closing businesses, forcing evacuations of apartments due to water and sewer failures, 
and ending up costing New Zealanders millions of dollars. The cause of the outage 
was the failure of overtaxed power cables; but regardless of the cause, people do not 
expect or lightly tolerate the loss of something taken for granted for so long. Indeed, 
the blackouts that struck eight eastern states and two Canadian provinces in August 
2003, or the one that struck Brazil and Paraguay in 2009, lasted hours, not days, for 
most locations, but led to significant social and economic disruption as elevators failed, 
subways ceased to work, computer systems shut down, and all the modern features 
on which urban societies rely were unavailable. Most problems are more subtle than 
sudden blackouts, so people have to be persuaded that something needs to be done; 
still more persuasion may be necessary to induce a belief that government needs to do 
something about a problem. However, there are often instances, such as in the Gulf 
of Mexico oil spill in 2010, where the public demands that government do even more 
than it is empowered to do under existing law.

Symbols

Because policy making is usually a process of political argument and persuasion, 
groups and individuals promoting particular policy options will work to gain what-
ever rhetorical advantage they can in these debates. Because a hallmark of success-
ful policy advocacy is the ability to tell a good story, groups will use time-tested 
rhetorical devices, such as symbols, to advance their arguments.

A symbol is “anything that stands for something else. Its meaning depends on how 
people interpret it, use it, or respond to it.”30 Politics is full of symbols, some perceived 
as good, others as bad, and still others as controversial. Some symbols are fairly obvi-
ous; the American flag, for example, is generally respected and even revered in the 
United States. However, the American flag is often used outside of the United States 
to symbolize the alleged abuses and wrongdoings of our nation—thus, the same flag 
means very different things in different contexts. In most parts of the world, flying a 
flag bearing the Nazi swastika is considered somewhere between poor taste and an 
actual violation of the law, because of the extremely troubling connotations of the 
swastika and the Nazi regime that used it. Before the Nazis took power, the swastika 
was a relatively obscure religious symbol, and its use as such remains tolerated.
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Deborah Stone outlines four types of stories that use rhetorical symbols. First, she 
discusses narrative stories, which are stories told about how things happen, good or 
bad. They are usually highly simplified and offer the hope that complex problems 
can be solved with relatively easy solutions. Such stories are staples of the political 
circuit, where candidates tell stories about wasteful bureaucrats or evil businessmen 
or lazy welfare cheats to rouse the electorate to elect the candidate, who will impose 
a straightforward solution to these problems. Stories are told about how things are 
getting worse, or declining, to use Stone’s term, or how things were getting better 
until something bad happened to stop progress, or how “change-is-only-an-illusion” 
(p. 142). For example, stories may be told on the campaign trail or the floor of the 
legislature in which positive economic indicators are acknowledged but are said 
not to reflect the “real” problems that real people are having.

Stories of helplessness and control portray situations in which an issue or problem 
previously could not be resolved but a solution now exists. These stories are closely 
related to the condition versus problem tension. Helplessness-and-control stories are 
often cast in us-versus-them terms, such as when interest groups are called special 
interest groups because the term “special” denotes something different about these 
groups, and perhaps something outside the mainstream. Conspiracy theories are 
also a major part of these stories, as people seek to make sense of the world around 
them. Conspiracies include claims of hidden agendas and sinister goals. Recent 
conspiracy theories in the United States that gained small fringe attention include 
the belief that Israeli government agencies attacked the World Trade Center to incite 
anger toward Muslims, or theories that the collapse of buildings 1, 2, and 7 were 
“controlled” demolitions designed to hide secrets. Anti-vaccine proponents argue 
that mandatory vaccination exists primarily to enrich the makers of vaccines, or that 
the risks of such vaccines have been covered up. Proponents of health care reform 
are said to be conspiring to “ration” health care, or to grow government because 
the proponents just want bigger government for its own sake. There are many good 
reasons to question the assumptions behind health care reform and other policy 
changes, but conspiracy theories usually collapse under the weight of their own il-
logic and lack of evidence. But they can persuade enough people to create political 
problems for proponents of policies based on sound science and evidence.

Conspiracy theories are related to the stories and anecdotes people use to describe 
problems. Thus, as Stone notes, the idea of the cheating “welfare queen” took hold 
in the 1980s, even though such people represented a small and atypical portion of 
the welfare population. Related to such stories are “horror stories” of government 
regulation run amok. Such stories are usually distorted: Stone cites the example 
of how those opposed to industry regulation claimed that the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA) “abolished the tooth fairy” by requiring that 
dentists discard any baby teeth they pulled; the actual regulation merely required 
that appropriate steps be taken to protect health workers from any diseases that may 
be transmitted in handling the teeth. The media stirred up a small controversy by 
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reporting that OSHA was advising companies with home workers that they were 
responsible for the health and safety of telecommuters. The media, elected officials, 
and business interests raised the specter of OSHA invading every telecommuter’s 
privacy to inspect their workspace; this horror story, coupled with long-standing 
industry dislike for OSHA and the prior propagation of horror stories, made this a 
very compelling and disturbing prospect. The truth of the matter was more subtle: 
OSHA had simply sent a letter to an employer that interpreted its existing rules on 
workplace safety, stating that the employer does bear some responsibility for home 
workers’ safety in home offices. Regardless of this important distinction, OSHA 
backed away from the letter in the face of media ridicule and political pressure.31

You probably have heard or even told these and other horror stories about policies. 
Television news shows such as 60 Minutes and 20/20 have made an industry out of tell-
ing these horror stories, often failing to place them in their proper context. In the same 
way, interest groups often neglect to place stories in the proper perspective as their main 
goal is to advance their policy preferences. Interest groups will therefore tell stories that 
stretch the truth to the breaking point, to gain attention from other members of the policy 
community and to mobilize support or opposition for a particular policy direction.

Causal Stories

An important part of storytelling in public policy is the telling of causal stories.32 
These stories attempt to explain what caused a problem or an outcome. They are 
important in public policy making because the depiction of the cause of a problem 
strongly suggests a solution to the problem. Causal stories are similar to the causal 
theories of problems that are described in chapter 8; however, in this chapter, we 
are more concerned with use of these stories in rhetoric and debate than in decision 
making. Stone divides causal stories into four categories: mechanical causes, ac-
cidental causes, intentional causes, and inadvertent causes (see Table 6.1).

Numbers as Indicators of Problems

Debates and controversies often involve the use of numerical information to make 
their points. Such numbers include the number of people living in poverty, the av-
erage amount of taxes people pay to the government, the number of people killed 
or hurt by various hazards, and so on. The use of numbers in policy debates is very 
attractive because numbers appear to have accuracy that anecdotal evidence lacks, 
particularly when the numbers provide a description of aggregate data—that is, when 
the data reflect a broader phenomenon. Such aggregate data include the unemploy-
ment rate, average school test scores, median family income, and the like. Indeed, 
I have used this sort of data to outline the policy environment in chapter 2.

The use of numbers is particularly interesting, as Stone points out, because 
deciding to count a phenomenon is a policy decision itself. We collect data about 
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phenomena because we want to know something more about them. We count un-
employment, crime, health, education, and other statistics. Once we begin count-
ing, there is considerable pressure to continue counting to see how problems are 
behaving: we want indicators of good things to go up (the GDP, wages, educational 
achievement) and bad things to go down (diseases and death, crime, welfare rolls). 
For each of these things, there is political pressure to make the problem better.

But numbers are not entirely objective measures of a phenomenon and are sub-
ject to interpretation. Numbers used in the portrayal of a problem are not always 
accurate. Statistics on the GDP, unemployment, inflation, test scores, for example, 
have often been challenged.

The census, which the Constitution requires be taken every ten years, is notorious 
for undercounting immigrants and minorities, placing cities at a disadvantage in the 
allocation of federal funds dispersed on the basis of population. On the other hand, 
statistical methods that might correct this undercount could introduce more error 
in the census than they would alleviate, or could simply stir up political opposition. 
Like so many other things we measure, a distinguished panel of statisticians found, 
ultimately, that the solution to the undercounting problem is less a technical problem 
than it is a social or political matter.33 This is as true today as it was in 2000, for the 
same reasons: the allocation of a state’s seats in the House of Representatives is 
directly related to census data; with the House capped at 435 members, every state 
that gains a seat does so at the expense of the state losing a seat.

Educational tests, such as the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) and other state 
tests have become popular ways of assessing educational performance and are often 
used to assess whether students are allowed to advance in school or to graduate. Some 

Table 6.1

Types of Causal Theories with Examples

Consequences

Actions Intended Unintended

Unguided MECHANICAL	CAUSE ACCIDENTAL	CAUSE

intervening agents nature
brainwashed people weather
machines that perform as designed,  

but cause harm
earthquakes
machines that run amok

Purposeful INTENTIONAL	CAUSE INADVERTENT	CAUSE

oppression intervening conditions

conspiracies that work

unforeseen side effects
programs that work as intended,  
 but cause harm

avoidable ignorance
carelessness
omission

Source: From Policy Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Making by Deborah A. Stone.  
Copyright © 2002 by Deborah A. Stone. Used by permission of W.W. Norton & Company, Inc.

conspiracies that work

conspiracies that work conspiracies that work
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people have challenged these tests, claiming that they are biased on the basis of race, 
class, and gender in favor of white males from well-to-do families and that the scores 
do not accurately reflect the academic potential of everyone who takes the tests.34

Perhaps the most notoriously questionable statistics come from the Uniform 
Crime Reports (UCR) collected by the U.S. Department of Justice. The UCR com-
piles reports of crime from police departments nationwide; but the reports include 
only those crimes about which the police have information. They do not include 
unreported crimes and some police departments may have an incentive to inflate or 
underreport crimes. In some cases, when police place special emphasis on particular 
crimes such as domestic violence, the apparent rate of crime goes up because more 
crime is reported and known to the police. People may report more of these crimes 
because they are encouraged to do so by the policy and legal authorities.35

Second, even if some measures are reasonably accurate, an important question 
remains: Is the indicator in question the best measure of a phenomenon or of prog-
ress toward a goal? For example, the GDP is a measure of all the goods and services 
produced in the nation. The financial press concentrates a great deal of attention on 
this figure and when it grows from quarter to quarter or year to year, this is said to be 
a good thing. Yet the GDP may not be the best measure of the nation’s overall well-
being. Does the GDP, for example, deduct from the value of some goods the pollution 
and subsequent environmental damage they cause? Indeed, if there is an environmental 
disaster or nuclear power plant accident, the money spent to clean the plant, evacuate 
people living near by, and treat anyone injured in the accident is included in the GDP. 
Other things that perhaps we would not want to spend money on, such as lawyers’ fees, 
cancer treatment, and fixing car wrecks, are all counted in the GDP. Thus, economic 
growth may not equate with the good life, but rather reflects all the things that we 
spend money on, including the things we might not really want to buy.36

Many of you have taken a statistics class or two. Many of us approach such 
classes with trepidation. But the example of the use (or abuse) of statistics I am 
about to illustrate shows how useful some background in statistics can be for your 
own political self-defense. Being able to find and explain statistical fallacies is a 
very important skill in our number-driven world.

The choice of the statistic being reported has a big influence on how one is sup-
posed to interpret the underlying idea being conveyed. Take as an example family 
income. In a 2003 report by the U.S. Census Bureau, the average family income 
in the United States was $182,381. As a measure of what statisticians call “central 
tendency,” this figure is very misleading; because as we learned in chapter 2, so 
much wealth is held by relatively few people in the United States, their income 
skews the average higher than the two-earner median household income of about 
$80,000. The median is the number at the exact middle of a range of numbers; for 
every family below the median there’s one above this figure. One can imagine that 
if you wanted to argue that American families are doing well, one would report the 
average; a different result would follow from reporting the median.



agenda  setting,  Power,  and  interest  grouPs 195

For example, let us take King County, Washington, the county in which Microsoft 
and Amazon.com are headquartered. There are at least three major billionaires in 
the Seattle area: Microsoft founder Bill Gates, who is worth about $45 billion; Paul 
Allen, a cofounder of Microsoft, worth about $10 billion; and Jeff Bezos, founder 
of Amazon.com, also worth about $10 billion. These people have much higher 
family incomes (generally from sales of stock, dividends, investments, and the 
like) than the “typical” family, so their income distorts the average family income 
figure in King County much more than it would distort the median family income 
figure.37 In statistical terms, these families are called outliers—they fall outside the 
range of the bulk of the data points. This example shows why we sometimes talk 
in terms of median figures, such as median family income or median home prices: 
because if we used the mean or average of these figures, the few outliers, such as 
the really expensive houses or the really well-paid people, would distort the story 
we are trying to tell with the numbers. But if you were, say, a civic booster, you 
might use (or abuse) the average value as a way to make an affirmative argument 
about the overall prosperity of the people in King County, even if this prosperity 
isn’t equally shared.

Finally, there are two things you should know about numbers and their depiction 
in policy debates. First, advocates for policy positions will choose numbers that put 
their arguments in the best light. This means that the use of numbers is likely to be 
significantly skewed or distorted for rhetorical advantage. This distortion is most 
often seen in charts and graphs, which citizens and policy makers must use with 
extreme caution. Many charts and graphs are deliberately or accidentally misleading, 
and it is an unfortunate by-product of modern printing and publishing technology 
that allows newspapers and magazines (USA Today was once notorious for this) 
as well as anyone with a copy of Microsoft Excel to print remarkably misleading 
and distorted statistical graphs that range from difficult to read to purposefully 
misleading. Edward Tufte’s work on the design of information graphics discusses 
these problems and will arm you with considerable defenses against what he calls 
“chartjunk.”38

Second, there is a difference between a number (that is, a data point) and the 
interpretation of that data. There is an old saying in information management that 
there is a big difference between data and information: data are just the raw numbers, 
while information is what we get when we interpret the numbers—and as you know, 
that information is very much subject to the interpretation of those with a stake in 
the meaning of that information.

Conclusion

The study of agenda setting is a particularly fruitful way to begin to understand 
how groups, power, and the agenda interact to set the boundaries of political policy 
debate. To me, the relationship between ideas, the social construction of problems 

outlier.
In statistics, a 
case (that is, a 
data point) that 
falls so far below 
or above the 
main cluster of 
data points that 
it significantly 
influences the 
mean value of all 
the data. A very 
large outlier will 
cause the mean 
to greatly exceed 
the median or 
middle value; a 
very small outlier 
will cause the 
mean to fall far 
below the median 
value.
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and solutions, the nature of agenda, the groups that are involved in agenda setting 
and in propagating ideas, and the very idea of power itself is not just a fascinating 
topic for research. I consider it the pivot point of the policy process. Groups that 
successfully amass resources, or that find winning rhetorical strategies, often gain 
power. Indeed, a winning symbol or causal story can, as with Mothers Against 
Drunk Driving, strike a chord that resonates throughout the political system and 
the policy process, creating pressure for policy change.

We therefore know that agenda setting, like all other stages of the policy process, 
does not occur in a vacuum. The likelihood that an issue will rise on the agenda is a 
function of the issue itself, the actors that are involved, institutional relationships, and, 
often, random social and political factors that can be explained but cannot be replicated 
or predicted. But we do know enough about groups, power, and agenda setting to know 
that, as Robertson and Judd describe (summarized in chapter 3), policy restraint is still an 
important feature of American policy making. The struggle to shine attention on issues 
and on particular ways of portraying those issues is a continuing process. Those who 
understand the ebbs and flows of ideas and power will be better prepared to understand 
why policies change when they do, and how to participate in campaigns for change.

Key Terms

Agenda
Agenda setting
Agenda universe
Aggregate data
Causal story
Condition
Decision agenda

Elite theory
Enactment
Focusing Event
Indicator
Institutional agenda
NIMBY
Outlier

Pluralism 
Policy monopoly
Public goods
Social construction
Symbol
Systemic agenda
Window of opportunity

Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

1. How does an elite theory of U.S. power differ from a pluralist theory? In 
your opinion, which theory better explains power in the United States? 
What evidence might you use to support your claim?

2. Why are issues likely to be elevated on the agenda if the scope of conflict 
is widened?

3. How do you think a policy monopoly would try to keep problems and 
underlying policy issues high or low on the agenda?

4. What are the two major ways in which groups and society as a whole learn 
about problems? Which of these two ways will lead to the most rapid in-
crease of attention to a problem?
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5. Why do interest groups engage in venue shopping? What are some of the dif-
ferent kinds of venues available to interest groups and other advocates?

6. Imagine you belong to an interest group that advocates for the things you 
care about. In which venues would your group seek to gain attention? Why 
did you choose your preferred venues?

7. How do a condition and a problem differ? Give some examples of each. Can 
you think of conditions that later became problems as the technologies or 
knowledge to deal with these conditions became available? Are there any 
conditions that will never be solvable problems? Can you think of examples 
of things that we thought were problems and were treated as such, but that 
later came to be defined as conditions?

8. Think about a problem that you care deeply about. Write, in a paragraph or two, 
a causal story about what causes the problem that you selected. Do you think 
your causal story will be accepted broadly in our society? Why or why not?

9. Assume that the county government plans to build a highly polluting in-
cinerator next to your property. What actions could you take to remedy the 
situation?

10. Choose several issues. Explain how each issue may be socially constructed 
depending on what political ideology a person has.

11. This project may take longer than a semester, but you will find the results 
very interesting. Join an interest group that deals with issues you care about: 
for example, if you are an environmentalist, join the Sierra Club. If you 
are a shooter or hunter, join the National Rifle Association. When you join, 
alter your name slightly for just the one group so that you can track the mail 
you get when these groups share their membership lists with other groups. 
For example, I go by Thomas A. Birkland but would sign up as Thomas B. 
Birkland to see how my name is shared. And now that many groups send 
e-mail instead of “snail mail,” you might want to set up a separate e-mail 
account with Google (Gmail), Yahoo!, or Hotmail and use these identities 
to join the groups you are interested in. In several months, you may start 
to get mail and e-mail from other organizations or groups, some of which 
you may never have heard of (if you are using e-mail, check your spam 
filter—much of it will be junk, but you may be getting solicitations from 
other groups based on your interest in an issue).

  What kind of groups contacted you? Are they sympathetic to the cause 
you originally joined? You will likely find that your name is widely shared 
among other groups with similar interests. From this mail you may be able 
to map the contours of the advocacy coalition to which you belong. You 
can also replicate this by signing up with political groups using an e-mail 
account. Set up an account with Hotmail or Yahoo! (or use a separate screen 
name in AOL). Sign up for one or two sites and see whether you receive other 
political or interest group e-mail (or spam, depending on your tastes).



198 chaPter  6

12. An interesting way to track the importance of an issue is to follow its relative 
position on the agenda over time. This has been made much easier with the 
Policy Agendas Project at the Center for American Politics and Policy at 
the University of Washington. At its Web site (http://www.policyagendas.
org) you can find a number of datasets on congressional hearings, The New 
York Times coverage of issues, executive orders, and the like. These are 
all coded using a uniform subject code that allows you to compare issues 
across these different venues. You can download the data and use it in a 
spreadsheet program such as Microsoft Excel to track the agenda status of 
various issues. But you can also use the “Data Tools” on the project’s site to 
do live analyses of the project’s data without downloading the rather large 
datasets.

  Pick an issue you are interested in and track it over time. When does Con-
gress, or The New York Times pay more attention to an issue? For example, 
when I compared coverage of energy in The New York Times to congres-
sional hearing activity on energy, I found that attention was relatively low 
until attention suddenly peaked in 1975 and again in 1979. Why do you 
suppose it suddenly jumped like this? Try looking at other issues and see 
whether they show steady activity or sudden surges or drops in attention.

Additional Reading

Nearly all discussions of agenda setting in American politics start with E.E. 
Schattschneider’s The Semisovereign People (Hinsdale, IL: Dryden Press, 1975), a 
short, wonderfully clear book that, among other things, describes why agenda setting 
is so important in American politics. In the policy process, Roger Cobb and Charles 
Elder, in Participation in American Politics: The Dynamics of Agenda-Building, 2d 
ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983), provide one of the earliest 
and most complete treatments of how agendas are built by groups and interests. 
Roger Cobb and Marc Howard Ross continue this work in their Cultural Strategies of 
Agenda Denial: Avoidance, Attack, and Redefinition (Lawrence: University Press of 
Kansas, 1997), in which they describe how groups and interests work to deny other 
interests access to the agenda. John Kingdon’s Agendas, Alternatives and Public 
Policies, 2d ed. (New York: Harper Collins, 1995) has been particularly influential 
in understanding how agendas work in the policy process; so much so, in fact, that 
the first edition was awarded the 1994 Aaron Wildavsky award for its continued 
influence on the study of public policy. Astute readers of this chapter will note that 
my ideas on focusing events, contained in my book After Disaster: Agenda Setting, 
Public Policy, and Focusing Events (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 
1997) have their genesis in Kingdon’s treatment of the subject.

Such denial of agenda access is part and parcel of political power, and the oft-
cited work on this topic is Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz’s “The Two Faces of 
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Power,” American Political Science Review 56 (1962): 947–52, in which we learn 
that power involves getting people to do something they don’t want to do, as well as 
preventing them from doing what they want to do. To this formulation John Gaventa, 
in Power and Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1980), adds a subtle third face of power. Gav-
enta describes how social relations in Appalachian coal-mining communities were 
structured so that people at the bottom of the economic and social ladder could not 
conceive of ways to escape their lot.

Clearly, my thinking about how public problems are socially constructed is directly 
informed by Deborah Stone’s text Policy Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Mak-
ing, (New York: Norton, 2002). Stone directly confronts the rationalist approach to 
policy analysis—she calls this the “rationality project”—by comparing rationalist 
notions of society (often derived from economics) as a market with a more politically 
and sociologically useful idea of society as the “polis.” She illustrates why there are 
so many paradoxes in politics and policy making that cannot be “rationally” explained 
by “decisionist” models of policy analysis. Stone’s book has the added benefit of be-
ing fascinating reading, although many readers (myself included) find that the book 
is so rich that it takes more than one reading to glean all its insights. However, it is 
important to ensure that you understand some of the standard policy analysis texts 
and techniques that contrast with Stone’s approach to policy studies. These include 
Edith Stokey and Richard Zeckhauser, A Primer for Policy Analysis (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1978), and David L.Weimer and Aidan R. Vining, Policy Analysis : Concepts 
and Practice, 4th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2005).
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Public policy is one of the key outputs of the policy process. This chapter begins 
with a broad definition of the term policy and then describes how policies can 
be categorized by type. The effort to place policies into types has consumed a 
considerable amount of time and effort among political scientists; and for good 
reason. Political scientists seek to create policy typologies because we suspect, 
based on intuition and experience, that some policies will involve more groups in 
their formation and enactment, will see more conflict before and after enactment, 
and will be more visible than other types of policies. Sound policy typologies help 
to predict what sort of politics will accompany particular kinds of policies; that 
is, for a given proposal about what government should do or not do, we should be 
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able to predict who will participate and what the nature of conflict will be. There 
is no final word on how best to categorize policies, so when reading this chapter 
it is important not to pigeonhole or force fit policies into different categories; 
instead, a key goal is to consider the strengths and weaknesses of each typology 
in telling us something meaningful about the way policy is made and what its 
results likely will be.

What Is a “Policy”?

As discussed in chapter 1, public policy is, in general, what the government, act-
ing on our behalf, chooses to do or not to do. This suggests a working definition 
of policy that may seem obvious, but that is a bit more complex than the simplest 
definition. I define a policy as a statement by government of what it intends to do or 
not to do, such as a law, regulation, ruling, decision, or order, or a combination of 
these. For example, a law that says that those caught driving while intoxicated will 
go to jail for up to one year is a statement of governmental policy to punish drunk 
drivers. The USA Patriot Act, passed in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, 
is a statement of government policy relating to national security and terrorism. Judi-
cial decisions are also statements of policy: the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown 
v. Board of Education is a statement of national policy that governments cannot 
constitutionally require schools to be segregated on the basis of race or ethnicity. 
Because we also define public policy as what government chooses not to do, the 
lack of a definitive statement of policy may be evidence of an implicit policy. For 
example, the government has never declared a right to education, or health care, or 
a living wage; therefore, we can assume that the implicit policy is that one cannot 
get these benefits as a matter of right. Some other nations do express these services 
and benefits as rights, which often makes for interesting and important comparisons 
between the United States and other countries.

Codifying and Publicizing Policies

Since we usually think of individual policies as statements of the things the gov-
ernment does intend to do, it is useful to consider how these policies are written 
down and codified. After all, if policies were not made public in some way, it would 
be very difficult to discern the government’s intent in enacting the policy, and it 
would be difficult for those affected by the policy—the people we call the targets 
of policies—to understand what government expects of them. 

Table 7.1 summarizes how policies are codified, listed in order from the most to 
the least visible and tangible types of policies. The table starts with the most vis-
ible sort of policy change—constitutional change—and ends with the very subtle 
changes in individual cognition and behavior that sometimes accompany changes in 
the behavior of organizations that make or implement policy. Clearly, constitutional 
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provisions are the most visible and most clearly codified statements of national 
policy. The Constitution is the basic law of the land, and changing the Constitution 
is no trivial matter. To amend the Constitution, two-thirds each of the House and 
Senate must vote for the amendment, and then three-quarters of the state legislatures 
(thirty-eight states) must ratify the proposed amendment.1 With this many states 
involved, the process is very visible.

The codification of statute law and regulation is less visible than constitutional 
change, although the visibility of the law and regulatory processes varies with the 
nature of the policy being considered. We often tend to think of policies as laws, such 
as the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the No Child Left 
Behind Act, or the USA Patriot Act. These are, of course, among the most visible 
laws on the books. Other laws deal with highly technical aspects that are of greatest 
interest only to the most expert stakeholders. But statute laws are readily available 
for anyone’s perusal in the United States Code, which codifies all federal laws in a 
way that makes laws easier to find and understand, and in the lists of Public Laws 
that are enacted every Congress.2

Once a law is enacted, it must be implemented, a topic taken up in chapter 8. The 
regulatory process is central to the implementation of broad public policy. Congress 
generally delegates highly technical matters to regulatory agencies, which issue regu-
lations that govern various activities and industries. These regulations are published 
in the Federal Register and codified in the Code of Federal Regulations.

Table 7.1

Levels of Policy Codification

Level of policy Where codified Visibility of codification

Constitutional In	the	federal	or	state	
constitutions

Highly visible at the federal level: the Constitution has 
been edited very few times. Some state constitutions 
are more easily amended for minor changes.

Statutory United States Code,  
Statutes at Large

Highly visible through codification in statute law, 
publication in Statutes at Large.

Regulatory	 Federal Register, Code of 
Federal Regulations

Moderately visible through the Code of Federal 
Regulations and the Federal Register.

Formal record of 
standard operating 
procedures 

Operating Procedures  
Manuals

Low visibility because S.O.P.s are often only internally 
published.

Patterned behavior 
by “street level 
bureaucrats”

Not formally codified; evidence 
of a “policy” may be found in 
some agency records

Low visibility because these are behavioral changes 
with variations among actors.

Subtle changes in 
cognition, in emphasis 
on problems, etc.

Not formally codified. Often 
revealed by the behavior 
of street-level bureaucrats 
themselves

Very low visbility. Not codified, and changes in 
perceptions and emphases may be subtle.

Federal  
Register.

The daily journal 
of federal rule 

making and 
other adminis-
trative activity. 

Many notices of 
federal admin-

istrative activity 
are published in 

the Federal 
Register, the 

most important 
of which are codi-

fied in the Code 
of Federal 

Regulations.
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It is common to hear opponents of certain regulations—or of government regu-
lation as a whole—claim that there is “too much” regulation, and that the volume 
of pages published in the Federal Register (which runs into the tens of thousands) 
is evidence of this.3 It is more accurate to note that the Federal Register is really a 
compendium of most of the executive branch’s policy making and policy implemen-
tation activity. The Federal Register contains such diverse features as “Airworthiness 
Directives,” which are regulations about the maintenance and safety of airplanes, 
announcements of disaster areas (published in the Federal Register by the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency, or FEMA), and of course, actual and proposed 
regulations.

Most regulations start as a “Notice of Proposed Rulemaking,” the publication of 
which alerts everyone to the possibility of a regulation being adopted. This allows 
those with an interest in the matter at hand to weigh in on policy making. Many of 
the pages of the Federal Register are devoted to summarizing the comments made 
during the public comment period. Thus, to the extent that the Federal Register is 
a measure of the transparency of government, one can argue that the publication of 
fewer pages of the Federal Register might reflect less transparency, which would 
have substantive meaning for public policy. In any case, while the Federal Register 
hardly qualifies as compelling reading for most people, the people whose business 
it is to participate in policy making read the Federal Register, follow the regulatory 
process very closely, and comment when invited to do so to advance their policy 
goals or to protect their interests.

The next set of policy statements encompasses policies that are often difficult for 
laypeople—and, in some cases, even experts—to track and understand. First, every 
agency has a manual of internal rules that encompasses what agencies call standard 
operating procedures. For example, my university has a manual of rules that govern 
things as disparate as computer use policies, tuition and fee payment schedules, and 
conflicts of interest between researchers and research funders. An agency I once 
worked for had a manual of standard procedures that encompassed ethics rules for 
dealing with contractors, rules for the use of agency vehicles, and rules that prohibited 
sleeping on the job! (This was a state transportation department, so for many jobs, 
sleeping on the job could be dangerous.) All these rules govern how agencies do 
their work, and have implications for policy outputs. State and local agencies that 
manage public services like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) or 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) (popularly known as food 
stamps) also have rules that govern how these services are delivered, and those rules 
can have real implications for needy people.

Finally, we have two types of policies that are often part of what we refer to 
as tacit knowledge of an organization’s members, and that are not codified. The 
patterns of behavior by street-level bureaucrats are an important aspect of public 
policy. Street-level bureaucrats are the people at the front lines of public service 
delivery—police officers, teachers, social service caseworkers, fire fighters, clerks at 

Code of  
Federal Regu-
lations (CFR).
The compilation 
(in print and on-
line) of all federal 
regulations. These 
regulations are 
first published 
in the Federal 
Register and 
public comment 
is taken into 
account before 
the regulations 
are codified in the 
CFR.

street-level 
bureaucrat.
A term coined by 
Michael Lipsky 
to describe the 
actors at the 
low end of the 
implementation 
chain, such as 
teachers, police 
officers, and 
social workers, 
who implement 
policies at the 
point of contact 
with the policy’s 
target population.
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Case Study: An Example of the Regulatory Process

In	May	1996,	ValuJet	flight	592,	a	McDonnell	Douglas	DC-9	airliner,	crashed	into	the	
Everglades soon after takeoff on a flight from Miami to Atlanta, killing everyone on 
board. An investigation by the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) deter-
mined that the plane crashed because hazardous materials were illegally included 
in the cargo hold of the plane with some used tires that were being sent back to 
Atlanta. The hazardous materials were improperly capped oxygen canisters used 
to provide emergency oxygen when the plane loses cabin pressure. A fire broke out 
among the tires, which would likely have smoldered given the usual lack of oxygen 
in that cargo hold. But, in this case, the fire was fed by the oxygen from the illegally 
loaded canisters, thereby allowing a fire to breach the confines of the cargo hold, 
causing a series of mechanical and electrical failures that led to the plane’s crash 
in the swamp.

Should	there	be	a	policy	to	make	planes	less	likely	to	catch	fire	in	flight?	One	could	
argue that there would not have been a crash had the oxygen canisters not been aboard. 
Indeed,	 the	contractor	 that	 loaded	 the	canisters	on	 the	plane,	SabreTech,	was	 later	
prosecuted and the firm ended up going out of business.

This still left the problem of a fire in the cargo hold regardless of its cause or 
whether the improper loading of flammable materials could have been prevented. The 
NTSB strongly recommended that the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) change 
its regulations to make the type of cargo hold in which the fire broke out (a so-called 
Class D cargo hold) less prone to fire, which would make planes much less prone to 
a loss of control caused by a fire. The FAA agreed, and on June 13, 1997, published 
proposed changes to regulations governing the construction and operation of airliners 
that,	in	essence,	reclassified	and	strengthened	the	fire	safety	requirements	for	certain	
types of cargo holds in airplanes. This Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM)	 is	
lengthy, about two and a half pages contain a description of the proposed policy. The 
remainder of the notice contains a background of the problem, the history of other 
fatal or dangerous fires on airliners, and a rationale for the proposed regulation. The 
NPRM	also	noted	an	 important	change	in	the	attitudes	of	 the	major	airlines.	While	
they may have opposed major changes to the rules on cargo hold fire safety before 
the ValuJet crash, their industry group, the Air Transport Association noted that their 
members had already begun voluntary measures to make the cargo holds less prone 
to fire. The FAA deemed these actions a good start, but still insufficient in the face of 
the hazard of a crash.

Perhaps	most	importantly,	the	FAA	noted	in	this	NPRM	that	it	was	seeking	comment	
about a wide range of matters in the rulemaking, ranging from what sort of chemicals 
are best suited to putting out fires in cargo holds to whether and to what extent the new 
rules would have an impact on commercial aviation in Alaska. The seeking of comments 
is	consistent	with	the	Administrative	Procedures	Act’s	requirements	that	rules	are	first	

(continued)
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announced as proposals, and that these comments are considered before they are final-
ized. The usual ninety-day comment period (until September 11, 1997) was included.

The FAA did indeed receive many comments, most of which were supportive of the 
new rule changes. Comments were received from aviation regulators in the United 
Kingdom and Canada, from the Air Transport Association, and from at least one firm 
who	wanted	to	make	the	FAA	aware	of	its	fire	suppression	technology.	In	all,	over	100	
comments were received. The final rule was published on February 16, 1998. The 
FAA adopted the proposed rule and explained in the Federal Register its reactions 
to the comments and its logic for proceeding with the new rule. The new rules were 
codified in the Code of Federal Regulations, in Title 14 parts 25 and 121: Part 25 is 
the section of title 14 that regulates the construction of airplanes; Part 121 is a very 
extensive set of rules that regulate the operation of major airlines, like the kinds most 
all of us fly on.6

None of these actions were taken capriciously by the FAA. First, the FAA must have 
legal authority under federal law to regulate airlines and airplanes. This authority is 
provided	 in	Federal	 law—the	Federal	Aviation	Act	of	1958,	as	amended,	codified	 in	
the	United	States	Code	in	Title	49—in	these	rules,	the	FAA	cites	49	U.S.C.	106	as	its	
authority	to	regulate	commercial	aviation.	Furthermore,	other	federal	laws	require	that	
any regulation take into account the costs and benefits of a policy, its impacts on fed-
eralism,	and	on	small	business.	In	this	case,	there	are	few	small	businesses	that	run	
airlines,	and	since	the	regulation	of	aviation	falls	squarely	within	the	power	of	the	federal	
government, there are no federalism implications.

Why	doesn’t	Congress	just	draft	and	apply	the	rules	itself?	First,	Congress	del-
egates the drafting of rules to others because laws are not intended to specify every 
element of their implementation. Lawmaking would be difficult, if not impossible, if 
we asked Congress to specify every aspect of the implementation of every program 
or policy. Even if Congress wanted to draft the detailed rules for every aspect of 
legislation, the public would demand opportunities for comment and input into the 
rule-making process, such that Congress would find itself bogged down simply in 
the process of making rules, particularly in highly technical areas such as aviation. 
The regulatory agencies have considerably greater expertise than does Congress 
and considerably greater resources for designing rules and managing the process. 
Furthermore, the bureaucracy is assumed by many as being more “neutral” than 
the more “political” Congress and, since matters of technical expertise are assumed 
to fall outside of “politics,” Congress can draw the broad parameters of policy and 
leave the bureaucracy to fill in the gaps, using neutral expertise rather than political 
judgment. Of course, it is extremely unlikely that the bureaucracy is truly neutral, and 
Congress does not always give the bureaucracy free rein. For example, Congress 
was very clear about standards used to achieve cleaner air and water in the Clean 
Air and Clean Water acts.

Case Study (continued)
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the post office and the motor vehicles office—whose decisions and behaviors effect 
program management. For example, after the September 11 attacks, the security 
screeners at airports became much more thorough in their searches of passengers, to 
prevent passengers from bringing on box cutters and other small weapons that were 
used in the hijackings. This was not immediately accompanied by a change in any 
formal policy, and, in any case, the screeners would have changed their behavior 
to avoid being the ones responsible for such a tragedy.

Sometimes, the behavior of street-level bureaucrats can blunt the effect of a 
formally stated policy. In 1961 the U.S. Supreme Court held, in Mapp v. Ohio,4 that 
evidence seized illegally from suspects by the police could not be admitted in court 
as evidence of the guilt of the suspect. The idea was that excluding the evidence 
from court would deter the police from breaking this important rule on searches 
and seizures, as governed by the Fourth Amendment. This decision substantially 
changed the way that police officers testified as to how they came by important 
evidence, such as drugs found on drug dealers in New York City. Often police find 
drugs when the alleged drug dealer drops the drugs while running from the police 
(attested to in so-called dropsy testimony) or the police find the drugs while frisking 
the alleged dealer. Researchers reported in the Columbia Journal of Law and Social 
Problems that, in the six months before Mapp,

two-thirds of all evidence was obtained by searches of the suspect’s clothing. After 
Mapp, between 80 and 90 percent of all contraband was discovered because suspects 
had dropped the contraband. Thus, dropsy testimony became prevalent in various 
courts. . . . It is both unusual and unlikely that suspects would suddenly drop incrimi-
nating evidence for police to discover, in New York or any other jurisdiction.5

This is but one example of how street-level bureaucrats can alter their behavior 
to conform with how they believe policy should work “on the streets,” rather than 
as envisioned by some very distant policy maker. Teachers, social workers, air 
traffic controllers, and other street-level bureaucrats often make their own deci-
sions about how to make and implement policies to achieve what they believe are 
important and legitimate policy goals, such as ensuring aviation safety or ridding 
the streets of drugs. The example of police testimony that drug dealers were drop-
ping drugs at a much higher rate than before the Mapp decision suggests potential 
wrongdoing on the part of the police. But it is important to understand the police 
officers’ behavior in the face of conflicting goals: Is their primary goal to arrest 
drug dealers and to collect evidence for their prosecution? Or is it to ensure that 
suspects’ constitutional rights are preserved? Is there any conflict here? In the 
end, the police officers—like many other bureaucrats—may weigh the two goals 
and value one over the other. This sort of discretion is exercised in many differ-
ent settings every day.

The final category of policy and of change is much more subtle than the pur-
posive behavior of street-level bureaucrats. This level involves subtle changes in 
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behavior of policy makers and of bureaucrats—street level and others—triggered 
by a new set of beliefs or new information. For example, airport screeners may be 
targeting people who look “Middle Eastern” as higher risks for terrorism, even as 
official policy is that no such “profiling” is part of public policy. The screeners’ 
behaviors may not be well understood even by the screeners themselves—the biases 
or informational shortcuts they use to identify those deserving more screening are 
subtle, and changes in their behavior—the sum of which yields a particular policy 
direction—may be discernible only after careful analysis of trend data. There is, of 
course, a very blurry line between purposive behavior—like dropsy evidence—and 
subtle changes in behavior. But we should be, at this point, less concerned with 
the difference between these two types of behavior than with the idea that the last 
two rows of Table 7.1 describe public policies of a far more subtle and less official 
nature than statutory or regulatory law.

Policy Types

An important element of the public policy process is an understanding of how 
various interests are organized and how various interests react to different kinds of 
policies. We consider these two issues in one section because the two concepts are 
inextricably linked—one cannot profitably discuss policy types without understand-
ing their apparent influence on politics, including group organization, mobilization, 
and reaction.

In the previous section, we discussed a typology of policies based solely on the 
extent to which the policies themselves are highly visible and are easily found in 
constitutions, statutes, and regulations, or are more subtlety contained in standard 
operating procedures and behaviors. This is a useful way to think about how policies 
are organized, but it does not constitute a theory of policy types that would allow us 
to describe or predict the nature of participation and conflict in policy making.

Efforts to develop policy typologies sought to do just this: explain policy out-
comes by explaining and predicting key aspects of the politics underlying these 
policies. Like many elements of policy studies, creating typologies of public poli-
cies started with a great deal of enthusiasm but was quickly bogged down by some 
major problems. We will discuss these problems, but we wish to stress that the value 
of at least thinking about policy typologies is still great; such typologies are useful 
in understanding how and why some policies are made the way they are, and why 
some groups do better than others in policy debates and actual enactment. Again, 
as I stress throughout the book, the ideas generated by these theories are often more 
important than the internal consistency of the theories themselves.

The earliest policy typologies generally separated policy into topical categories: 
education policy, health policy, or transportation policy, for example. This system was 
useful for sorting different kinds of policy domains, but it did not help us draw general 
conclusions about the politics that underlie these policies. The particular problem is 
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that, by failing to tell us something more generalizable across the policy domains, 
these simple typologies made it difficult to learn from other types of policies and their 
underlying politics. By lumping together all policy types in one category, we were no 
closer to understanding similarities and differences among and between policies in all 
domains and were therefore no closer to a useful science of public policy.

Distributive, Regulatory, and Redistributive Policies

One of the most persistent efforts among policy scholars is the work intended to 
develop categories of public policies, or what we call typologies. The modern era 
of developing policy typologies began in 1964 when Theodore Lowi laid out the 
classic policy types often taught in undergraduate and many graduate courses.7 In 
the simplest terms, Lowi divides policies into three categories: distributive, re-
distributive, and regulatory. Later, Ripley and Franklin updated the typologies by 
dividing regulatory policy into two categories: protective regulatory and competitive 
regulatory8 (Table 7.2).

Why do we create policy typologies? Because, as Lowi argued, knowing 
what kind of policy we are dealing with allows the policy designer to predict 
the sorts of policy conflict that would precede the policy’s enactment, and 
what sort of conflict might arise after the policy is adopted and implemented. 
This would therefore be a useful predictive tool that would take policy studies 
beyond the realm of mere description, as it spent much of its formative years, 
and would provide useful problem-solving information to policy designers, in 
the spirit of Lasswell’s call for a scientifically rigorous policy science. As we 
will see, this sort of theorizing had some potential, but also some significant 
shortcomings.

Distributive Policies

Distributive policies involve the granting of some sort of benefit to a particular inter-
est group or other well-defined, relatively small group of beneficiaries. Examples of 
distributive policy include farm subsidies and federal spending on local infrastruc-
ture projects such as dams, flood control systems, aviation, highways, and schools. 
These benefits are usually distributed in the process of developing authorization 
and appropriations bills as part of the budgeting process.9

Distributive policy allows for a considerable amount of negotiation and distribution 
of benefits to members of Congress, because they cite their effectiveness in bringing 
home money from Washington in their reelection campaigns. Because all members 
benefit equally from this “pork barrel” spending, there is a powerful incentive to engage 
in what political scientists call logrolling, in which members pledge to vote for each 
other’s funding bills. For example, a member of an urban congressional district may 
pledge to support a rural member’s farm subsidy bill in exchange for support for a 

distributive 
policy.

In Lowi’s policy 
typology, this is a 
type of policy that 

takes a resource 
from a broad 

group of people 
and gives the 
resource to a 

narrower group; 
an example is 
so-called pork 
barrel policies 

that send money 
to particular 

districts for local 
programs.

typology.
A system for cat-
egorizing things 
based on similar 

characteristics, 
and for differ-

entiating things 
with different 

characteristics. 
A policy typology 

is a way of or-
ganizing a broad 

range of public 
policies into a 

system of policy 
types to aid in 
understanding 

and analysis.



 211

Ta
bl

e
 7

.2

A
ct

o
rs

, S
ta

b
ili

ty
, a

n
d

 V
is

ib
ili

ty
 o

f V
ar

io
u

s 
P

o
lic

y 
Ty

p
es

P
o

lic
y 

ty
p

e
P

ri
m

a
ry

 a
ct

o
rs

R
e

la
tio

n
sh

ip
	 

a
m

o
n

g
 a

ct
o

rs
S

ta
b

ili
ty

 o
f 

re
la

tio
n

sh
ip

V
is

ib
ili

ty
 o

f 
d

e
ci

si
o

n

D
is

tr
ib

u
tiv

e
C

o
n

gr
e

ss
io

n
a

l s
u

b
co

m
m

itt
e

e
s 

 
a

n
d

 c
o

m
m

itt
e

e
s;

 e
xe

cu
tiv

e
 

bu
re

a
u

s;
 s

m
a

ll 
in

te
re

st
 g

ro
u

p
s

L
o

gr
o

lli
n

g
  

(e
ve

ry
o

n
e

 g
a

in
s)

S
ta

bl
e

L
ow

P
ro

te
ct

iv
e

  
re

g
u

la
to

ry
C

o
n

gr
e

ss
io

n
a

l s
u

b
co

m
m

itt
e

e
s 

a
n

d
 c

o
m

m
itt

e
e

s;
 f

u
ll 

H
o

u
se

 a
n

d
 

S
e

n
a

te
; e

xe
cu

tiv
e

 a
g

e
n

ci
e

s;
  

tr
a

d
e

 a
ss

o
ci

a
tio

n
s

B
a

rg
a

in
in

g
; 

co
m

p
ro

m
is

e
U

n
st

a
bl

e
M

o
d

e
ra

te

C
o

m
p

e
tit

iv
e

 
re

g
u

la
to

ry
S

u
b

co
m

m
itt

e
e

s;
 e

xe
cu

tiv
e

  
bu

re
a

u
s 

a
n

d
 c

o
m

m
is

si
o

n
s;

  
sm

a
ll 

in
te

re
st

 g
ro

u
p

s

L
o

gr
o

lli
n

g
 a

m
o

n
g

 
fa

vo
re

d
 a

ct
o

rs
S

ta
bl

e
V

e
ry

 lo
w

; v
e

ry
 li

tt
le

 
fu

ll 
co

n
gr

e
ss

io
n

a
l 

in
vo

lv
e

m
e

n
t

R
e

d
is

tr
ib

u
tiv

e
P

re
si

d
e

n
t 

a
n

d
 h

is
 a

p
p

o
in

te
e

s;
 

co
m

m
itt

e
e

s 
a

n
d

/o
r 

C
o

n
gr

e
ss

; 
la

rg
e

st
 in

te
re

st
 g

ro
u

p
s 

(p
e

a
k 

a
ss

o
ci

a
tio

n
s)

; “
lib

e
ra

ls
/

co
n

se
rv

a
tiv

e
s”

Id
e

o
lo

g
ic

a
l 	a

n
d

	 
cl

a
ss

 c
o

n
fli

ct
S

ta
bl

e
H

ig
h

In
flu

en
ce

 o
f

P
o

lic
y 

ty
p

e
P

re
si

d
e

n
t,

 p
re

si
d

e
n

cy
, 

a
n

d
 

ce
n

tr
a

liz
e

d
 b

u
re

a
u

cr
a

cy
B

u
re

a
u

s
C

o
n

gr
e

ss
 a

s 
 

w
h

o
le

C
o

n
gr

e
ss

io
n

a
l 

su
b

co
m

m
itt

e
e

s
P

ri
va

te
 s

e
ct

o
r

D
is

tr
ib

u
tiv

e
L

ow
H

ig
h

L
ow

 (
su

p
p

o
rt

s 
su

b
co

m
m

itt
e

e
s)

H
ig

h
H

ig
h

 (
su

b
si

d
iz

e
d

 g
ro

u
p

s)

P
ro

te
ct

iv
e

  
re

g
u

la
to

ry
M

o
d

e
ra

te
ly

 h
ig

h
M

o
d

e
ra

te
M

o
d

e
ra

te
ly

 h
ig

h
M

o
d

e
ra

te
M

o
d

e
ra

te
ly

 h
ig

h
 (

re
g

u
la

te
d

 
in

te
re

st
s)

C
o

m
p

e
tit

iv
e

 
re

g
u

la
to

ry
L

ow
H

ig
h

 (
re

g
u

la
to

ry
 

a
g

e
n

ci
e

s)
L

ow
M

o
d

e
ra

te
 t

o
 lo

w
H

ig
h

 (
re

g
u

la
te

d
 in

te
re

st
s)

R
e

d
is

tr
ib

u
tiv

e
H

ig
h

H
ig

h
M

o
d

e
ra

te
ly

 lo
w

H
ig

h
 (

“p
e

a
k 

a
ss

o
ci

a
tio

n
s”

 
re

p
re

se
n

tin
g

 c
lu

st
e

rs
 o

f 
in

te
re

st
 g

ro
u

p
s)

So
ur

ce
: 

T
ab

le
 a

da
pt

ed
 f

ro
m

 C
on

gr
es

s,
 B

ur
ea

uc
ra

cy
, a

nd
 P

ub
li

c 
P

ol
ic

y,
 b

y 
R

an
da

ll
 B

. R
ip

le
y 

an
d 

G
ra

ce
 A

. F
ra

nk
li

n.
 C

op
yr

ig
ht

 ©
 1

99
1 

by
 H

ar
co

ur
t, 

In
c.

 R
ep

ri
nt

ed
 b

y 
pe

rm
is

si
on

 o
f 

th
e 

au
th

or
.



212 chaPter  7 

mass transportation bill. This “horse trading” is probably necessary for the expeditious 
passage of federal spending bills, but Congress’s procedures and norms also encourage 
this sort of negotiation, leading to more pork barrel spending, which serves to allow 
members to “bring home the bacon” to their districts.

Distributive policy making is made even easier by the inability, in this style of 
policy making, to easily identify particular groups of people that are benefiting from 
the policy, while the costs of the policy are more broadly spread across society. Lo-
cal officials and congressional representatives depict these policies as good for the 
local community, but as being paid for by the entire nation through general federal 
funds. Indeed, local spending programs are often justified as a way of gaining a 
community’s “fair share” of federal taxes paid by the district or state’s taxpayers. 
Because of the actual or assumed benefits to particular people without any counter 
groups seeking to stop spending, there is little conflict over distributive policy. It 
is usually made fairly quickly, easily, and with a minimum amount of scrutiny of 
individual spending decisions. When the news media or other members do scruti-
nize such spending, there may sometimes be a call for reform of this system, but 
the benefits of the current system of pork are so clear that the system of distributive 
policy endures.

This type of policy making is problematic in a democracy, as Theodore Lowi notes 
in The End of Liberalism.10 Because government programs often create beneficiaries 
and groups to represent these beneficiaries, the United States is now characterized 
by what Lowi calls interest group liberalism, in which all claims to federal support 
and funding are assumed to be legitimate, and few, if any, decisions are made to 
separate the most compelling claims from the most minor. In such a system, the 
elected branches of government are more interested in servicing particular interests 
than in servicing the public interest—or at least something approximating it—as 
a whole.

Regulatory Policies

Regulatory policies are, in general terms, policies that are intended to govern the 
conduct of business. There are two broad types of regulatory policies. Competi-
tive regulatory policy involves policies designed to “limit the provision of goods 
and services to one or a few designated deliverers, who are chosen from a larger 
number of competing potential deliverers.”11 Ripley and Franklin cite the allocation 
of radio and television frequencies by the federal government, and the awarding 
of cable television franchises by local governments as examples. Another example 
is policies intended to regulate trades or professions, such as law, medicine, en-
gineering, electrical and plumbing contractors, or hairstyling. States generally 
assign the power to license professions to members of that particular profession; 
lawyers and doctors are licensed and regulated by their peers, through state bar 
associations and state medical associations, respectively. This system ensures 
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professional oversight of the activities of professionals, who must be trained and 
regulated to assure competent service to their clients. These policies also create 
barriers to enter a profession, thereby limiting the number of professionals who 
provide a service and, possibly, maintaining fees that are higher than they might 
be in a fully open market.

For the most part, competitive regulatory policy is made without much public 
scrutiny. Much of this policy is made at the state level, further ensuring its low vis-
ibility, and the most active participants in such policies tend to be at the legislative 
committee and trade group levels. Much of this type of policy is relatively arcane 
and stimulates little public notice.

Protective regulatory policy, on the other hand, is intended to protect the public 
at large from the negative effects of private activity, such as tainted food, air pol-
lution, unsafe consumer products, or fraudulent business transactions. While most 
businesses and their leaders are responsible citizens who do not wish to hurt or 
alienate their customers, businesses are also motivated by profit. Businesses often 
resist regulation on cost grounds, saying that it would reduce or eliminate profit 
margins, make products uncompetitive on the market, place firms at competitive 
disadvantages vis-à-vis their foreign competitors (or competitors in other states, if 
the policy is made at the state level), and so on.

Because businesses resist regulation while regulatory agencies insist that they are 
acting in the public interest, protective regulatory policy tends to be highly contentious. 
Congressional committees and the full body of Congress get involved, along with major 
trade organizations (such as the National Association of Manufacturers or the American 
Bankers Association). Decisions are reached based on negotiation and compromise, 
because, in most cases, neither business nor the regulators can entirely dominate policy 
making; Congress and its committees are often put in the position of broker, mediating 
between the goals of the regulatory agency and business interests.

Redistributive Policies

Redistributive policy is highly controversial, involving the highest levels of govern-
ment and the leaders of what are called peak associations (see chapter 6) in policy 
making characterized by a high level of conflict and difficulty in changing policy.

Redistributive policy is characterized by actions “intended to manipulate the 
allocation of wealth, property, personal or civil rights, or some other valued item 
among social classes or racial groups.”12 Based on this definition, obvious examples 
include welfare, civil rights for racial or social minorities, aid to poor cities or 
schools, and so on. While there has been considerable redistributive policy making 
in the United States since Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration, these policies 
are difficult to pass because the less powerful must prevail over the more powerful 
interests or at least persuade more powerful groups that it is right and just to approve 
the redistribution of some resource to the less powerful.
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It is worth noting, however, that redistributive policy can involve the transfer of 
resources from the less well off to the better off. During the Reagan administration, 
the recipients of federal redistributive benefits—the poor, urban areas, economically 
depressed areas—were depicted as unworthy recipients, and the policies intended 
to help them were severely criticized. The growing costs and apparently unrealized 
goals of federal social programs, coupled with the disdain felt by many people for 
these programs’ recipients, created a political atmosphere in which it became easier—
and even politically acceptable—to propose policies such as tax cuts that shifted 
benefits from the poor to the wealthy.13 These same conditions made it possible for 
a Democratic president, Bill Clinton, to approve significant reform legislation in 
the late 1990s, enacted as the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act 
of 1996.14 This act reduced the length of time that individuals could receive public 
assistance (“welfare”) benefits. And, perhaps most spectacularly, the tax code in 
the first decade of the twenty-first century was substantially modified to allow more 
wealth to flow to the very wealthy, while income and wealth remained stagnant or 
flat for members of the “middle class” and below.

Still, some people do speak for the less powerful, and any redistribution of 
resources—money or rights—is expected to engender controversy. Such policies 
include the classic welfare policies and also civil rights and liberties policies. The 
civil rights example is a good illustration of this notion of at least the perception of 
the redistribution of rights. When blacks began to demand the rights and resources 
guaranteed them under the Constitution, such as equal opportunity in education, 
housing, and employment; the right to vote; and the right to due process in criminal 
proceedings, many people resisted these policies because they believed that they 
would somehow be losers if blacks were “winners” of these rights. Civil rights 
legislation was passed in the mid-1960s, but only with high-level governmental 
participation and after intense and rancorous debate that suffused political and social 
life from Washington to Main Street.

The issue of same-sex marriage also exhibits these characteristics, in which 
opponents of marriage rights for gay and lesbian couples argue that providing this 
right to these groups devalues the institution of traditional heterosexual marriage. 
Proponents of same-sex marriage argue that this would not occur, and that, indeed, 
allowing same-sex marriage would elevate marriage and family even more. In the 
end, these arguments about redistribution can be very difficult to analyze because 
the nature of the redistribution involves features of the good itself—which may be 
tangible, like money, or intangible, like a right or social position—and of the per-
ceptions of the people from whom something is “taken” and to whom something 
is “given.” Redistribution also assumes that, in many cases, politics is a zero-sum 
game, but, as Deborah Stone argues, politics and policy making are not often zero-
sum propositions.

Since the example of the tax code and the shifting of wealth to the wealthy was 
noted above, it is important to acknowledge the perceptions of various people 
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in the tax policy debate and explain why many people do not consider existing 
tax policy to be redistributive. Many people who compared Senator John Mc-
Cain’s and then-Senator Barack Obama’s tax plans during the 2008 presidential 
election were very concerned that taxes would increase on “middle income” 
earners, even though both candidates, in one form or another, made clear that 
tax code changes would affect upper-income earners. But most people in the 
United States, across a very broad income range, self-identify as “middle class.” 
Statistically, that family income range is between about $40,000 to $60,000, and 
more broadly between $20,000 and $100,000. But people who self-identify as 
middle class have household incomes ranging from $40,000 to $250,000—a 
huge span, and those at the high end of that range make up the highest 3 per-
cent of family incomes in the nation.15 Thus, concern about middle-class tax 
increases is likely to be as great among families making near the low end as 
among the high end of the range. And, most important for this case, many people 
and families at the lower end of the middle-class range aspire to move up that 
range, so that a threat to top earners is a threat to their aspirations, even if taxing 
people higher at the top end somehow benefitted people at the lower end. This 
shows why some redistributive policy may not be perceived as controversial, 
as the power of the people to whom the benefit is being distributed—and of the 
people who aspire to higher economic status—overwhelms the political power 
of lower-earning families.

Lowi’s ideas continue to be quite influential, and for good reason. As Daniel Mc-
Cool argues, Lowi is a leading theorist of policy types because he approaches policies 
not merely as outputs of government but as something that shapes and is shaped by 
political conflict. Thus, in the typology described in Table 7.2, the nature and visibility 
of political conflict will differ considerably with the type of policy in question.

James Q. Wilson: Concentrated and Diffuse Costs  
and Benefits

A persistent criticism of Lowi’s typology of policies is that it is difficult to assign 
policies to just one category. Some policies have redistributive and regulatory at-
tributes, such as the regulation of consumer product safety that redistributes the 
responsibility for risk away from consumers and to the companies that manufacture 
products. Is this regulatory policy, or is it redistributive policy? Depending on how 
one looks at this policy, it can be both. James Q. Wilson responded to criticisms of 
Lowi’s policy types by developing a system that rejects ambiguous policy types. 
Instead, Wilson arranges policies in terms of the extent to which their costs and 
benefits are focused on one particular interest, or are spread across numerous people 
or interests. This typology is depicted in Table 7.3.

What might be the easiest policies to advocate and enact? In Wilson’s cost-
benefit typology, a policy that provides an obvious benefit to one group would 
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motivate that group to press for enactment of the policy; its task would be made 
even easier if the costs of the policy are hard to assign to a particular group, that 
is, if the costs are distributed broadly throughout some larger group. Wilson cites 
as examples the Civil Aeronautics Board (CAB, which, before 1978, regulated 
air fares and airline routes) and the Federal Communications Commission (FCC, 
which regulates broadcasting and communications industries) as two agencies 
that administer this kind of client-oriented policy in which the regulated orga-
nizations’ interests are afforded equal or greater importance than the broader 
“public interest.” In a more contemporary example, a tax benefit enacted in 2009 
allows for large home building companies to count their losses in 2008 and 2009 
against their profits from previous years, thereby reaping refunds of as much as 
$400 million from the federal government. In this case, the policy in question is 
obscure, the beneficiaries are a few companies that would generally like to keep 
this benefit quiet, and the ultimate cost for this policy will be borne by taxpay-
ers.16 In a similar way, the FCC’s policies for licensing broadcasters ensure that 
the number of radio and TV stations in a market remains relatively fixed, thereby 
benefiting broadcasters by providing some sort of predictability, at the potential 
expense of the general public, which may favor a greater number of broadcast 
voices. In nearly all these examples, however, there are few organized interests 
to work against these policies, they are therefore “policies without publics,” and 
policy making is generally conducted under relatively closed systems that benefit 
a few interests.

On the other hand, if the costs are easily pinned to a particular group or interest, it 
is likely that the cost-bearing group will take steps to oppose the policy. If the costs 

Table 7.3

Wilson’s Cost-Benefit Policy Typology

Benefits

Concentrated among very few people Distributed among many people

Costs Concentrated  
among very few 
people

Interest	group	politics:	conflict	between	
groups that would benefit and those 
that would bear the costs. Treated as a 
“zero-sum” game.

Entrepreneurial politics: groups and their 
leaders seek to persuade policy makers to 
regulate in the public interest, in the face of 
opposition from the groups that would bear 
the cost.

Distributed among 
many people

Clientele oriented politics: close  
“clientele” relationships between policy 
makers, regulators, and the regulated 
interest.

Majoritarian	politics:	Relatively	loose	
groups of people, or those acting on their 
behalf, who seek a substantive or symbolic 
statement of policy. Often leads to weak, 
ambiguous policies.

Source: Derived from James Q. Wilson, Political Organizations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995).
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and the benefits are concentrated on identifiable groups, a style of policy making 
involving interest group conflict becomes prominent. Wilson’s example is the battle 
between labor and business interests in the field of occupational safety. In particular, 
both the enactment and the implementation of the Occupational Safety and Health 
Act, and its administration by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
(OSHA), have led to fierce battles between labor unions and business, because the 
participants in this debate believe that the benefits of this policy flow to a relatively 
small number of interests (labor) and are paid for by a relatively small number of 
interests (business).

It is not difficult to find many examples of policies that seek to impose costs 
on one group in favor of benefits for another within the broader business sector. 
The regulation of pharmaceutical prices, for example, would pit health insurance 
companies against drug makers. Tariffs on steel can benefit the domestic steel 
industry, but can hurt manufacturers who use lots of steel, such as carmakers. 
These examples show that in many cases “big business” is not monolithic—
that some industry sectors’s interests can conflict with the interests of other 
sectors.

What results, however, if both the costs and benefits of a policy are diffuse? 
Wilson uses as an example the Sherman Antitrust Act. This law prohibits firms 
from creating anticompetitive “trusts,” which was the term used in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries to describe monopolies or near monopolies 
that stifled business competition and raised prices in the absence of competition, 
thereby harming customers. Since so few companies are in a position to create a 
“trust” or a monopoly, there are very few firms that feel the cost of this policy; at 
the same time, the benefits of promoting competition are often diffuse, minimally 
affecting many people rather than having a major influence on our individual eco-
nomic decision making. This sort of policy is therefore called majoritarian policy 
making because majorities of the public want antitrust legislation as a means of 
symbolically reining in business. Anti–big business sentiments were translated to 
policy without much heated opposition, in large part because the language of the 
law was so ambiguous—prohibiting “combinations in restraint of trade”—that “it 
was not exactly clear what was aimed at.”17 This is not to say that antitrust law is a 
quaint vestige of an earlier age; indeed, some of the most complex and expensive 
antitrust cases have been brought in the last decade in the computer industry, where 
companies such as Intel and Microsoft have been sued by governments or rivals for 
allegedly illegal business practices.

The value of Wilson’s typology is not, however, in the names of the policy types; 
instead, Wilson notes that we should think of the concentration of benefits and costs 
as tendencies or as ends of two continua rather than as two dichotomies adding up 
to a four-cell matrix. This said, we can see some relationships between Wilson’s and 
Lowi’s ways of thinking about policy types and their connections to issue networks or 
subgovernments. For example, clientelism is closely associated with Lowi’s distribu-
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tive policy type, in which interest groups gain benefits that are paid for (financially or 
otherwise) by the bulk of society. This in turn is associated with the subgovernment or 
iron triangle model of interest relationships, in which interest groups, bureaucracies, 
and congressional subcommittees work together in a mutually reinforcing relation-
ship.18 However, we should not make too much of this idea of subgovernments, as 
current research suggests that policy making is rather more open in most cases than 
the old subgovernment notion would suggest. On the other hand, policies that seek 
to redistribute costs and benefits—redistributive policies—are highly contentious 
because they are often perceived as zero-sum situations, in which any gain for one 
interest is accompanied by an equal and opposite loss by the other. The current dis-
cussion of health care reform is a classic example of this conflict, with opponents, in 
particular, to health care reform claiming that certain groups of people—the elderly 
under Medicare or the already-insured under employer-paid health insurance—will 
necessarily lose at lease some of their health care benefits if the system is reformed 
to provide health care to those who now lack it.

But it is important to understand that this distribution of costs and benefits may 
be as much a social construction as the result of a real calculation of costs and 
benefits. If a group believes or is convinced that it will bear the costs of a policy, it 
is likely to act against the policy. Thus, a policy that seeks to reduce youth crime 
by providing after-school services may be resisted by a large number of citizens 
because they believe that they are paying a high cost for a less-than-obvious benefit 
to themselves. This illustration shows the difficulty of linking policies to actual 
benefits, but also illustrates how benefits and costs seem to be as much in the eye 
of the beholder as a carefully calculated accounting exercise.

If these attributes of policy (cost/benefit, distribution/redistribution) are so prone 
to perception, then what good is any exercise in assigning policy types? Lowi noted 
in 1964 that “it is not the actual outcomes but the expectations as to what the out-
comes can be that shape the issues and determine their politics.”19 Peter Steinberger 
also addresses this issue by “conceptualizing some of the ways in which participants 
tend to define policies.”20 In other words, policies may not have inherent meanings 
in terms of any policy typology but may gain their meanings only when groups 
discern meanings and propagate them among friendly and hostile audiences. For 
example, many safety innovations in automobiles and other consumer products cost 
relatively little per item produced, but manufacturers and their allies believe that 
the additional cost will make their products unprofitable. This argument will help 
persuade groups to mobilize in a particular way based on a perception of policy.

Other Policy Typologies

The Lowi and Wilson typologies are not the only ways to categorize public policies. 
The following are four additional and not mutually exclusive ways to categorize poli-
cies. Of course, as in any typology, policies may not fit into perfectly delineated boxes 
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or cells, but approaching policies in a manner described here may help you gain insight 
into the features of policy that are most important from an analytic perspective.

Substantive and Procedural Policies

James Anderson reminds us of the very important difference between policies that set 
the rules for policy making and the more familiar policies that actually provide the 
goods and services we expect from government. He defines the difference between 
substantive and procedural polices as what government does versus how it does it. 
Nevertheless, procedural policies are very important and actually have, in the end, a 
substantive effect on politics.21

Anderson cites the federal Administrative Procedures Act (APA) of 1946 as a par-
ticularly important procedural policy; the states have similar laws. The APA establishes 
the procedure by which government agencies make, issue, and enforce rules and regu-
lations as they implement the laws passed by Congress. If a regulation (or a “rule,” 
in the language of the act) is established by an agency following the processes laid 
out by the APA, then it is assumed to have the force of law (like statute or case law). 
The APA governs how federal agencies let citizens know that they are going to make 
a rule and how the public can comment on the rule and offer suggestions or express 
their opposition to the rules, as we saw in the case study earlier in this chapter.

While the details of federal rule making sound pretty dry, overall we can say that the 
APA is a very important policy. How would American government be different if there 
was no one way for the federal government to make rules in the open, accessible to 
public comment and opposition? Could certain interests benefit and others be harmed 
if the regulatory process were kept a secret? It would seem so, which is why, in future 
enactments, Congress amended the APA to make government even more open through 
the Freedom of Information Act and the Privacy Act of 1974, and the 1976 Govern-
ment in the Sunshine Act. The overall goal, while procedural, is to ensure fairness in 
governmental dealing with citizens, which is substantively important as well.22

In most cases, procedural policy itself is not controversial. After all, procedural policy 
in the United States and in most democracies has been devoted to creating more transpar-
ent government, giving citizens more opportunities to participate in the process.

While procedural policies are generally noncontroversial, the procedures are important 
in the history and resolution of controversies that have arisen. In recent years, organizations 
and interests that have been the subjects of regulation have sought to mobilize their sup-
porters to respond during the public comment period for proposed regulations. Indeed, in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, General Electric sought to mobilize public support against 
EPA decisions to require that they dredge the Hudson River in New York to reduce water 
pollution caused by their manufacturing plants. The pollution, from PCBs, was considered 
by many to be a human health hazard, but GE opposed dredging on cost grounds, and 
claimed that dredging would stir up more pollutants than it cleaned. By inspiring thou-
sands of comments, GE delayed the final regulation, and the regulatory process generated 
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more paper than it otherwise would have. Thus, the rules that allow public access to the 
regulatory process can benefit both regulated interests and the people who support the 
regulation. On the other hand, agencies are becoming savvy about extensive comments 
on regulations generated by interest groups and provided as part of a mass mailing or 
e-mailing campaign, in which opposition to (or, rarely, support for) a new regulation is 
expressed by nonexperts in a repetitive way.23

Material and Symbolic Policies

Another way to categorize policies is to examine whether the policy is material 
or symbolic. While the distinction between these two is not absolute, one can dis-
tinguish between material policies, which provide a material (that is, tangible and 
obvious) benefit to people, and symbolic policies, which simply appeal to people’s 
values without any resources or actual effort behind them. A material policy, for 
example, may be a federal grant that provides money to local communities to hire 
police officers, as was implemented in the Clinton administration. Examples of 
symbolic policies include antidrug efforts such as the “Just Say No” and Drug 
Abuse Resistance Education (DARE) campaigns, and legislation and proposed 
constitutional amendments that would prohibit burning the flag (the latter laws 
were held as unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in Texas v. Johnson24). As An-
derson notes, these policies appeal to our values and our sense of idealism, but do 
not really deliver any particular benefit, whether they claim to or not. Sometimes 
symbolic policies allege to have an impact, but this is often based on faulty causal 
reasoning. For example, the system of TV show ratings was developed in response 
to a widespread belief that various social ills, particularly among children, resulted 
from violent or sexually suggestive TV shows. There is little research to substantiate 
this, but the TV industry implemented a voluntary ratings scheme to preempt fed-
eral legislation. In this case, TV ratings systems are the symbolic policies intended 
to address the perceived problem. By enacting the symbolic policy, various actors 
can claim to have “done something” about a problem, even when the action taken 
is more symbolic than anything else.

Public versus Private Goods

One of the main ways we distinguish between what should be provided by govern-
ment and what is better provided by the private sector is by analyzing whether a 
good is public or private. Again, public goods are those that, once provided for one 
user, are available to all in a society and cannot be exclusively consumed by a single 
person or group of people. Private goods are goods that can be used by only the 
immediate consumer and whose enjoyment is then denied to others. One rationale 
for government is that it exists to provide public goods that would ordinarily not 
be provided by the private sector in the normal course of business.
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Case Study: The Challenges of Policy Typologies: When Is a Symbolic Policy 
Not Merely Symbolic?

When	is	a	policy	strictly	symbolic,	and	when	does	it	have	important	material	implications?	
Many resolutions passed by Congress recognize a particular event, person, or achievement. 
These	resolutions	typically	do	not	require	any	funding	or	change	in	government	activity.	Their	
purpose is to state for the record that Congress recognizes the significance of the matter. 
These resolutions are purely symbolic legislation in every sense.

Congress passes a great deal of symbolic legislation every year. Much of this is contained 
in resolutions that can be researched on the THOMAS database (http://thomas.loc.gov). On 
this site, under Bill Summary and Status, search on the term “commemorating” in the Word/
Phrase field. This leads to a list of things that Congress seeks to commemorate: House reso-
lution	342,	for	example,	“Supporting	the	National	Railroad	Hall	of	Fame,	Inc.,	of	Galesburg,	
Illinois,	in	its	endeavor	to	erect	a	monument	known	as	the	National	Railroad	Hall	of	Fame.”	The	
resolution	is	sponsored	by	Rep.	Lane	Evans,	who	represents	Galesburg	in	Congress.	The	bill	
is almost entirely symbolic, as it commits no funds or anything else of value to the National 
Railroad	Hall	of	Fame.	But	it	recognizes	the	community	and	the	people	working	to	create	the	
Hall of Fame and many Americans who like trains may well support this gesture.

There are two policies that may appear to be symbolic acts that have important material 
consequences:	the	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	holiday	and	the	attempts	to	ban	desecration	of	
the United States flag.

Since 1986, on the third Monday of January every year, Americans have celebrated the 
birthday	of	the	Rev.	Dr.	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.,	the	renowned	civil	rights	leader	who	was	mur-
dered in Memphis in 1968. Legislation to create a federal holiday to honor King was signed by 
President	Reagan	in	1983.	To	mark	the	holiday,	federal	offices	close	and,	as	of	1999,	all	the	
states have chosen to close government facilities and public schools on the same day. The 
main purpose of the holiday is to observe and honor the great civil rights leader and to provide 
an opportunity for reflection on his legacy and on the civil rights movement in general.

Many people may view the King holiday as merely symbolic or just a day off from work in 
January. But the establishment of a King holiday has created notable controversy among the 
states	over	the	years.	In	1999	New	Hampshire	was	the	last	of	the	fifty	states	to	fully	observe	
the holiday. The New Hampshire legislature had passed a law in 1991 declaring the same day 
in	January	Civil	Rights	Day	without	referring	to	Dr.	King	at	all.25 For a time Arizona rescinded 
its	observance	of	the	King	holiday.	Many	southern	states	chose	to	make	the	same	day	“Robert	
E. Lee Day,” and this designation remains on the books in many of these states.

One may argue that holding a King holiday is a material policy because it grants millions 
of federal workers a paid holiday. This benefit costs the government millions of dollars each 
year. Yet the primary reason for passing this legislation was not simply to give federal workers 
another	day	off,	but	to	elevate	Rev.	King’s	birthday	to	the	level	of	honor	previously	reserved	
for presidents Washington and Lincoln.

The second example of a policy that may seem largely symbolic is legislation that seeks 
to	prohibit	the	burning	or	desecration	of	the	United	States	flag.	Proper	flag	etiquette	requires	
burning a worn or dirty flag in an appropriate manner, but many Americans were deeply 

(continued)
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disturbed	when	Gregory	Johnson	burned	a	flag	in	protest	at	the	1984	Republican	National	
Convention. For this act Johnson was convicted of desecrating the flag in violation of Texas 
law.	In	1989	the	Supreme	Court	affirmed	the	Texas	Court	of	Criminal	Appeals’	ruling	that	flag	
burning is a protected form of speech that cannot, under the First Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution, be abridged by the states.26

The dissenting justices in this case, like many Americans, pointed to the long history of 
reverence for the flag as a justification for affording it greater protection against desecration. 
Chief	Justice	Rehnquist	quoted	liberally	from	poetry	and	from	the	“Star	Spangled	Banner,”	and	
explicitly	noted	the	extremely	evocative	image	of	the	Marines	planting	the	flag	on	Iwo	Jima	
during	World	War	II;	later,	this	image	was	echoed	in	the	raising	of	the	flag	by	three	firemen	
over	the	wreckage	of	the	World	Trade	Center	in	2001.

After the Court’s 1989 decision, Congress and the states have sought to protect the flag 
from desecration but have come up short, usually running up against the First Amendment 
or against the inherent difficulty involved in amending the Constitution to include a provision 
prohibiting flag desecration. And, of course, one person’s desecration may be another per-
son’s free speech, or even a fashion statement.27	The	question	here,	though,	is	whether	this	
symbol—the	flag—has	deeper	material importance	and	meaning.	Justice	Rehnquist	believed	
it does, when he wrote, in dissent:

The	American	flag	.	.	.	throughout	more	than	200	years	of	our	history,	has	come	to	be	the	
visible	symbol	embodying	our	Nation.	It	does	not	represent	the	views	of	any	particular	
political party, and it does not represent any particular political philosophy. The flag is 
not simply another “idea” or “point of view” competing for recognition in the marketplace 
of ideas. Millions and millions of Americans regard it with an almost mystical reverence 
regardless	of	what	sort	of	social,	political,	or	philosophical	beliefs	they	may	have.	I	cannot	
agree that the First Amendment invalidates the Act of Congress, and the laws of 48 of the 
50	States,	which	make	criminal	the	public	burning	of	the	flag.

Like other typologies that try to categorize policies, the symbolic versus material policy 
typology should be viewed as a continuum and not as separate absolute categories. Would 
you	say	that	the	King	holiday	is	more	symbolic	or	material?	If	a	law	were	passed	that	led	to	
fines or a jail sentence, such as the Texas flag desecration law, would the law be symbolic 
or	does	it	have	material	implications?	What	do	these	examples	tell	us	about	the	advantages	
and	disadvantages	of	the	various	policy	typologies?

Case Study (continued)

Laws that provide for clean air and water are classic examples of public goods: a deci-
sion to clean up the air or water for one person requires that everyone be provided with a 
better environment. Similarly, it would be difficult to set up a system of police protection 
in which only those who subscribe to police services receive protection against crime.

The public-private goods distinction, like most typologies, is not a fine distinction. 
There are other factors to take into account besides the consumption of a particular 
good. For example, the United States Postal Service (USPS) is a quasigovernmental 
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corporation that provides document and package delivery services. FedEx, United 
Parcel Service, Airborne, and other firms are also in the same business. Why, then, 
should the USPS continue in business if private firms can do the job? After all, mail 
and parcel delivery has all the hallmarks of a private good: the service is consumed 
individually, when a person decides to send a letter or package.

But the USPS exists because of a goal that the private sector firms do not pursue: 
universal service. A person can send a letter from Key West, Florida, to either Miami 
(about 150 miles away) or Kotzebue, Alaska (thousands of miles away), for the same 
postage. Many private firms would not serve Kotzebue, a remote village on the shores 
of the Arctic Ocean, because it is not profitable. Federal law therefore requires that 
certain kinds of mail can be carried only by the USPS, because the profits made on 
easily delivered mail, such as from Manhattan to Queens, cover the costs of delivering 
remote mail. When categorizing a good as public or private, the system of providing 
that good may be as important as the good itself.

For this reason, some European countries, for example, consider other goods to be 
public or quasipublic goods, or choose to provide goods through publicly owned cor-
porations. The federal government subsidizes intercity rail service through Amtrak, 
but there have been almost yearly battles over the nature and future of this mode of 
transportation. Yet, as our experience in the late 1960s showed, the railroads could 
or would not provide this service; if it was to be provided at all, it would be provided 
by government. Most European countries, on the other hand, assume that transport 
is a public responsibility, and they have owned and subsidized these services. They 
do so to ensure that service is widely available and to support other policy goals 
related to industrial development, urban planning, and the like. The United States 
does not generally view rail transport in this way, and often looks at Amtrak through 
a private sector lens— “it doesn’t make a profit”—without considering the extent to 
which other modes of transportation are public goods, such as roads and air traffic 
control systems, which also are generally unprofitable.

Liberal and Conservative Policies

This is perhaps the most commonly employed typology in everyday discussion of 
politics. In fact, to many people, the terms themselves are terms of pride or deri-
sion. During the 1980s, the term “liberal” was used by President Reagan and his 
allies as a term of scorn for the failed social policies of the 1930s and 1960s, while 
self-described liberals use the term to identify themselves as believing in the power 
of government to better the lives of everyone, rich or poor. In today’s usage, a con-
servative is one who believes in the primacy of individual initiative and effort over 
government action. Conservatives are likely to believe that government is too big, 
that it tends to be as much or more an instrument of mischief as of progress. Liberals, 
on the other hand, believe that government can and should work to equalize differ-
ences between the wealthy powerful and the poor and less powerful. These terms tend 
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to carry with them positive or negative connotations, and those connotations shift 
with the tenor of the times. For example, the term “liberal” was in disrepute during 
the 1980s, the result of a successful effort by the Republican Party to discredit the 
term “liberalism” by associating it with failed policies. But the term has lost some 
of its negative connotations during the early months of the Obama administration, 
when policies associated with “conservatives,” such as light banking regulation, 
were said to have led to the financial crisis of 2008 and 2009.

Of course, this description is written in remarkably broad strokes. Not all conser-
vatives think that government is evil, just as no liberals believe that government is 
always a force for good. Indeed, when we analyze the sorts of policies that people 
who self-style themselves as liberal or conservative propose, these distinctions 
become very blurry. Conservatives prize individual liberty, yet often propose more 
stringent anticrime measures than liberals. Liberals expect governmental initiatives 
to solve problems, yet are often the most concerned with government incursions 
on privacy and liberty. In the end, it is quite hard to characterize a policy as merely 
liberal or conservative.

Conclusion

There are many ways to think about how decisions are made to solve a policy prob-
lem. Theories of how decisions are made lead explicitly to theories of how decisions 
should be made. As you study and participate in public policy, it is worthwhile 
to ask yourself whether the decisions that are being made could be made better. 
When you do so, however, remember to think carefully about what you mean by 
“better.” The theorists really do not have an opinion about what a better policy is; a 
rationalist would argue that the best policy is the policy that is most likely to solve 
a problem; you might have different goals and values that would make defining the 
“best” policy as much a political as an analytical problem.
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Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

1. Why is designing a policy within the American system of government such 
a complex undertaking? Why can’t one just refer to one document to under-
stand a public policy?

2. Why are there agencies that issue regulations, particularly since these agen-
cies are not headed by elected officials? Why doesn’t Congress just draft and 
apply the rules? How does Congress delegate policy-making responsibility 
while maintaining some sort of accountability?

3. List and describe Lowi’s three classic policy types. Then think of policies 
that would fit in each policy type. Is it easy to fit policies within one type, or 
are you having trouble finding a single category into which a policy will fit? 
Does Wilson’s cost-benefit typology make this task of categorizing policies 
any easier? Why do we use these typologies at all?

4. We make a distinction between procedural policies, which set the rules for 
making other policies, and substantive policies, which are about particular 
policy areas (such as health policy or education policy). But does procedural 
policy have substantive meaning in the policy process? Does it matter what 
the rules to the game are? Why do you think we have the Administrative 
Procedure Act? What would policy look like if agencies didn’t have to first 
announce rules and regulations in the Federal Register before they are pub-
lished in the Code of Federal Regulations?

5. Why is clean air considered a public good? Can you think of any ways to 
make clean air a private good that would be traded in a market? Are there 
other goods that were once considered public goods that are now broadly 
considered private goods, or vice versa?

6. Is the conservative/liberal policy typology a useful way to describe and 
analyze policy? Why or why not? What are the benefits and shortcomings 
of labeling an idea, organization, or person as a liberal or a conservative?

7. Give examples of material and symbolic policies. Then consider the debates 
over these policies. Why do you think that some debates over symbolic poli-
cies, which don’t really provide any tangible product or service, are among 
the most contentious and emotional in politics and policy making?

8. Think of an issue you care deeply about, such as welfare reform policy, 
environmental policy, or health care. Using the tools available in your li-
brary, such as LexisNexis, or via the Internet (http://www.gpoaccess.gov/fr/
index.html), search the Federal Register to see whether there is any current 
regulatory activity in your area of interest. In particular, you may wish to 
look at notices of proposed rulemaking (NPRMs), to see what sort of rules 
government regulators are thinking about implementing. What did you find? 
Are the rules highly technical or are they in language that you, your friends, 
your family, or other like-minded people could understand? Do you feel 
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qualified to submit comments to the regulatory agency regarding the NPRM 
you found? Based on what you see, why do you think that comments come 
mostly from regulated interests and technical experts, rather than from the 
general public?

  This project would work best with a group of people in your class. Gather 
a group of between four to six people. Then develop a list of about ten to 
twelve different policies (either specific laws, such as the No Child Left 
Behind Act, or general policy areas, such as “education policy”) and attempt 
to place them within Lowi’s distributive-redistributive-regulatory typology. 
Do you find that some policies fit into more than one category? Then repeat 
the process using Wilson’s focused-diffused cost-benefit typology. Which 
typology do you find is more usable? Which is most useful in helping us to 
understand how the types of policies can influence politics?

Additional Reading

Clearly, in a discussion of policy types the place to start reading is at the beginning 
of the efforts to create policy typologies: Theodore Lowi, “American Business, 
Public Policy, Case Studies, and Political Theory,” World Politics 16 (July 1964): 
667–715. Randall Ripley and Grace Franklin made good use of Lowi’s typology to 
explain policy making in Congress, Bureaucracy, and Public Policy, 5th ed. (Pacific 
Grove, CA: Brooks-Cole, 1991), which adopts and extends Lowi’s distributive-
redistributive-regulatory policy typology to illustrate the relationships among 
Congress, the bureaucracy, and interest groups in the policy process. An alternative 
to the Lowi typology is provided by James Q. Wilson in Political Organizations 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995), in which Wilson more carefully 
discusses his concentrated-diffuse cost-benefit typology of public policies.
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Information Institute at Cornell University: http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/. Findlaw.com’s Web site, while 
rather difficult for novices to navigate, has powerful search features for federal and state law: http://www.findlaw.
com/casecode/.

3. See, for example, Milton Friedman, “Freedom’s Friend,” Wall Street Journal, June 11, 2004, http://online.
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4. 367 U.S. 643 (1961).
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Once a problem has been identified and decision makers place the issue on the agenda 
for active consideration, there is still more to do to move an idea from a successful 
contestant on the agenda to a fleshed-out policy. This chapter reviews two more aspects 
of the policy process. The first is what policy scholars call policy design, which is the 
process by which policies are designed, both through technical analysis and through 
the political process, to achieve a particular goal. After the policy is designed, it is 
enacted and then implemented, at which point the administrative agencies translate 
the will of the executive and legislative branches into actual policy outcomes.

The second aspect is the decision-making process. This chapter includes some 
key theories of how people and organizations make decisions. As in many analyses 
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particular goal.
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of the policy process, this description is greatly simplified so it is helpful in under-
standing the process without being bogged down in theoretical detail.

Chapter 9 focuses on policy implementation. In reading about implementation it 
is important to note that it is impossible to separate the process of designing poli-
cies from their implementation—much as all the stages of the policy process are 
hard to separate. Design and implementation are very closely related because the 
choices made in the design of a policy will profoundly influence the way a policy is 
implemented, which then influences the outcomes of these policies. In fact, policy 
designers often base their policy designs on experience with similar policies that 
have already been implemented.

Another reason that design and implementation are hard to separate from the rest 
of the policy process is that the policy design process continues during design and 
implementation. Congress’s enactment of law does not result in a simple translation 
from Congress’s will to actual action on the part of government agencies, or actual 
compliance on the part of the people whose behavior the policy seeks to change. 
Agencies must take what Congress has passed and figure out what it requires or al-
lows them to do. The process of translating vague legislative commands into rules 
and regulations can be among the most contentious and difficult activities in the 
entire policy process.

Once policies are implemented, experience with it and with similar policies will 
often change the policy design, even when the policy and goals are supposedly in 
place and operating. For example, targeted federal spending on particular urban 
problems was once granted based on focused federal goals and specific programmatic 
interests. This policy changed because, to a considerable extent, implementation 
was not as successful as had been hoped. The targeted policy was replaced by block 
grants, in which state and local governments are freer to make choices about how 
the money is spent, provided that relatively broad federal goals are met.

Some General Concepts

As described in chapter 2, systems models of the policy process call laws, deci-
sions, regulations, and the like outputs of the policy system. Policies regulating 
environmental health or national security are one type of output; the actual services 
provided by the government in monitoring pollution or in securing airplanes are also 
outputs. Outputs are generally easily understood, both conceptually and in concrete 
form. It is much harder to measure the outcomes of all this effort. Both outputs and 
outcomes are important to measure, but for different reasons. Outputs allow one to 
figure out how to link resources to the output of an organization. Consider the college 
or university you attend. How do we measure the performance of the university? 
Through factors such as number of students graduated, the graduation rate, time 
to completion of degrees, and so on. But these figures are outputs, not outcomes. 
Outcomes are the result of what happens when your college or university gradu-

outcomes.
The substantive 
results of the 
implementa-
tion of a policy. 
Outcomes can be 
intended or unin-
tended, positive 
or negative. This 
differs from out-
puts, which are 
laws, regulations, 
rules, and the 
like; or the effort 
that government 
expends to ad-
dress problems. 
For example, 
more teaching 
hours provided by 
a school district 
is an output; the 
outcome would 
be, one hopes, an 
improvement in 
students’ educa-
tional achieve-
ment.
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ates all these students and they enter the world. Are students prepared for the job 
market? Will they be able to compete with others on the job market? Will they make 
significant contributions to society through artistic expression, scientific discovery, 
or excellent business management or entrepreneurial enterprise?

These kinds of things are often very hard to measure, because they are very difficult 
to quantify. We in higher education say that education makes people better people. 
But how? Are educated people smarter? More compassionate? Better able to earn a 
living? These outcomes are often hard to measure because the concepts easy to mea-
sure are or would be prohibitively expensive to study. How do we measure whether 
someone is “well rounded?” Keeping track of the career path of every alumnus is 
quite complicated. Teachers, in particular, object greatly to outcome measures of their 
performance as teachers, such as test scores, because the data may not really measure 
what we want to know—the so-called validity problem—and because there are so 
many variables influencing student outcomes outside of the teacher’s control.

With this in mind, it may be easy to understand why many agencies measure 
outputs; that is, they measure what they do, not their impact on particular problems.1 
It is possible, with some care, to link actual outcomes to results. This requires a 
good causal model of a policy, that is, a model of how the effort expended causes 
a particular outcome. 

Preparing to Design Policies

At some point (preferably early) in the policy design process, decision makers must 
explicitly consider five elements of policy design, as listed in Table 8.1.

Problems

As noted in chapter 6, there is a substantial difference between a condition, about 
which little or nothing can be done, and a problem, about which some sort of pri-
vate or public action can be taken. The initial debate over policy is, therefore, about 
whether something really is a problem, to what extent it is a problem, who it affects, 
and so on. The definition of the problem, as E.E. Schattschneider noted, often shapes 
the way the problem is treated throughout the policy process. For example, was 
Hurricane Katrina an “act of God,” about which little or nothing could have been 
done before the event, or was the hurricane less a meteorological phenomenon and 
more a focusing event that worsened and called attention to social and technological 
problems that can be mitigated or avoided through appropriate public policy? The 
post-Katrina debate seems to have adopted the latter interpretation, yet, in the past—
and even in many places today—the “act of God” interpretation is powerful.

We generally know about public problems through two mechanisms. In one, we 
learn about problems through changes in the indicators of a problem over time, rather 
than all of a sudden. For example, in 2009 swine flu (technically, the H1N1 pandemic) 
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gained attention as a public policy problem when it first came to light in cases in Mexico, 
whereupon it spread to the United States and then worldwide. The flu did not strike all 
at once; rather, the sort of data that is routinely gathered by hospitals and health care 
workers began to accumulate as public health professionals and, later, elected and other 
appointed officials and the general public became aware of the problem.

Other problems become evident through focusing events, which are sudden 
events such as earthquakes, terrorist attacks, or industrial accidents. Another class 
of focusing event is the kind of event that affects a particularly influential member 
of a policy community. It is well known that when famous people contract diseases, 
or when a member of Congress or his or her family members have or contract a 
disease, more attention is paid to the problem than would ordinarily be paid.

This discussion sounds like the agenda-setting discussion in chapter 6. But it is 
essential to understand that problems don’t merely “exist” in the world in a self-
evident way. For example, one can argue that childhood obesity is caused by the 
proliferation of junk food, fast food restaurants, and television and video games, all 
of which lead to poor diets and sedentary lifestyles. Others argue that the problem 
is caused by a lack of open space and by poor urban design, which makes people 
less likely to walk or play outside and more likely to go about in cars. Some people 
believe that childhood obesity may simply be a matter of poor parenting, poor self-
control, and laziness. Nearly all the other aspects of policy design will flow from this 
definition of the problem—one can imagine policies that are intended to regulate 
junk food and video entertainment to cause kids to be more active, or policies that 
encourage activity through better urban form, or through public education activi-
ties to persuade or shame people into ensuring that kids need to be more active. 
Each of these policies assumes different causal theories and therefore will suggest 
different policy tools.

Table 8.1

Elements of Policy Design

Element Questions to ask

The goals of the policy What	are	the	goals	of	the	policy?	To	eliminate	a	problem?	To	alleviate	a	problem	but	not	
entirely	eliminate	it?	To	keep	a	problem	from	getting	worse?

The causal model What	is	the	causal	model?	Do	we	know	that,	if	we	do	X,	Y	will	result?	How	do	we	know	
this?	If	we	don’t	know,	how	can	we	find	out?

The tools of the policy What	tools	or	instruments	will	be	used	to	put	the	policy	into	effect?	Will	they	be	more	or	
less	coercive?	Will	they	rely	more	on	incentives,	persuasion,	or	information?	Capacity	
building?

The targets of the policy Whose	behavior	is	supposed	to	change?	Are	there	direct	and	indirect	targets?	Are	
design	choices	predicated	on	our	social	construction	of	the	target	population?

The implementation of  
the policy

How	will	the	program	be	implemented?	Who	will	lay	out	the	implementation	system?	
Will	a	top-down	or	bottom-up	design	be	selected?	Why?
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Goals

Policies are made because someone has persuaded enough of us (i.e., citizens, 
elected officials, or both) that something needs to be done about a problem. 
Policies are created to meet or at least to make progress toward these goals: 
policies to fund research on vaccines and to mandate their use by children; poli-
cies meant to desegregate schools, public facilities, and workplaces; policies 
to provide a “social safety net” for the poor and others hit by economic down-
turns; and policies to create jobs. All of these policies are linked to perceived 
problems and goals.

There are many ways to think about and categorize goals. A particularly useful 
way of thinking about goals is found in Deborah Stone’s Policy Paradox. Stone 
lists four major categories of goals: equity, efficiency, security, and liberty. In many 
cases, Stone argues, these goals clash: most prominently, security often conflicts with 
liberty, and some political systems have tended to favor various forms of security 
while curtailing liberty. Efficiency can conflict with all these goals.

Indeed, these conflicts are intensified by the many different definitions of goals. 
Stone helps us to understand this by listing eight different ways of defining “equal-
ity.” She uses the example of dividing a large chocolate cake among the members 
of a class. One might argue that the most equitable division is to simply count the 
number of people in the room and divide the cake into that number of pieces. But 
Stone argues that one can divide the cake a number of different ways—by the rank of 
the people in the room (professor, graduate students, undergraduates, for example); 
or by athletic or physical prowess; or by gender—and still justify the decision for 
dividing resources as “equal.”2

If this seems fanciful to you, consider traditional American notions of equality, 
in which we claim that we believe that everyone should have equal opportunity for 
success but no guarantee of equal outcomes—particularly when the opportunities 
themselves are not equal. Other nations, such as the Scandinavian countries, are 
more serious about coming closer to equality of outcome. Others will argue that, by 
right, some people simply shouldn’t be equal to others in particular ways. Before 
women were given the vote and other civil rights, men (and some women) argued 
that women were the “fairer sex” who were unsuited to physical labor or even 
rigorous intellectual pursuits; they were deemed best at homemaking. Blacks were 
considered nonpersons—and therefore unsuited for anything like equality—in the 
infamous Dredd Scott decision; and today, gays and lesbians are considered suffi-
ciently different from others that they are unable to marry or, in some jurisdictions, 
to establish families and to share health insurance and other workplace benefits. 
Stone notes, indeed, that arguments that seek to exclude people from the recognized 
boundaries of a community are often invoked to deny some form of equality to these 
people. The current red-hot debate in the United States over the treatment of illegal 
immigrants is a case in point.
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Defining Efficiency

Deborah Stone argues that efficiency is more a means to a goal rather than a goal 
itself, but she treats efficiency as a goal category because many policy advocates 
tout their ideas on purported improvements in efficiency. Efficiency is a particu-
larly important aspect of policy making in the United States, given our emphasis 
on limited government and individual initiative and in the context of calls for the 
government to run “more like a business.” An economist might define efficiency 
as gaining the most output for a given level of input, which means, in layman’s 
terms, more bang for the buck. It also means the same bang for fewer bucks. If the 
efficiency of a program improves by 10 percent, spending on the program could be 
reduced by 10 percent without a loss of benefits.

This sort of thinking is commonplace, particularly among those who support 
smaller government or who wish to shift resources to other programs. Spending cuts 
or budget reallocations are often justified by the belief that one can gain considerable 
resources by simply cutting the “waste, fraud, and abuse” from programs. This think-
ing in government tends to overlook important issues. First, the public sector may 
not be any more or less efficient in some ways than large private sector firms, such 
as IBM or General Motors. The private sector tends to have fewer formal controls 
over such waste than the public sector, although accounting practices in the private 
sector will certainly reveal decreasing profitability or diminishing assets.

It is of course highly desirable to reduce or eliminate waste, fraud, or abuse in 
both the public and private sectors. However, there may not be as much waste, fraud, 
and abuse in government as there are decisions to provide benefits to narrower inter-
ests at the expense of the majority, as we learned in chapter 6. People who oppose 
certain programs will often do so because they disagree with the substance of the 
policy, but find the waste, fraud, and abuse argument more successful than arguing 
the program on its merits, particularly because no one, including most proponents 
of policy, favors waste.

There are many different ways of understanding efficiency, depending on how 
we describe inputs and outputs. Stone argues that governmental activities provide 
inputs and outputs. She cites an example of how we might define efficiency in a 
public library system. While librarians’ salaries can be seen as inputs, their earnings 
have a small but discernible impact on the community and therefore also serve as 
outputs.

Beyond this simple example, Stone uses a theme that extends our thinking about 
policy beyond economics. She posits that society can be viewed as a market or as 
the polis. The latter term refers to the “essential political society,” or what I take to 
mean the community as a whole. The decisions we make to address our common 
problems are usually political (cooperation, negotiation, common or public interests) 
rather than market based (voluntary exchanges between just two parties intended to 
increase both parties’ welfare). Clearly, if more people and interests are taken into 
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account in the polis than in the market, we could reasonably argue that the “polis 
model” is more complex than a simple market model. If this is true, then efficiency 
in political terms is quite complex, as hard to define in just one way as equity is.

For example, it is traditional to think about governmental administrative costs as 
wasted or “overhead” expenses that take resources away from more useful activity. 
As Stone argues, however, “merely calling something ‘administrative’ as opposed 
to ‘productive’ is a way of prejudicing the argument.”3 But how do we distinguish 
core instructional activities from administrative activities? Stone cites the example 
of a New Jersey plan to cut administrative costs by imposing penalties on schools 
with excessive “administrative” costs; the plan would categorize “school librarians, 
nurses, and guidance counselors as ‘administrative.’” By categorizing these posi-
tions as administrative, New Jersey was sending a signal that the responsibilities 
of these positions do not contribute to the goals of a school.

What might the librarians, school nurses, and counselors think of this argument? 
What if the custodian were considered an “administrative” position, even if we 
assume that the custodian keeps the school in good working order so that teachers 
and students have a proper place to work? Perhaps these “administrators” would 
mobilize to show how their activities contribute to the goals of the school or sim-
ply make schools better places in which to spend the better part of the day. In any 
case, classifying these activities as “administrative” in order to achieve some level 
of “efficiency” is more a political decision than an objective economic or account-
ing decision. Because it is a political decision (in the “who gets what” sense), one 
then can use political rhetoric (argument and persuasion) to counter the proposal. 
This is not to say that one cannot or should not use economic or accounting data 
to make a case for or against moves to create efficiency. Rather, such arguments 
are likely only a part of a broader political argument regarding the desirability of 
programs. Such evidence is thus part of the advocacy process, not the be-all and 
end-all of the argument.

Conflicting Goals: Security and Liberty

Two other goals that seem to conflict are security and liberty. Clearly, there are 
significant conflicts between these two goals: the more security one desires from 
the government, the more liberty one must be willing to surrender. This dilemma 
and the solutions to it go back at least as far as Thomas Hobbes’s famous work 
of political theory, Leviathan, first published in 1651. Hobbes argues that people 
are naturally aggressive and that they want to acquire things for themselves: they 
will, therefore, in the “state of nature” (that is, the state of humankind without civil 
government), seek to deny those things to or take them from other people. Thus, 
people in the “state of nature” will fight with each other for wealth and power, and 
this constant striving will yield constant “war of man against man,” resulting in a 
society in which life is “solitary, nasty, brutish, and short.” To prevent this conflict, 
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Hobbes argues, all of us in civil society have surrendered a considerable number 
of our liberties to the state, which holds the most coercive power in our name to 
prevent us from engaging in this war against all.

If we take Hobbes at his word, we might create an authoritarian or totalitarian 
system to protect ourselves from each other. Instead, the United States followed a 
path laid out by John Locke and extended by the founders of our Constitution, who 
believed that political power comes from our consent; thus, we surrender to the 
government or “leviathan” only those things that we believe government should 
manage to create and maintain a civil society. Under such a system, citizens retain 
considerable rights and privileges of citizenship until they have breached the laws 
of civil society, in which case individual liberties can be taken from the individual 
in order to make all of us more secure. The obvious example is criminals, who are 
largely free to act until they commit a crime, an affront to civil society, whereupon 
we restrict the liberties of criminals by imprisoning them, or, in extreme cases, by 
denying them life itself.

The problem with this trade-off is that greater security for some or all of us comes 
at the expense of a loss of liberty to some or all of us. Let’s consider some contempo-
rary examples. First, consider this: Would you be willing to surrender some of your 
rights—your Fifth Amendment right not to be forced to incriminate yourself or your 
Fourth Amendment right to “be secure in [your] persons, houses, papers, and effects, 
against unreasonable searches and seizures”—in exchange for more aggressive 
law enforcement against vandals, murderers, and drug dealers? Your decision may 
presume that the constitutional protections against unfair criminal procedure apply 
only to actual criminals, not suspects and certainly not private citizens. However, 
the founders believed that the protections contained in the first eight amendments 
protect all of us against a heavy-handed central government. Nearly every protection 
provided under the Bill of Rights has its historical roots in the colonial experience, 
when the British government routinely violated what we now call “due process of 
law.” Yet, at the same time, many people argue that criminals have too many “rights” 
and that the victims of crimes are afforded no constitutional rights. While one can 
reply that the Bill of Rights is at least as valuable as a set of restraints against gov-
ernment as it is a set of protections of “criminals” (actually, suspects), the niceties 
of political theory and constitutional law are not always observed in policy debates. 
And one can argue that crime is prosecuted by the state because crime is an offense 
against the entire community—the polis—and not against individuals. But the pain 
of crime is clearly most heavily borne by the victims.

Now, let us imagine that the police search your house without a search warrant. 
Such a search is a violation of the Fourth Amendment that guarantees against war-
rantless searches. But what if the search yields evidence that you or someone in 
your house (a relative or a roommate, maybe) committed a crime? (Remember the 
case study from chapter 7 on “dropsy” evidence.) Then the evidence is what lawyers 
call “probative” in that it shows that the individual may have committed a crime for 
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which he or she should be punished. In such a case, should the evidence be admitted 
at trial because it is proof of guilt? Or should it be excluded because it was seized in 
violation of your constitutional rights? What if excluding the evidence allows you 
to go free, even if the evidence very strongly suggests your guilt?

These questions are not easily and definitely answered, because they are important 
political questions that both influence and reflect the nature of the political commu-
nity involved and the nature of the information available to people when they make 
these decisions about liberty. For example, early in the year 2000, the economy was 
sound, unemployment was at historic lows, inflation was low compared with the 
high rates in the 1970s and early 1980s, and people were freely spending money 
on houses, cars, computers, and other accoutrements of the good life, twenty-first-
century style. At the same time, crime was also at a historic low and drug-related 
crime in particular had been substantially reduced.

In such an environment, people may be more willing to take risks and to seek 
greater liberty because they feel more secure. But when the economy is performing 
poorly, terrorism seems to continue unabated, and the future prosperity and quality 
of life are in doubt, people may find that their interests shift to greater security, as 
reflected in the case study that follows. Thus, there is no one answer to what the 
appropriate balance of these goals should be; rather, what is important to examine 
is the extent to which conflicts exist and how they are resolved.

Ambiguity and Goal Conflict

Beyond the different ways of thinking about goals, policy design can also reveal 
conflict over policy goals. Because policies and their goals are often vague when 
they are originally established, it is sometimes difficult for the agencies charged 
with implementation to satisfy the demands of everyone involved in formulating and 
approving the broad policy. For example, Congress could mandate that the secretary 
of the Department of Health and Human Services create a program to reduce the 
teen pregnancy rate. The goal and how attainment is measured are clear: reduce the 
pregnancy rate. There may be other goals, such as reducing welfare dependency, 
increasing educational attainment, promoting morality, and other benefits that derive 
from this, but the main goal is to reduce the teen pregnancy rate.

There are multiple ways to reduce teen pregnancies. Two commonly cited methods 
are to provide family planning services, particularly birth control, to teens, particu-
larly teen girls, or to stress abstinence to teens through schools, public education 
campaigns, and the like. Clearly, the choice of one or the other of these methods to 
reach the goal will raise controversy. Some will argue that providing family planning 
services will encourage rather than discourage promiscuity and will result in more 
pregnancy and moral decay. Others may argue that abstinence relies too heavily on 
a mistaken causal theory; in particular, they would argue that appeals for abstinence 
would be ignored or even mocked by teens rather than thoughtfully and respectfully 
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Case Study: The USA Patriot Act and Airport Screening: Liberty  
versus Security

In	the	heat	of	the	moment	after	the	September	11,	2001	terrorist	attacks,	and	in	the	midst	of	the	
frightening	anthrax	attacks	on	Congress	and	on	major	media	figures,	the	Congress	quickly	passed	
a law awkwardly titled the “Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools 
Required	to	Intercept	and	Obstruct	Terrorism	Act,”	better	known	as	the	USA	Patriot	Act.	President	
George	W.	Bush	signed	it	into	law	on	October	26,	2001.	The	goal	of	this	act	was	to	greatly	increase	
government powers to fight terrorism and related crimes. The act consisted of ten Titles:

TITLE	I:	 Enhancing	Domestic	Security	against	Terrorism
TITLE	II:	 Enhanced	Surveillance	Procedures
TITLE	III:	 International	Money	Laundering	Abatement	and	Anti-Terrorist	Financing	Act	 

	 of	2001
TITLE	IV:	 Protecting	the	Border
TITLE	V:	 Removing	Obstacles	to	Investigating	Terrorism
TITLE	VI:	 Providing	for	Victims	of	Terrorism,	Public	Safety	Officers	and	Their	Families
TITLE	VII:	 Increased	Information	Sharing	for	Critical	Infrastructure	Protection
TITLE	VIII:	 Strengthening	the	Criminal	Laws	against	Terrorism
TITLE	IX:	 Improved	Intelligence
TITLE	X:	 Miscellaneous

It	would	be	a	mistake	to	argue	that	this	law	sprung	from	thin	air	after	the	September	11	
attacks. Many of the provisions of the act were long known to be among conservative policy 
makers’ preferred policies. Many of the provisions of the Patriot Act were relatively noncon-
troversial,	such	as	the	money	laundering	aspects	in	Title	III,	or	the	support	for	victims	in	Title	
VI.	The	most	controversial	provisions	were	contained	in	Titles	II	and	Title	IX.

In	particular,	Title	II	of	the	Patriot	Act	allows	any	federal	district	court	to	issue	warrants	for	elec-
tronic	surveillance	outside	of	that	court’s	district,	under	Section	219.	It	allows	the	federal	govern-
ment	to	demand	records	of	electronic	communications	from	Internet	service	providers	(ISPs;	but	
not necessarily the contents of the messages themselves) under Section 215, and makes it illegal 
for	any	ISP	or	organization	so	ordered	to	disclose	the	fact	of	that	request.	A	particularly	important	
provision	is	found	in	Section	209,	which	allows	for	the	seizure	of	voice	mail	with	only	a	search	
warrant,	rather	than	under	the	old	rules,	which	required	a	wiretap	order	which	is	more	difficult	to	
get.	Another	extremely	important	section	of	the	act	is	section	206,	which	allows	the	government	
to tap communications of suspects regardless of their location or of the device or instrument used 
in communication; this makes it easier for the government to collect information on those using 
e-mail and cell phones, particularly the prepaid cell phones popular with terrorists and criminals.

The ultimate goal of the law is to provide government broader powers to fight terrorism. Op-
erationally,	the	FBI	focuses	on	gathering	domestic	intelligence.	The	CIA	is	empowered	to	direct	
FBI	domestic	surveillance	operations	for	the	first	time,	while	the	U.S.	Treasury	Department	is	
required	to	establish	a	financial	monitoring	system	that	the	CIA	may	access	(much	of	which	is	
contained	in	Title	III).	The	CIA	also	now	has	the	power	to	acquire	evidence	obtained	by	criminal	

(continued)
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wiretaps and federal grand juries (section 218).4 While many of these provisions 
were due to expire under various sunset provisions in the original Patriot Act, most 
of	these	sections—or	the	substantive	policies	contained	in	the	policies—remain	in	
force,	having	been	extended	by	legislative	action	in	2005	(PL	109–177,	USA	Patriot	
Improvement	and	Reauthorization	Act).	Interestingly,	this	bill	was	overwhelmingly	
passed	in	the	wake	of	 the	2005	London	bus	and	subway	bombings.5 The main 
provisions that were not permanently extended were set to sunset on December 31, 
2009;	while	Congress	has	enacted	short-term	extensions	of	the	law,	the	long-term	
extension of these provisions has not been taken up by Congress, due in part to 

increasing political opposition to many Patriot Act provisions. This opposition is made possible 
by, one might argue, the amount time that has passed since the attacks.

Critics of the Patriot Act argue that it erodes the liberties guaranteed under the Constitution, 
and that the law was made hastily in a climate of great fear. This view holds that the Patriot Act 
places	security	higher	than	liberty—the	very	freedoms	that	define	America.	While	they	believe	
that liberty and security involve a balancing act between these two goals, opponents of the 
Patriot Act maintain that it has gone too far toward promoting security at the expense of liberty. 
According to this position, the act is open to abuse by overly aggressive law enforcement and 
intelligence agencies. Despite these concerns, and because of the tenor of the times during 
which the law passed with an overwhelming vote by Congress (357–66 in the House, and 
98 to 1 in the Senate), and with the strong backing of President Bush, the law has not been 
significantly altered since its enactment.

An important architect of the Patriot Act, former U.S. Assistant Attorney General Viet Dinh, 
defended the Patriot Act on the grounds that it enhances liberty and security. Dinh states that 
“[s]ecurity is the means by which we achieve our fundamental freedoms.”6 Supporters of the 
Patriot Act believe that that the September 11 attacks so fundamentally changed our notions of 
national security that the government must take strong action at home to prevent an even more 
deadly attack, possibly one involving weapons of mass destruction such as nuclear, biological, 
or chemical weapons. And these supporters would concede that it may be more important to 
curtail some constitutional liberties so that the republic may survive. They often cite a famous 
1810	letter	from	Thomas	Jefferson	to	John	B.	Colvin	of	Maryland,	in	which	Jefferson	argued	that	
“A strict observance of the written laws is doubtless one of the high duties of a good citizen, but 
it is not the highest. The laws of necessity, of self-preservation, of saving our country when in 
danger, are of higher obligation. To lose our country by a scrupulous adherence to written law, 
would be to lose the law itself, with life, liberty, property and all those who are enjoying them with 
us; thus absurdly sacrificing the end to the means.” Jefferson appears to argue in this passage 
that some restrictions on liberty are justified if they make the nation more secure.

The controversy that the Patriot Act generates is not whether the United States should defend 
itself	against	terrorism.	The	controversy	is	whether	the	act	goes	so	far	in	the	name	of	security—
whether	it	really	promotes	it	or	not—that	the	very	liberties	on	which	the	nation	was	founded	are	
undermined. The Patriot Act includes a wide variety of provisions to empower intelligence and 
law enforcement agencies to pursue suspected terrorists, which have sparked fierce controversy. 
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Under	the	act,	the	FBI	and	the	U.S.	Justice	Department	sent	out	letters	to	college	and	university	
officials	requesting	information	on	foreign	students	to	compare	it	with	information	on	suspected	
or known terrorists. Academics strongly objected, stating that it violated privacy laws.7	It	requires	
various financial institutions, including money-services businesses, securities firms, broker 
dealers, mutual funds, credit card companies, and other types of financial institutions to both 
monitor	suspicious	transactions	and	to	establish	anti-money-laundering	programs	(Title	III).8 And 
librarians and booksellers have complained strongly about Patriot Act provisions (in section 215) 
that appeared to allow intelligence agencies to monitor a person’s library borrowing and book 
buying,9 although it is unclear how many times this power has been used in an investigation.10 
However, the expanded Patriot Act provisions were used to prosecute the biggest Las Vegas 
strip club owner and several local government officials in a sting operation for money-laundering 
and bribery, none of which had anything to do with terrorism.11	Indeed,	it	may	well	be	that	the	
September 11 attacks were an opportunity to advance long sought-after changes to the criminal 
law	that	enhanced	governmental	powers.	Roger	Pilon,	vice	president	for	legal	affairs	at	the	Cato	
Institute,	the	libertarian	research	group,	claimed	that	“[The	administration	is]	taking	language	
off the shelf that’s been ready to go into any vehicle.”.12 This “coupling” of ideas with events is a 
staple of agenda setting and alternative selection in the public policy process.13

After some time had passed, and the implications of the hastily assembled and passed 
Patriot Act were considered, political opposition to the act from both the left and the right 
emerged.	The	House	of	Representatives	very	nearly	repealed	the	library	and	book-buying	
provisions	of	the	Patriot	Act	in	2004.14 And many cities and counties have passed resolutions 
indicating their opposition to portions of the law,15 such as the library provisions.16

Amid all the controversy over whether the Patriot Act erodes constitutional liberties, one 
must	consider	the	most	basic	question:	Does	the	Patriot	Act	make	us	more	secure?	In	other	
words,	has	the	act	been	successful	in	the	war	on	terrorism?	In	a	2004	report,	the	U.S.	De-
partment	of	Justice	argued	that	it	“has	charged	310	defendants	with	criminal	offenses	as	a	
result	of	terrorism	investigations	since	the	attacks	of	September	11,	2001,	and	179	of	those	
defendants have already been convicted.” The department’s report argues that the Patriot 
Act has been central to these efforts, and that it is providing the necessary tools to prosecute 
terrorism	without	undue	limitations	on	individual	liberty.	Indeed,	the	department	argued	that	
“Security and liberty are interrelated and mutually reinforcing, not conflicting, goals. Under the 
leadership of the President and the Attorney General, the Department of Justice has been, 
and remains, dedicated to using the USA Patriot Act in service of both aims.”17

Do you agree with Dinh and the justice department that the Patriot Act protects liberty by 
promoting	security?	In	other	words,	do	you	agree	that	one	need	not	sacrifice	a	great	deal	of	
liberty	to	gain	a	great	deal	of	security?	Or	do	you	believe	that	the	Patriot	Act	was	a	rapid	reac-
tion	to	a	sudden	shocking	event	that	may,	in	the	long	run,	erode	liberty	to	achieve	security?	
Do you agree with Jefferson’s claim that some restrictions on liberty may be necessary to 
preserve	the	republic	and	the	remaining	liberties	that	exist?	Or	do	you	agree	more	with	Ben-
jamin Franklin, who said: “Any society that would give up a little liberty to gain a little security 
will	deserve	neither	and	lose	both”?

Case Study (continued)
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heeded. Others might argue that the abstinence-only policy, while well intentioned, 
simply does not yield the outcomes the policy’s proponents believe it will.18

We might call this conflict an agreement on ends, but not on means. The reason 
for the agreement on the ends in the first place is due to contending groups’ interests 
in attaining their own goals. Socially conservative groups may see the reduction of 
teen pregnancies as meeting a moral goal, while liberal groups may view the same 
result as a step toward particular social goals. The goal of reducing teen pregnancy is 
used because both groups can agree to it while feeling that their own interests—either 
social or moral goals—are thereby promoted. The disagreement comes later, when 
the decision is implemented; that is, when an agency takes specific steps to lower 
teen pregnancy rates, such as distributing contraception or promoting abstinence.

When the goals themselves are in dispute, or when Congress or other legislatures 
have specified the method for implementing a program, these post-enactment goal 
conflicts are less likely, because they would have been explicitly stated in the leg-
islation or at least strongly embedded in the policy design. Nevertheless, because 
legislation is usually the product of compromise, sometimes the means are unspeci-
fied and the ends are fuzzy until the policy takes shape during the design phase.

Some goals can conflict with other goals in other policy areas, as well. Helen 
Ingram and Dean Mann argue that one can claim that, because the United States 
has so many illegal aliens living within its borders, its immigration policies have 
failed. This is true if the goal is to control the number of immigrants entering the 
United States. What about other, perhaps more important goals? One example, 
Ingram and Mann argue, is the desire to maintain friendly relations with Mexico, 
the source of most of our illegal aliens. A crackdown on illegal immigration may 
create social, economic, and political problems in a nation whose cooperation we 
hope to cultivate. Another goal is to keep food prices down; many argue that ille-
gal immigrants, because they accept lower wages for farm work that legal citizens 
choose not to do, help keep food prices low.19

Whether one agrees that these are important goals is less important than a realiza-
tion that a policy can conflict externally with other policies. For example, sociologists 
Edward Laumann and David Knoke tell the story of an oil exploration executive 
who read in the Federal Register that the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) 
was proposing to require pilots of small airplanes to file flight plans for nearly all 
flights, regardless of the flight’s length or whether the pilot planned to fly visually 
or on instruments. While the goal here was to promote and improve aviation safety, 
the oil executive opposed the new rule because it could reveal where aircraft owned 
by oil companies fly when they do aerial surveys of potentially oil- and gas-rich 
areas. Thus, the goal of encouraging the development of our energy resources was 
hindered by an entirely unrelated program and goal.20

The point of this review of goals is not to lead you to believe that all policy is 
hopelessly complex or that goals are never set and attempted. Rather, my aim is to 
simply highlight how difficult it is to set and reach goals in a complex policy envi-
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ronment. Often, once conflicts are resolved and the means for achieving goals are 
developed, one is able, through a review of the record surrounding the enactment of 
a policy, to isolate the important goal or goals and assess the extent to which they 
are met or believed to have been met. This is sometimes difficult when many other 
activities are taking place simultaneously.

Adding to the complexity of goals is the fact that there are different types of goals. 
One must ask a series of questions about goals to fully understand what the policy is 
intended to achieve. One must ask whether the goal is to eliminate a problem, hold 
steady in the face of a growing problem, or reduce a problem to some better level. 
For example, the Clean Water Act’s goal that the nation’s waters be “drinkable, 
swimmable and fishable by 1985” seeks not to eliminate all pollution, but rather the 
level of pollution that renders our waters unusable for these purposes.

Similarly, national economic policy makers tend not to believe they can get rid 
of unemployment entirely, but they do work to bring down the level of unemploy-
ment to 4 percent, the goal specified in the Full Employment and Balanced Growth 
Act of 1978, also known as the Humphrey-Hawkins Act after its sponsors.21 On 
the other hand, in 1995 the FAA and the NTSB announced their goal of zero fatal 
accidents in American commercial aviation; this is an absolute goal to eliminate 
deaths from air disasters. The type of goal may reveal a great deal about what the 
policy designers believe is possible to do given current techniques for solving or 
alleviating problems.

Proper Causal Theory

If the participants in policy making can at least approximate goal consensus, then 
the next thing they must do is understand the causal theory that underlies the policy 
to be implemented. A causal theory is a theory about what causes the problem and 
what intervention (i.e., what policy response to the problem) would alleviate that 
problem. Without good causal theory, it is unlikely that a policy design will be able 
to deliver the desired outcomes. Rather, performance measurement will remain 
focused on effort, because implementers and researchers will find the connection 
between effort and outcome so difficult to make.

If the laws made by the legislature are vague or if the legislature defers to the ex-
pertise of agency officials, then developing the best causal theory and then settling on 
the policy design are the responsibility of the agency staff. But if Congress specifies a 
particular solution or set of solutions to a problem, then the causal theory is implicit in 
the legislation. For example, after the Exxon Valdez oil spill in 1990, Congress passed 
the Oil Pollution Act of 1990, which contained two key provisions: a requirement that 
oil tankers have double hulls by a certain date and an increase in the monetary liability 
limit for ship owners whose tankers spill oil. The explicit theories here are, first, that 
single-hull tankers leak more oil than double-hull tankers and, second, that an increase 
in liability will deter companies from recklessly moving oil in U.S. waters.

causal theory.
A theory about 
what causes a 
problem and 
how particular 
responses would 
alleviate that 
problem.
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Because social problems are very complex, it is not surprising that developing 
causal theories about how the social world works is very difficult. If one develops 
the wrong causal theory, no policy, no matter how well crafted, is likely to have a 
positive impact on the problem under consideration.

Deborah Stone has found the issue of causes so important that she devotes an 
entire chapter of Policy Paradox and an article in Political Science Quarterly to 
this element of policy making.22 You may have correctly guessed that Stone finds 
that isolating the causes of problems is much more complex than opposing camps 
might believe at first glance. After all, as Stone argues, we can distinguish between 
cause and effect in the natural world and in the social world: “The natural world 
is the realm of fate and accident, and we believe we have an adequate understand-
ing of causation when we can describe the sequence of events by which one thing 
leads to another.”23 On the other hand, “in the social world we understand events 
to be the result of will, usually human but perhaps animal. The social world is the 
realm of control and intent. We usually think we have an adequate understanding of 
causation when we can identify the purposes or motives of a person or group and 
link those purposes to their actions” (p. 189). Because of these different ways of 
understanding causation, Stone argues, we can do things to change the outcomes of 
human, purposive action, while few interventions will change natural phenomena 
such as the weather, tides, or earthquakes.

Thus, an important way of understanding how people argue about causes is 
to look at whether they attribute a problem to an act of God or to acts of human 
causation, either purposive or negligent. For example, one can argue that when a 
hurricane damages a city, it is an act of God that we cannot avoid and we should 
simply feel compassion for victims, give aid to recover from the disaster, and move 
on. Another view is that hurricanes (or earthquakes, or floods, or other disasters, 
for that matter) do not cause anything but high winds, heavy rains, too much water, 
or shaking ground. It is the presence of human activity and the consequence of hu-
man activities that cause the damages, such as building houses too close to rivers 
or beaches or in such a way that they do not stand up to shaking ground or high 
winds. The choice to build in such places and in such ways is a human decision 
that can be altered by changing policy to induce “better” decisions that help reduce 
the damage from such events.

Stone argues that we can take this analysis further and, considering actions and 
consequences, identify four types of causal theories, as discussed in chapter 6 and 
as shown in Table 6.1 on page 190. This chart helps us to understand how groups 
compete in telling causal stories about policy problems. These stories include de-
pictions of intended and unintended consequences. For example, environmental 
groups often portray environmental disasters—chemical leaks, oil spills, or leaking 
toxic waste dumps—as the result of carelessness (corner cutting, perhaps) or omis-
sion (failure to perform a task that would prevent an accident). The owner of the 
industrial facility in question will attempt to move the discussion from the realm of 
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inadvertence, which implies liability and carelessness, to a causal theory implying 
that the accident was caused by weather or a completely unforeseeable event that 
Stone calls “machines that run amok.”

This move between explanations is important because the causal theory strongly 
implies the appropriate actions that government and society might take and that may 
be codified in public policy. A causal theory that a problem is caused by carelessness 
and omission means that policies are likely to be adopted that more strictly regulate 
the activities in question, to prevent or at least penalize these actions. But a causal 
theory that undesirable effects are caused by accidents implies a much different set 
of policies, which may emphasize self-regulation over governmental action, particu-
larly if one can make the claim that accidents are random, without any pattern that 
is somehow caused or worsened by the industry’s action or inaction. In these ways 
and others, debates over policy are debates over causes and effects, with each side 
trying to tell a story that leads to its own most desired result. These causal theories 
also imply what sorts of policy tools will be used to address the problems.

Policy Tools

Closely related to the causal theory is the choice of policy tools, or policy instru-
ments, which can be used to create a desired outcome. Anne Schneider and Helen 
Ingram define policy tools as “elements in policy design that cause agents or targets 
to do something they would not do otherwise or with the intention of modifying 
behavior to solve public problems or attain policy goals.”24 James Anderson calls 
policy instruments or tools “techniques of control” that are “by one means or another, 
overtly or subtly, . . . designed to cause people to do things, refrain from doing things, 
or continue doing things that they would otherwise not do.”25 Lester Salamon and 
Michael Lund provide a particularly simple and useful definition of a policy tool 
as “a method through which government seeks a policy objective.”26

Types of Policy Tools

We create categories of tools because while there are many different government 
policies, there should be relatively few types of tools used to achieve the goals set 
out in policy.27 We can then learn more about how government works to achieve 
its goals by carefully thinking about the broad types of tools and how government 
uses them to achieve certain ends.

Thinking about the tools of government is important because, according to 
Salamon, the nature of the world and the nature of government have changed. Sala-
mon notes that in recent years there has developed “a set of theories that portrays 
government agencies as tightly structured hierarchies insulated from market forces 
and from effective citizen pressure and therefore free to serve the personal and in-
stitutional interests of bureaucrats instead.”28 Salamon continues that governments 

policy tool.
According to  
Lester Salamon 
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have already begun to restructure to take into account the reform theories intended 
to make government more nimble and responsive to modern needs. As a result of 
this restructuring,

a massive proliferation has occurred in the tools of public action, in the instruments 
or means used to address public problems. Whereas earlier government activity was 
largely restricted to the direct delivery of goods or services by government bureaucrats, 
it now embraces a dizzying array of loans, loan guarantees, grants, contracts, social 
regulation, economic regulation, insurance, tax expenditures, vouchers, and more.29

The balance of Salamon’s edited volume is a rich and nearly exhaustive discus-
sion of all these tools. The challenge for the student of public policy is to understand 
what these tools are, the assumptions underlying how they work, and, in particular, 
how we might categorize these tools. Thinking about tools is particularly useful 
because, as Salamon and Lund argue, there are “central characteristics” of tools 
that distinguish some tools from others. The key would then be to find the central 
characteristic of the various tools. One can do so by looking at four dimensions 
of tools. The first is “the nature of the activity in which government is engaged.” 
Examining this dimension gives us a general sense of what it is that the government 
is doing to achieve a goal. There are, say Salamon and Lund, four broad categories 
of such activities: “outright money payments . . . provision of goods and services, 
including information . . . legal protections, such as monopolies or guarantees . . . 
[and] restrictions/penalties,” such as regulation or criminal laws.

The next dimension is the “structure of the delivery system.” The delivery system 
reflects the extent to which implementation is likely to be more or less complex. 
Salamon and Lund broadly categorize delivery systems as “direct” and “indirect.” 
Direct service delivery involves systems in which the federal government is the sole 
actor in the delivery of a service. Salamon and Lund cite Social Security as one such 
example; others would be air traffic control, provided by the FAA, and regulation 
of broadcasting through the Federal Communications Commission. Indirect service 
provision involves the delivery of service through an intermediary, such as another 
level of government, or a private actor, such as a business or nonprofit agency. 
Examples of these types of programs include Community Development Block 
Grant programs, which go to local governments, loan guarantees, which are given 
to banks to encourage lending at lower rates or to riskier borrowers, and research 
grants, which are given to nonprofit universities or research institutes.

Related to but not exactly the same as the structure of the delivery system is 
what Salamon and Lund call the “degree of centralization.” In general, we can be 
fairly certain that the more directly service is provided, the more the administration 
of the program is centralized. The management of Social Security is centralized in 
Washington because the federal government, without the assistance or participation 
of intermediaries, directly administers it. However, some federally provided services 
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are also relatively decentralized. For example, the activities of the U.S. National Park 
Service (a unit of the Department of the Interior) and the Forest Service (a unit of the 
Department of Agriculture) are managed both by central offices in Washington and 
by expert staff in the field, who have some managerial and programmatic latitude 
because they need to respond effectively to local conditions.

Finally, Salamon and Lund describe the “degree of automaticity” of a policy tool, 
or, in other words, “the degree to which [programs] require detailed administrative 
action.” Tax incentives, they argue, are largely self-executing because individuals 
will seek them out, thereby promoting the goals of the policy. The mortgage tax 
deduction is a virtually effortless way for the government to promote home own-
ership, because homeowners know that they can take the deduction and actively 
wish to do so. On the other hand, welfare programs that rely on a determination 
of eligibility “require almost case-by-case administrative decision making” that 
requires a substantial degree of management effort.

Other Categories of Policy Tools

Salamon and Lund provide a particularly well-developed system of thinking about 
policy tools, but many other scholars have also sought useful tool typologies. Howl-
ett and Ramesh provide two broad categories of policy tools: “economic models” 
and “political models.”30 Economic models of policy tools focus on individual 
freedom, initiative, and choice, therefore tending to value noncoercive tools over 
those that are more coercive. Howlett and Ramesh do note, however, that welfare 
economists, whose focus is on overall societal well-being rather than the aggregation 
of individual well-being (the focus of neoclassical economists), do acknowledge 
the need for more coercive tools (such as an income tax) to correct some of the 
flaws of laissez-faire economics. In both cases, however, economists look at the 
selection of a policy tool as a positive, technical question in which the problem to 
be solved, the agent to solve it (government, private sector, or some combination), 
and the nature of the tools themselves are matched with each other to find the best 
possible solution to a problem.

By contrast, those who look at policy tool choice from a more political perspective 
tend to follow this precept: “Any instrument [or tool] can theoretically accomplish 
any chosen aim, but governments prefer less coercive instruments unless forced 
by either recalcitrance on the part of the subject and/or continued social pressure 
for change to utilize more coercive instruments.”31 Clearly this is not merely a 
technical matter: If the selection of how to deal with a problem is at least partially 
a function of societal pressures to favor one policy tool or another, then “politics” 
is involved not only in the understanding of the problem but also in the ways we 
choose to solve it. For example, the decision to treat as adults young people who 
commit violent crimes, thereby leading to much more stringent sentences, is not 
a technical decision based on an economic and criminological analysis of these 
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crimes and their perpetrators. Rather, it is a response to a society that seeks to “get 
tough on crime.”

Still, there are important shortcomings to thinking about instruments from a 
solely politically perspective. First, as Howlett and Ramesh note explicitly, the 
matter of substitutability of one tool for another is not so simple, because political 
systems are constrained in their choice of tools, both ideologically and legally. On 
the legal side, for example, federal policy making on any number of issues, most 
notably civil rights, is predicated on the notion that government could regulate a 
wide range of activities under the commerce clause of the Constitution. These efforts 
have historically been successful; so successful, in fact, that Congress, in passing 
federal legislation making it a federal offense to have a gun within 1,000 yards of 
a school, justified its action in terms of the commerce clause, saying that school 
violence hinders interstate commerce. The Supreme Court, however, disagreed, not-
ing that the connection between the goal and the commerce clause was so tenuous 
that the law was unconstitutional on federalism grounds.32 It is unclear whether this 
case went beyond the Court’s sense of the appropriate application of the commerce 
clause, or if this signals a new era of legal doctrine surrounding the clause. In any 
case, this is an obvious constraint on various policy tools.

A potential problem with the economic way of thinking is that economics often 
makes too many assumptions about what is possible in policy making, on two 
levels. First, it assumes we really know what the problem is. In the give-and-take 
of policy making, an agreement to do something about a problem is often easier to 
achieve than an agreement on what precisely has to be done. This challenge is faced 
by those who write regulations and seek to implement government policies without 
creating controversy and disagreement over the means to the ends specified by the 
policy makers. Second, the economic perspective assumes that we have reasonably 
reliable information on how policy tools work. As with much of politics and policy 
making, it is very hard to know the causal connections in any policy system. While 
we may start with a causal theory, these theories are often flawed.

Given these two ways of thinking about tools, let us turn to a discussion of some 
of the current ways policy scholars categorize tools, as summarized in Table 8.2 on 
pp. 248–50. I have sought to show where the names and concepts overlap, but, as 
you can see in Table 8.2, there are many different terms, from the more general to 
the more specific, that we can use to arrange policy tools.

Perhaps the most useful way to think about tools is the extent to which they are 
coercive or noncoercive. The more coercive a policy, the more likely compliance 
with the policy can be achieved, but the more likely it is that considerable resources 
will have to be devoted to providing the coercion needed to create compliance. Non-
coercive policies like incentives and hortatory policies are much easier to administer 
by virtue of their design and of the assumptions we make about how people will 
behave, but the likelihood of success is highly variable.

In the end, while the categories of tools are useful descriptors of the types of tools 
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that one can use to achieve a set of goals, they do not tell us much about the rela-
tive strengths and weaknesses of these techniques. Levine, Peters, and Thompson 
provide a scheme for assessing the strengths and weaknesses of each tool.33 They 
acknowledge the tentative nature of these criteria, given what we know and do not 
know about how government works, but they are helpful in thinking about what 
tools might be best for particular goals. The scheme of Levine and colleagues is 
adapted and shown in Table 8.3 on p. 251.

Tools and Choices in Policy Design

Policy designers must consider a number of elements when selecting a policy tool. 
One of these elements is political feasibility. Because policy making is at least as 
much a political process as it is a technical process, even technically superior policy 
tools may not be adopted because they are politically unpopular. For example, 
the United States has an all-volunteer military and relies heavily on the military 
reserves for personnel, such as during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. An all-
volunteer military is a more politically feasible way of meeting personnel needs 
than the draft, which was very controversial during the Vietnam War and would 
be very controversial today, given Americans’ historic opposition to conscription. 
Other countries with different needs and political cultures, such as Israel, require 
compulsory military service; clearly, the political and security dynamics in Israel 
are different from those in the United States.

A second factor in the policy tool choice is the resources available to implement 
policy. For example, there may be two ways to battle the problem of forest fires: post 
thousands of lookouts and firefighters in the forests or employ a public education 
program to tell people that only they can prevent forest fires. Smokey the Bear is 
the well known symbol of fire prevention efforts. The U.S. Forest Service slogan is 
now “only you can prevent wildfires” to address the broader fire hazard.

Courtesy of the USDA Forest Service, Fire & Aviation Management

Remember...  Only  you

Prevent  Wildfirest
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The U.S. Forest Service emphasizes the hortatory tool—educating the public 
about fires—because it is much less expensive than more aggressive efforts to 
detect and prevent fires caused by carelessness. Of course, the public education 
campaign may not be fully effective in addressing the forest fire risk, and many fires 
are still started by carelessness, but this campaign and others, such as encouraging 
people to stop smoking and to wear seat belts, was successful in inducing behav-
ioral change among a large enough proportion of the population to justify its costs. 
Such campaigns can also become problematic in the face of newer science. We 
now know that occasional fires are necessary for the forest ecosystem, that routine 
fire actually burns accumulated fuel—dead wood—without damaging live trees, 
and aggressive fire suppression techniques can often make more fuel accumulate, 
thereby making big fires worse. This is the persistent danger of public education 
tools—the difficulties involved in altering public behavior or attitudes when new 
information becomes available.

The resource question actually falls within a broader category Salamon and 
Lund call “administrative feasibility,” or “the degree of ease or difficulty involved 
in establishing and operating a program.”34 Clearly, operating any public program 
is likely to be much more difficult if adequate resources are lacking.

A third element of policy tool choice is based on the behavioral assumptions 
about the target populations. Policy targets are the entities—people or organiza-
tions—whose behavior the policy seeks to alter. The choice of the policy tool is 
a function of the assumed behavior of the policy target. The choice of a coercive 
tool reveals something about the assumed behavior of the targets that the choice 
of a set of incentives would not. This link between the policy target and the policy 
tool falls under a broader category that Salamon and Lund call “effectiveness,” 
which can be assessed on two levels: the “supply effectiveness” of the program 
in providing a necessary level of output to induce changes in the target popula-
tion, and the “targeting effectiveness” of the program in altering policy targets’ 
behaviors.

This discussion tends to suggest that policy tools are sometimes used in isola-
tion. Yet there is nothing to suggest that multiple policy tools are not used, and, 
indeed, it is often true that multiple policy tools are used to address a problem. 
For example, in drug policy, we have stiffened punishment for drug dealing, have 
attempted to seize drugs before they enter the country, and experimented with 
public education programs, such as the Just Say No campaign, the DARE pro-
gram, and current efforts by the Partnership for a Drug-Free America to promote 
better parental knowledge of what their kids are doing and with whom they are 
socializing. The tendency to “bundle” policy tools into packages of tools that are 
all intended to achieve similar goals is noted in recent research, which shows that 
certain types of local economic development tools are likely to be bundled into 
an overall strategy.35
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Decisions

Once a tool or set of policy tools has been narrowed down, policy makers need to 
decide which policy tool or set of tools to use—someone or some institution in the 
policy process has to make a decision. Decisions can be about matters as complex 
as President Kennedy’s decision, in 1961, that the United States should send an 
astronaut to the moon and back by 1970. Or they can be as simple as the decision 
by a police officer to give a motorist a warning rather than a speeding ticket. The 
decision not to do something is as important as the decision to do something, and 
a nondecision is also a policy output. In the moon flight example, a considerable 
amount of momentum had built behind the space program for various reasons, so the 
decision to not go to the moon, or to mount a more modest space program, would 
have had a profound influence on future developments in aerospace.36 At about 
the same time, the decision to not pursue the supersonic transport (SST) airplane 
program in the late 1960s had profound influence on the aviation and aerospace 
industries. Our historical decisions not to create a system of national health insur-
ance (something that the Obama administration’s health care reforms do not do) 
have as profound an effect on our national health system as would a decision to 
create such a system.

Indeed, our constitutional system is structured in a way that often prevents deci-
sions from being made. The numerous points that bills must pass before they become 
laws, that proposed regulations must pass before they become actual regulations, 
and that laws must pass before they are effectively implemented make any sort of 
final and authoritative decision very difficult to reach. Thus, when analyzing poli-
cies, it is as important to specify what has not been done as it is to specify what 
has been done.

In this section, I briefly explain some key concepts in the study of how decisions 
are made about what to do, once the decision has been reached that something is to 
be done. While public policy is as much about what government chooses not to do 
as it is about what government actually does, for illustrative purposes I will focus 
primarily on how decisions to do something are reached. And, as is true throughout 
this book, when I discuss Congress or the presidency, we can apply same ideas to 
the state legislatures and governors.

For simplicity’s sake, we can say that the decision-making process begins after 
an issue or problem is placed on the agenda and makes its way through the legisla-
tive process until it comes close to the decision agenda. The decision agenda is that 
relatively small collection of things about which an organization must make deci-
sions. In Congress’s case, the process usually begins by winnowing down a set of 
alternatives that are, for the most part, debated and formulated in the committees. 
The goal is to link potential problems to potential solutions.

Many of the models of decision making presented here are both positive mod-
els (that is, neutral explanations of how a system works) and normative models 
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(explanations of how decisions should be made). I will not delve deeply into the 
normative dimensions of these issues; that is, I will not spend much time on whether 
the rational comprehensive decision-making model is superior or should be used 
in making governmental decisions. This is a task for you, the reader, to decide as 
you weigh the relative merits of these perspectives both as normative models and 
as reasonable models of how the policy process works. What’s more, like so much 
in public policy studies, it is difficult to argue that any model or perspective holds 
true across all time and circumstances.

Rational Comprehensive Decision Making

Most discussions of decision making begin with a discussion of the “rational com-
prehensive” or “rational actor” as an ideal type of decision making that is rarely, if 
ever, achieved.37 Yet for years the rational actor model was widely assumed to be 
a primary method of decision making in public and private organizations, and the 
quest for this sort of rationality persists today. After all, wouldn’t it be best if all our 
decisions were made rationally, based on the best information we have available?

There are several assumptions that underlie the rational model.38 Decision mak-
ers are presented with a problem and a goal (involving solving or ameliorating the 
problem) and are set to the task of solving or addressing, to the extent possible, the 
problem. In so doing, decision makers gather all the possible information they can 
on the problem—its societal and economic costs, for example—and on possible 
solutions to the problem. Multiple options are analyzed, including the option to 
take no action at all. The goal, Dye argues, is to achieve “maximum social gain” 
through the agreed-upon policy.

This model is often set up as a straw man against which other models of decision 
making are compared; an example of this straw man is Model I (the rational actor 
model) in Graham Allison’s Essence of Decision.39 The reason why the ideal rational 
model is a straw man is simple: several features of the rational model render it an 
unrealistic model of decision making.

First is the problem of goal consensus. Often, when a problem is identified, it 
is hard to understand what goals the various proponents of policies have in mind. 
Often, goals are left purposefully ambiguous so that legislation can gain passage; 
it is then left to the implementers to try to figure out what the most important goals 
are. Because solutions are so often tied to goals, some solutions to a problem will 
foster political conflict, even if the solution seems the most “rational.” For example, 
liberals might see welfare as a form of societal compassion to help less fortunate 
people overcome the conditions that lead to poverty. Conservatives, on the other 
hand, may view welfare as a temporary boost to help people while they look for 
employment; the conservatives’ support is based more on economics than compas-
sion. Thus, the same problem can be seen as having two rather different goals.

Another problem with the rational model is that the information-processing 
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comprehen-
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demands are too great for human minds in human institutions. It is impossible to 
gather all the information about a particular problem; one could spend a lifetime 
and not find a final answer. Even with today’s vastly improved information storage 
and retrieval systems, it is very difficult for decision makers, confronted as they are 
with significant resource constraints and time pressure, to gather all the information 
needed, weigh the information, and make a decision.

An additional problem with attempts at highly rational decision making comes 
with the nature of information itself. Because decision makers deal with social 
phenomena, and social phenomena are notoriously difficult to track and analyze, 
it is difficult to find the proper information about goals, values, costs, and benefits 
needed to make a rational decision. This is one of the key criticisms of cost-benefit 
analysis (CBA). In CBA, the analyst tries to count up, often in monetary terms, the 
cost of pursuing a certain policy and the benefits to be derived from it. The problem 
is that the costs of an action are sometimes easier to count up than are the benefits. 
For example, we might know that the cost of cleaning up a toxic waste site is $50 
million, and the result is that we might reduce the rate of cancers and other illnesses 
by somewhere between 2 and 10 percent. What is the benefit, in dollar terms, of 
this reduction? How can we make this reduction more certain? This depends on 
our calculation of how much each life is worth, which is very difficult to calculate. 
Again, this does not mean we should not try to use CBA. And, as Dye makes quite 
clear, we should not forget that rational analysis is also about values and preferences, 
not simply about dollar costs and benefits.40

Many of the critiques of the rational actor model suggest that rationality is so 
difficult, or nearly impossible, that other models of decision making are more ac-
curate. But it is important to keep rationality in mind as, at least, a goal, if not the 
realistic end. After all, if complete rationality were possible—that is, if we had 
complete (or very nearly complete) access to all relevant information and that in-
formation was adequate—we would be able to make better decisions. This is why 
people continue to develop information systems and analytic techniques: to move 
us toward improved, more rational decision making.

Bounded Rationality and Incrementalism

James March and Herbert Simon provide us with a way of thinking about rationality 
that recognizes the limits on resources and human abilities to process information. 
This concept is called bounded rationality.41 To be boundedly rational means that 
one behaves as rationally as one can within certain bounds or limits, including 
limited time, limited information, and our limited human ability to recognize every 
feature and pattern of every problem; we can try to enhance these skills, but they 
are still inherently limited.

Charles Lindblom applied these ideas in a now-classic article, “The Science of 
‘Muddling Through,’” which appeared in Public Administration Review in 1959.42 In 
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this article, Lindblom argued that people make decisions in relatively small increments, 
rather than in big leaps. They do so because key sources of information include what 
we know about the current nature of an existing problem, our accumulated knowledge 
about what steps have been taken before, if any, to address the problem, and whether 
those steps appeared to be successes or failures. This description of the policy process, 
known as incrementalism, is both a model of how decisions are made and a descrip-
tion of how contending interests behave in making policy. (Table 8.4).

Lindblom calls the rational comprehensive method of decision making the 
“root” method, because decisions start from the “root” of the issue or problem; 
incrementalism is the “branch,” he argues, because it uses and builds on what is 
already known, without relying on reanalyzing everything about what is currently 
being done. In this way, the incremental method allows the decision maker to take 
a fair number of shortcuts: it eliminates the need to explicitly separate means from 
ends, to pick the analytically “best” policy, and to rely heavily on theories that the 
decision maker may have neither the time nor the inclination to use.

Two major problems with the theory (and to some extent the practice) of incre-
mentalism are, first, that some problems demand bold decisions and, second, that 
some goals simply cannot be met with incremental steps. For example, President 
Franklin Roosevelt was elected on a pledge to tackle the grave social and economic 
problems associated with the Great Depression. His flurry of activity—the banking 
holiday, new banking and finance laws, the promotion of various measures such 
as the National Industrial Recovery Act—was a rather sharp departure from prior 
governmental practice. These innovations were occasioned, in large part, by the 
public’s demand that the government do something; the gravity of the Depression 
was such that aggressive measures needed to be adopted.

A second example starts with President Kennedy’s address to Congress in 1961, 
in which he urged that the United States put an astronaut on the moon and safely 
return him to Earth before 1970. Paul Schulman calls this a “major national commit-
ment,” and the federal government, after some years of organizational and political 
confusion, responded to Kennedy’s challenge by appropriating money and causing 
the rapid growth of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) 
and other agencies to meet the goal.43 Because this task—putting someone on the 
moon—was undertaken even before the first American astronaut had simply orbited 
the earth, the space program serves as an example of a nonincremental, all-or-
nothing decision. While the landing on the moon might have resulted from a more 
incrementalist space policy, it is likely that it would have taken longer and would 
have been achieved rather differently than it was.

Another example of sudden, nonincremental policy is the decision to mobilize 
for all-out war. Before the United States was drawn into World War II, it pursued an 
incremental policy of pressure on Japan to halt its expansionism and on Germany to 
protect shipments of war material to Great Britain. When Japan attacked Pearl Harbor 
in December 1941, and Germany and Italy declared war, the United States had to move 
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from incrementalist economic and diplomatic policies to a very sudden commitment to 
build a large military to win a two-front war. Of course, some military commitments 
are incremental, such as the slowly building American involvement in Vietnam in the 
1960s, followed by the slow disengagement from Vietnam in the early 1970s.

Other Models of Decision Making

The rational comprehensive and incrementalist models of decision making are per-
haps the two most commonly reviewed models in public policy, but other models, 
borrowing from these and other theories, help explain how decisions are made.

Michael Cohen, James March, and Johan Olsen developed the garbage can 
model to explain decision making in what they call “organized anarchies.”44 They 
use universities as an example of organized anarchies because, as you may have 
noticed while at a college or university, institutions of higher learning are not rigidly 
organized and managed institutions. Indeed, members of the faculty demand and 
usually receive considerable autonomy in the management of their own work and 
of their departments. Students enjoy a degree of autonomy in their choices of which 
courses and majors to take, how to structure living arrangements, and what to do 
during free time. And administrators must manage the various interests—faculty, 
alumni, students, and members of the broader community—without violating the 
traditional prerogatives of any of these groups.

Table 8.4

Rational Comprehensive Decision Making and Bounded Rationality (incremental decision making)

Rational	comprehensive Bounded rationality

1a. Clarification of values or objectives distinct 
from	and	usually	prerequisite	to	empirical	
analysis of alternative policies.

1b. Selection of value goals and empirical analysis of the needed 
action are not distinct from one another but are closely intertwined.

2a. Policy formulation is therefore approached 
through means-end analysis: First the ends 
are isolated, then the means to achieve them 
are sought.

2b. Since means and ends are not distinct, means-end analysis is 
often inappropriate or limited.

3a. The gist of a “good” policy is that it can be 
shown to be the most appropriate means to 
desired ends.

3b. The test of a “good” policy is typically that various analysts find 
themselves directly agreeing on a policy (without their agreeing that 
it is the most appropriate means to an agreed objective).

4a. Analysis is comprehensive; every 
important relevant factor is taken into account.

4b.	Analysis	is	drastically	limited:	(i)	Important	possible	outcomes	
are	neglected;	(ii)	Important	alternative	potential	policies	are	
neglected;	(iii)	Important	affected	values	are	neglected.

5a. Theory is often heavily relied upon. 5b. A succession of comparisons greatly reduces or eliminates 
reliance on theory.

Source: Reprinted with permission from Public Administration Review. Copyright © by the American Society for Public 
Administration (ASPA), 1120 G Street NW, Suite 700, Washington, DC 20005. All rights reserved.



258 chaPter  8 

There are three elements or streams in the garbage can model: problems, solutions, 
and participants. In each of these streams, various elements of decision making float 
about; what is perhaps most important about this model is the idea that there are 
solutions looking for problems as much as vice versa, and participants floating about 
looking for a way to participate in putting together these problems and solutions. 
Cohen, March, and Olsen call the decision opportunities “garbage cans” in which 
the three streams are mixed together. For example, the selection of a new dean is 
an opportunity for participants to come together in a garbage can and use the hiring 
to link perceived problems in the college with perceived solutions.

It is important to note that this is not a model in which a problem is identified, followed 
by people going out to develop or invent solutions and bring them back. Rather, many 
solutions already exist, and the role of participants is to advance their solution to a prob-
lem, even when it seems that they are simply carrying a solution in search of a problem. 
For example, Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Jack Kemp, in the George 
H.W. Bush administration, strongly suggested that urban enterprise zones (UEZs)—zones 
in which tax laws and other regulations are relaxed to encourage development—be cre-
ated in cities to provide jobs while slowing urban decay. Kemp promoted other ideas for 
public housing and job creation as well. In 1992, when Los Angeles exploded in rioting 
in the wake of the acquittal of police accused of beating a black motorist, Kemp tied 
the UEZ solution to the problem of urban unrest and alienation. The riots gave Kemp 
an opportunity to link his potential solutions to the problem of rioting.45

It is important to realize, however, that not all organizations are as anarchic and 
unmanaged as universities; universities may very well be the extreme example. 
But John Kingdon’s very successful application of the idea to policy making in the 
federal system suggests the considerable value of this way of thinking; this streams-
and-garbage-cans model will, I hope, be clearer after we review Kingdon’s model 
of the agenda setting process in chapter 10.

Two other models of decision making are considered in Allison’s Essence of 
Decision. He labels them Organizational Process and Governmental Politics, or 
Models II and III (Model I is the rational actor model). We might also call Model 
II the bureaucratic politics model. Model II is a model of organizational process 
grounded in a notion of bounded rationality. Allison argues that decisions are the 
result of bureaucrats applying standard operating procedures (SOPs) to problems. 
The model assumes that such procedures are relatively simple and that outcomes 
from these models are predictable. In addition, as Jonathan Bendor and Thomas 
Hammond note,46 the model suggests that SOPs will largely condition behavior in 
such a way that if we know the SOP we can make relatively good guesses about 
decision makers’ future behavior. Finally, the model assumes that individuals seek 
information, that information carries with it relatively high costs, and that reducing 
the cost of information is therefore an important goal. From this we can conclude 
that incrementalism is a key feature of this style of decision making, remembering 
that information deficits make bold steps difficult if not impossible.
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Model III, the governmental politics model, is a model of political conflict. Model 
III echoes Neustadt’s argument in Presidential Power that the power of any chief 
executive rests in his or her persuasive abilities.47 Decisions in this model are the 
product of competition and negotiation among the president, top government execu-
tives, bureaucrats, legislators, and other interested parties. American politics is thus 
characterized by a high degree of fragmentation and competition, and decision making 
is slow, competitive, and likely to reflect the power of the relative actors more than 
the ultimate desirability of the decision at hand. One can easily imagine that if the 
president’s power is mainly limited to persuasion, the power of other actors (who do 
not have the powers and prestige of the president) will be even more limited.

Conclusion

This chapter started with a discussion of the things policy makers must consider 
when designing policies. As has become a recurring theme in this book, this process 
is much more complex than it might initially appear. Goals conflict with each other 
or are ambiguous, and policies are often designed without a sound causal theory to 
help policy makers know whether a particular kind of policy will work. All these 
aspects of design are important because policy design will have a considerable influ-
ence on the choice of tools employed to achieve the stated goals of a policy.

Policy tools and implementation are considered together because they are inextri-
cably linked to each other. The choice of policy tools both influences implementation 
and is influenced by implementation, as we will see in the next chapter. Furthermore, 
the choices of tools and implementation design reinforce each other throughout the 
implementation process. As more is learned about the success or failure of various 
tools and their implementation, policy makers and the various advocacy groups in-
volved in a policy domain will continue to debate not only the underlying rationale 
for a policy, but the methods by which the policy is put into effect.

Key Terms
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Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

1. Why is it difficult to separate policy design and implementation?
2. Why do we say there is a difference between the outputs of government 

and the outcomes of policy?
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3. Explain the difference between equal opportunity and equal outcome. Do 
you believe that there is a real difference between the two?

4. What role does ambiguity play when there are conflicting policy goals? How 
does ambiguity help promote policy making? How does goal ambiguity 
make policy design more difficult?

5. Why is it essential for policy makers to have a causal theory when creating a 
policy design? Can you think of examples of a poor policy design in which 
it appears that the causal theory is incorrect? How would you redesign such 
a policy to fit the better causal theory?

6. Why does Deborah Stone argue that efficiency should not be the sole goal 
of implementing public policy? Are there public policies that exist that 
are inefficient but that serve other, more important social goals? Does this 
imply that there are more important goals than efficiency? What are these 
goals?

7. This may not seem like serious research, but you may find this to be an 
interesting exercise in policy ambiguity and perceptions of problems. Gather 
up a group of four to six people; your classmates, perhaps, or friends, room-
mates, or family. Then think of a public problem that you all agree should 
be addressed. Once you agree that something is a problem, jot down your 
responses to these questions:

•	 What causes the problem you have agreed is a bad thing?
•	 What	tools or interventions would you use to alleviate the problem 

you all identified?
  Discuss what you conclude among yourselves. Are your causal theories 

different? If so, are your proposed interventions or policy tools different or 
similar? Why?

Additional Reading

My thinking about policy goals is greatly influenced by Deborah Stone’s Policy 
Paradox. She also has a thoughtful section on policy tools, although the terminology 
she uses is not the same as much of the current scholarship on policy tools. Read-
ers interested in the many ways of thinking of policy tools might browse Lester 
M. Salamon’s and Odus V. Elliott’s The Tools of Government: A Guide to the New 
Governance (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). This book is an encyclo-
pedic treatment of the various methods of government intervention, written by top 
scholars in the policy sciences. An important book on policy design is Anne Larason 
Schneider and Helen Ingram, Policy Design for Democracy (Lawrence: University 
Press of Kansas, 1997). Additional advanced (and often highly technical) works on 
policy design include Robert Agranoff and Michael McGuire, Collaborative Public 
Management: New Strategies for Local Governments (Washington, DC: Georgetown 
University Press, 2003); Huib Pellikaan and Robert J. van der Veen, Environmental 
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Dilemmas and Policy Design (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002); and 
David Edward Michael Sappington, Principles of Regulatory Policy Design (World 
Bank, Office of the Vice President, 1994). Sound sources on policy tools themselves 
include Christopher Howard, “Testing the Tools Approach: Tax Expenditures versus 
Direct Expenditures,” Public Administration Review 55, no. 5 (1995): 439–47; Lester 
M. Salamon, ed., Beyond Privatization: The Tools of Government Action (Washington, 
DC: Urban Institute, 1989); and Anne Schneider and Helen Ingram, “Behavioral As-
sumptions of Policy Tools,” Journal of Politics 52 (May 1990): 510–29.
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The Implementation of Public Policies

Once the designers of policies have designed their policy tools, the various actors 
in the policy process turn their attention to the implementation of public policy. The 
study of “program implementation is concerned with what happens to a policy or 
program after it has been formulated.”1 Until the late 1960s, there were few studies 
of policy implementation. Few scholars had sought to systematically study what 
happens after legislation or some other statement of policy is enacted and then put 
into effect. Some studies described the implementation process, but had not set out 
to create a theory of policy implementation.

Of course, this description of implementation in the policy process is linear and 
simplistic. It assumes that policy design and tool selection occur separately from 
policy implementation. In fact, we know that both aspects are important to the suc-
cess of public policies. But we can distinguish between the design and tools phase 
and the implementation phase to the extent that policy implementation relies on 
the behavior of the implementers and the policy targets. While these behaviors may 
be anticipated in the design process, one is never sure how policy will actually be 
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implemented once the policy interacts with the various aspects of the policy envi-
ronment, with the actual implementers, and the policy targets.

It is important to understand policy implementation because it is a key feature of the 
policy process, and learning from the problems encountered in implementation can foster 
learning about better ways to structure policies to ensure that they have the effects that 
designers of these policies seek. In addition, perhaps to a greater extent than other ele-
ments of the policy process, implementation studies have emphasized advice to policy 
makers as to how to structure programs to increase the likelihood of implementation suc-
cess. Thus, when students of policy implementation talk about “top-down” or “bottom-
up” implementation designs, they are talking about ways of studying policy design and 
ways of structuring policy implementation to enhance the likelihood of implementation 
success. In any case, we do know, and have known for some time, that policies are not 
self-executing, regardless of the hopes and beliefs of policy designers.

If the bureaucracy was a strictly neutral institution that, as Woodrow Wilson 
once argued, simply did what elected officials ordered it to do, then all the problems 
people have cited about bureaucracy—in particular, the problems of discretion and 
accountability—would never enter into the discussion of implementation. Because 
bureaucracies do have discretion in how they implement policies, this section reviews 
some ways of looking at policy implementation that see bureaucratic discretion as a 
problem to be overcome by sound choices in policy design. But, to complicate the 
picture again, even the simplest policy with the most willing bureaucracies involved 
in implementation confronts implementing agencies with two big questions: what 
does the legislative branch want done, and how do we do it? Discerning intent, and 
then figuring out how to meet the implied goals, is extremely challenging. Thus, as 
Smith and Larimer note, the implementation process replicates, in many ways, all 
the challenges of the policy process, starting with problems—in this case discerning 
intent—through designing tools in a way that those further down the implementation 
change will willingly engage in the desired behavior.2

Approaches to the Study of Implementation

As Smith and Larimer note, there are three main eras of policy implementation 
research. 3 The first era, which emerged in the late 1960s through early 1970s, is 
characterized by works such as Implementation and New Towns in Town.4 The 
authors undertook these studies to understand why particular policies, such as the 
Economic Development Administration’s efforts to relieve poverty in Oakland or 
the Johnson administration’s “New Towns in Town” efforts, seemed to fall short 
of their goals. These studies focused on individual case studies and did not create 
more generalizable theory that could be applied to and tested with other cases. In-
deed, many studies of administration and organization discussed matters of policy 
implementation, even if that term was not well developed or if that aspect was not 
the centerpiece of the research project.
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A second era of implementation studies, which began in the mid-1970s, sought 
to create systematic theories of the policy process that were generalizable to many 
cases, rather than focused on one or a few cases. As this research progressed, one 
could discern two separate research approaches. The first of these approaches em-
phasizes a “top-down” perspective on policy implementation. Its proponents claim 
that one can understand policy implementation by looking at the goals and strategies 
adopted in the statute or other policy, as structured by the implementers of policy. 
These studies focus on the gaps between the goals set by a policy’s drafters and the 
actual implementation and outcomes of the policy. The second approach emphasizes 
a “bottom-up” perspective, which suggests that implementation is best studied by 
starting at the lowest levels of the implementation system or “chain” and moving 
upward to see where implementation is more or less successful.

Top-Down Approaches to Implementation

Some representative studies in the top-down research tradition include research 
by Carl Van Horn and Donald Van Meter, as well as Daniel Mazmanian and Paul 
Sabatier’s studies of the factors that condition successful implementation.5 The 
top-down approach is based on a set of important assumptions:

•	 Policies	contain	clearly	defined	goals	against	which	performance	can	be	
measured. As Neal Ryan puts it, “Top-down implementation strategies 
greatly depend on the capacity of policy objectives to be clearly and 
consistently defined.”6

•	 Policies	contain	clearly	defined	policy	tools	for	the	accomplishment	of	
goals.

•	 The	policy	is	characterized	by	the	existence	of	a	single	statute	or	other	
authoritative statement of policy.

•	 There	is	an	“implementation	chain”	that	“starts	with	a	policy	message	at	
the top and sees implementation as occurring in a chain.”7

•	 Policy	designers	have	good	knowledge	of	the	capacity	and	commitment	of	
the implementers. Capacity encompasses the availability of resources for 
an implementing organization to carry out its tasks, including monetary 
and human resources, legal authority and autonomy, and the knowledge 
needed to effectively implement policy. Commitment includes the desire 
of the implementers to carry out the goals of the top-level policy design-
ers; a high level of commitment means that the lower-level implementers, 
particularly those at the “street level,” such as teachers, police officers, 
or social workers, share the values and goals of the policy designers.

In a top-down model of policy design, the implementer assumes that these features 
are present or that any problems suggested by these assumptions can be overcome. 
The focus then is on creating the proper structures and controls to encourage or 
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compel compliance with the goals set at the top. But there are some substantial 
weaknesses with this approach that you may recognize from earlier chapters in 
this book.

Perhaps the most problematic feature of top-down models is the emphasis on 
clear objectives or goals. Without a consensus on what program goals are, it is hard 
to set a benchmark for program success and failure. For example, in 1973 Congress 
established the fifty-five-mile-per-hour (mph) speed limit on the nation’s freeways as 
a method for promoting energy conservation, because, in most cases, driving one’s 
car at fifty-five mph is more fuel efficient than driving it at seventy mph. Yet most 
gains in fuel economy between 1973 and the early 1990s were a result of federal 
policies requiring that a manufacturer’s vehicles achieve an average fuel economy 
of 27.5 miles per gallon for cars and 20.7 miles per gallon for light trucks. Most 
manufacturers comply with this standard. However, the fifty-five-mile-per-hour 
speed limit had a side benefit—it substantially reduced highway fatalities in the 
early years of its enforcement.

On what accomplishment, then, should the fifty-five mph limit be assessed? In 
terms of motorists’ compliance and state enforcement, the fifty-five mph speed limit 
was generally unsuccessful, and its widespread unpopularity led to its repeal. In 
terms of fuel economy, the results were inconclusive, but the safety benefits were 
substantial. Highway safety advocates fought hard to keep the fifty-five mph limit 
in place and were successful in this fight until the late 1980s. This is an example 
of how advocates for a policy will redefine policy goals to justify the continuance 
of a program and how new groups can enter the debate to highlight new goals and 
benefits of programs—or to argue that a program has outlived its value. In the case 
of the fifty-five mph speed limit, by the mid-1980s the safety and fuel efficiency 
benefits, some argued, were less than they had been because of the aforementioned 
increase in automobile fuel economy (gains that had been lost to some extent in the 
late 1990s with the advent of SUVs) and the increased safety of most newer cars.

Another example of multiple objectives is found in the management of the na-
tion’s forests by the U.S. Forest Service (USFS), which must administer the forests 
to serve “multiple uses,” ranging from recreation to logging.8 By what goals should 
the forest service’s efforts be measured? This is a constant source of conflict for 
the agency, as environmentalists and recreational users battle logging interests and 
their local allies over which aspect of forest policy—timber supply or resource 
conservation and recreation—should be emphasized by the USFS. When policy 
makers fail to provide one goal or a coherent, mutually compatible set of goals, 
implementation is likely to be difficult as agencies and people charged with putting 
policies into effect pursue different goals.

Another problem with top-down models is the assumption that there is a single 
national government that can successfully structure policy implementation and 
provide for direct delivery of services. But most policies made by the federal 
government require considerable state and, in many cases, local governmental 



PoLicy  imPLementation,  faiLure,  and  Learning 267

cooperation. The fifty state governments have constitutionally protected rights and 
responsibilities, so they are often reluctant to surrender their power and preroga-
tives to distant agencies headquartered in Washington. One cannot say, then, that 
the federal government can mandate any policy it sees fit; if it attempts to do so, it 
may endanger state and local cooperation, and can generate indifference or outright 
conflict with the states. Even within the federal government itself, this assumption 
of a strong central government assumes a unitary method of decision making that 
ignores competing or overlapping agencies and their staffs, and the interest groups 
that have an interest in these agencies’ work. Indeed, James Anderson notes that 
legislators, bureaucrats, the courts, pressure groups, and community organizations 
are all involved in policy implementation.9 While the focus of implementation may 
be in one agency, several other actors will have an influence on implementation 
success or failure. Given this dismal account, one might assume that the federal 
government—the “top”—cannot structure implementation at all. However, Sabatier 
notes that the top can set guidelines for implementation, if not hard and fast rules,10 
provided government actors act carefully and work collaboratively across agencies 
and with the states and local actors.

How do states resist mandates from the federal government? Malcolm Goggin 
and his colleagues have cited instances of “strategic delay” at the state level, where 
states seek to slow implementation in order to develop ways to adapt the program to 
local needs, or to induce the federal government to provide more funding or other 
incentives.11 However, not all delay is strategic—some delay or outright refusal to 
implement policy is a reaction to local and state desires to not implement a policy 
at all. This is sometimes due to local political pressures, such as when some states 
failed to aggressively enforce the fifty-five mph speed limit. At other times, street-
level bureaucrats may refuse to implement a policy that comes from the top: the 
police, for example, may resist changes in policing procedure based on their profes-
sional experience, as the “dropsy” evidence case in chapter 7 suggests. Top-down 
approaches often ignore the relative ease with which many implementers and inter-
est groups can work to subvert the originally established goals. On the other hand, 
Paul Sabatier rejects the inevitability of “adaptive” implementation in which target 
groups and street-level bureaucrats subvert the original program’s goals. Sabatier 
argues that top policy designers do have choices about who implements a policy 
and what incentives and sanctions to impose for noncompliance and can influence 
the expectations and needs of target groups so that adaptive compliance should be 
unnecessary or would be counterproductive.12

Finally, top-down approaches assume that policy is contained in a single statute 
or other authoritative statement. The fragmented and in some ways incrementalist 
nature of policy making in the United States means that, when one talks about “en-
vironmental policy” or “educational policy” or “health policy,” one is discussing a 
wide collection of separate and sometimes contradictory policies. This is related to 
the tendency of top-down approaches to assume a relatively clear division between 
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policy enactment, on the one hand, and policy implementation, on the other. Indeed, 
many of the studies of implementation from a public administration perspective 
tend to adopt this distinction, which may be analytically useful but runs the risk of 
assuming that the same pressures that work to shape policy adoption do not exist 
in policy implementation.

Bottom-Up Approaches to Implementation

In a reaction to the overly structured top-down research approach—in particular, to 
dissatisfaction with its ability to explain many unsuccessful outcomes, and in reaction 
to the flaws of top-down policy design—researchers began to view implementa-
tion from the perspective of “street-level bureaucrats.”13 Richard Elmore, the key 
proponent of the bottom-up approach, calls this “backward mapping,” in which the 
implementation process and the relevant relationships are mapped backward, from 
the ultimate implementer to the topmost policy designers.14 This approach is built 
on a set of assumptions that stand in marked contrast to the implicit assumptions 
of “forward mapping” or top-down approaches.

First, the bottom-up approach recognizes that goals are ambiguous rather than 
explicit and may conflict not only with other goals in the same policy area, but also 
with the norms and motivations of the street-level bureaucrats. As Rene Torenvlied 
notes, “The compliance problem arises when there is a conflict of interest between 
implementation agencies and politicians.”15 Top-down models are most concerned 
with compliance, while bottom-up approaches value understanding how conflict can 
be alleviated by bargaining and sometimes compromise to maximize the likelihood 
of achieving the policy goals.

Second, the bottom-up approach does not require that there be a single defined 
“policy” in the form of a statute or other form. Rather, policy can be thought of 
as a set of laws, rules, practices, and norms, such as “energy policy” or “criminal 
procedure,” that shape the ways in which government and interest groups address 
these problems. Thus, implementation can be viewed as a continuation of the con-
flicts and compromises that occur throughout the policy process, not just before 
it begins and at the point of enactment. This makes for a more realistic depiction 
of the implementation process, and clearly accommodates the type of policy tool 
bundling described in chapter 8.

This bottom-up approach has a number of features to commend it. In particular, 
the lack of a focus on a particular program and on a fixed, top-to-bottom implementa-
tion chain means that the bottom-up approach can view implementation as working 
through a network of actors—much like an issue network or policy community—
rather than through some rigidly specified process that fails to account for the rich-
ness of the policy-making environment. But there are also important shortcomings 
to consider in the bottom-up approach.

Paul Sabatier argues that the bottom-up approach overemphasizes the ability of the 
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street-level bureaucrats to frustrate the goals of the top policy makers. Street-level 
bureaucrats are not entirely free agents. They are constrained to act in a particular 
way based on their professional norms and obligations, by the resources available 
to them, and by legal sanctions that can be applied for noncompliance. Police of-
ficers, for example, who use “too much” discretion and thereby ignore procedural 
rules for handling suspects or evidence can lose their jobs or face criminal charges; 
teachers who violate professional norms can be demoted or lose their jobs. States 
that fail to implement key features of federal policy put themselves at risk of losing 
substantial amounts of federal money, so states and local governments are under 
pressure to bring their agencies into compliance; the No Child Left Behind Act is 
a good example. Nor do street-level bureaucrats necessarily have the resources to 
thwart policy designers; they may be able to delay, but not entirely subvert, imple-
mentation. Finally, the tension between bottom-up and top-down approaches may 
overstate the extent to which local implementers will resist policies handed down 
from above. In some cases, the street-level bureaucrat may also want to follow the 
lead of the top-level designers, supporting the goals handed down from higher up, 
and working as best they can to implement national goals.

Bottom-up models of implementation also assume that groups are active partici-
pants in the implementation process. This is not always true, however. Peter May 
argues that some policies can be categorized as “policies without publics,” which 
are developed and implemented with relatively little public input, particularly when 
those policy areas are highly technical.16 Along these lines, Sabatier also argues 
that the bottom-up approach fails to take into account the power differences of the 
target groups. As Anne Schneider and Helen Ingram note, some target populations 
are more positively constructed than others, with the result that those with greater 
power can have a greater influence on the impact of policies that affect them than 
can other groups.17 Clearly, business interests are going to be treated differently 
in implementation design than are the poor or prisoners, and these treatments are 
reflected in the choice of policy tools. The choice of tools is made at the top, based 
on the desired behavioral change and the nature of the target population itself.

While these approaches to implementation have shortcomings, it is worthwhile to 
consider how these two approaches to implementation contribute to our knowledge 
of this essential element of public policy. The top-down approach is much more 
useful when there is a single, dominant program that is being studied. Several times 
in this book, I have mentioned specific legislative enactments that made important 
policy changes. It would be appropriate to study the implementation of legislation 
like No Child Left Behind or the Homeland Security Act from the top down. Much 
of the policy related to these acts was designed in Congress and the federal execu-
tive branch and, regardless of the complexity and span of issues raised in each law, 
they were structured from the outset to be promoted, managed, and evaluated by top 
government officials. Sabatier also argues that top-down approaches are appropriate 
when one has limited resources to “backward map” the implementation of a particular 
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issue. It is considerably easier to look up statutes and other pronouncements issued 
by top-level policy designers than it is to map all the various interests, agencies, 
and street-level officials that will carry out a policy. If you are reading this book for 
a course, you may find that if you choose to write analysis of implementation, it is 
much more efficient to start from the most visible policy changes rather than from 
the bottom, where the less visible policies are made.

On the other hand, bottom-up modeling makes sense when there is no single 
dominant program (such as in a state’s penal code, which consists of many policy 
statements regarding the nature and severity of crimes) and when one is more inter-
ested in the local dynamics of implementation than in the broad sweep of design. It 
is useful to consider the local factors, from both practical and academic perspectives, 
since local experience with implementation success or failure can yield important 
lessons for policy implementers.

Synthesis: A Third Generation of Implementation Research

Because of the relative strengths and weaknesses of the top-down and bottom-up 
approaches, researchers have sought to combine the benefits of these approaches 
into one model or synthesis that can address the structuring of policy from the top 
as well as the likelihood of its subversion or at least its alteration at the point of 
implementation.

Richard Elmore has sought to combine his idea of “backward mapping” with 
a “forward mapping element.”18 By looking both forward and backward, we can 
understand that top policy makers can make choices of policy instruments or tools 
to structure implementation, while realizing that the motivations and needs of 
lower-level implementers must be taken into account. Paul Sabatier also argues 
that a conceptual framework should be developed that combines the best of the 
top-down and bottom-up approaches. Indeed, at the same time that Sabatier was 
writing, Laurence O’Toole argued that better thinking on implementation was needed 
precisely to provide policy makers and designers with useful advice.19 The top-down 
approach is best where there is a dominant program (i.e., law) that is well structured 
and where the researcher’s resources for studying implementation are limited, as 
when a student is researching the implementation of a program for a term paper or 
an implementer needs a quick analysis to investigate how to structure a program. By 
contrast, the bottom-up approach is best where one is interested in the dynamics of 
local implementation and where there is no single dominant program. One begins 
by analyzing diffuse street-level behavior rather than focused, top-down activity. 
Because of this diffuse behavior, gathering the needed data to tell the implementation 
story can be challenging, as multiple sources must be consulted and analyzed.

Sabatier’s synthesis relies on a framework for studying public policy known as 
the Advocacy Coalition Framework, or ACF, which is discussed at greater length in 
chapter 10. In this application of the ACF to implementation, Sabatier’s synthesis 
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starts by adopting the bottom-up perspective, which involves looking at “a whole 
variety of public and private actors involved with a policy problem—as well as their 
concerns with understanding the perspectives and strategies of all major categories 
of actors (not simply program proponents).”20 This contrasts with the top-down 
focus on the topmost designers of policies. But Sabatier also adopts the top-down 
perspective by providing a simplified, abstract model of a complex system and 
by recognizing the importance of the structural features of policy emphasized by 
the top-down theorists. The primary reason Sabatier uses the ACF to think about 
implementation is that it reflects the growing sense that implementation does not 
take place in a one-to-one relationship between the designers, implementers, and 
targets, but is rather contained within a policy subsystem; the ACF is one way to 
think about the organization of subsystems.

Refining and reconciling the top-down and bottom-up approaches, Goggin and his 
colleagues21 have devised a theory of policy implementation that relies on the sending 
of messages between policy makers and implementers. This study takes into account 
an important feature of most policy design: that implementation is as much a matter 
of negotiation and communication as it is a matter of command. Even commands are 
sometimes resisted because they are unclear or inconsistent with the receiver’s expec-
tations. Goggin and his colleagues sum up their argument in two key propositions:

•	 Clear	messages	sent	by	credible	officials	and	received	by	receptive	imple-
menters who have or are given sufficient resources and who implement 
policies supported by affected groups lead to implementation success.

•	 Strategic	delay	on	the	part	of	states,	while	delaying	the	implementation	
of policies, can actually lead to improved implementation of policies 
through innovation, policy learning, bargaining, and the like.

The first of these propositions is a short summary of what has been learned thus 
far in the study of implementation analysis, but packaged as a matter of commu-
nication between various actors. In actual experience, messages are often unclear, 
officials often lack credibility, and implementers are often not receptive or, if they 
are, do not receive sufficient resources or are opposed by the affected groups. The 
second proposition counters some of the gloom that had settled around many policy 
implementation studies. Goggin and his colleagues found, in certain policy areas, that 
states that “strategically delayed” implementation—in order to seek clarification of 
a policy, raise more funds, ensure support of affected groups, and so on—often had 
better success in implementing a policy than did states that immediately implemented 
a policy. It seems that it would behoove the analyst to take a longer-term approach 
to policy studies, since what may at first blush look like delay on the part of a state 
or local government may in fact be a period of strategic positioning and adaptation 
of a policy that actually improves the quality of the service being delivered under 
the policy, as well as enhancing the likelihood of any implementation.
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The debate continues in policy studies over the best approach to the study of 
implementation and even whether we should continue studying implementation or 
focus our attention on other, supposedly more fruitful avenues of research. As long 
as policies fail or appear to fail, implementation studies will remain important to 
policy makers and to students of the policy process.

Policy Failure and Learning from It

For some reason, both journalists and policy scientists like bad news: Journalists 
will report when the government has lost a lot of money, but will ignore evidence 
of those instances when the government has saved money through some sort of in-
novation. At the same time, most books on policy implementation describe policy 
failures. There are probably simple reasons for our concentration on policy failure. 
The old saying, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” may dominate our thinking about 
government: After all, if a government program is reasonably successful, what need 
is there to describe how it works when we can learn more from failure? I am not 
sure that we should take this approach, and I believe we should study and learn from 
government successes—of which there are many—as well as government failures. 
Indeed, after the 2001 terrorist attacks, a prominent political scientist, Paul Light, 
wrote a very useful book on governmental achievements and successes—successes 
we should celebrate as our own because, as Americans, it is our government and the 
efforts of thousands and millions of our fellow citizens that help make things work.22 
But because there are so many purported policy failures, and so much written about 
them, it is worth considering the reasons for these claims of failure.

No doubt you have asserted, and heard others claim, that a policy has failed. “Our 
policy against illegal immigrants has failed,” you may argue, “because there are 
still thousands of people coming across the border illegally every day.” Or you may 
conclude that aviation security has failed, in part because, in late 2009, a would-be 
bomber was able to hide a potential bomb in his underwear, even as security was 
supposed to be much improved after the September 11 attacks. Let us simply as-
sume that these claims are at least partially true. You can then say that the policy 
has failed to meet its goals: to keep out illegal immigrants and to allow only legal 
immigrants to come to the country, or to keep bad people off of airplanes. Why 
might the policy be a failure? You might argue that the border patrol or the airport 
screeners are incompetent, that the officers are competent but their managers are 
not, or that the policy was doomed to fail because of resource shortfalls or because 
the goals of the policy—near-zero illegal immigrants or zero terrorist attacks—are 
just too difficult to achieve. Sometimes we say that a policy is unsuccessful, if not 
an outright failure, because the policy does not serve enough people or because re-
sources and services are spread too thin among those it does serve. In other words, 
we tell causal stories of failure much as we tell causal stories of why problems 
exist in the first place. The actual idea of “failure” itself is defined implicitly, but 
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not explicitly. In other words, the meaning of “failure” and the context in which it 
is discussed are never really specified.

Helen Ingram and Dean Mann provide us with a number of useful ways to think 
about policy failure. They argue that, “success and failure are slippery concepts, 
often highly subjective and reflective of an individual’s goals, perception of need, 
and perhaps even psychological disposition toward life.”23 In other words, failure 
is perhaps in the eye of the beholder. And the beholder’s vision is affected by his 
or her immediate perception of the policy in question: as Ingram and Mann argue, 
labor and management are likely to have very different perspectives on the neces-
sity of the minimum wage. One person may argue that a policy has failed, while 
another person might look at it as a tentative first step toward a larger goal, such 
as some health programs for the poor and elderly: Medicare and Medicaid can be 
viewed as the first step toward more universal health services.

Other reasons for policy failure are listed in Table 9.1, which summarizes In-
gram and Mann’s argument. If you are active in politics and policy making or even 
reasonably attentive to politics, you will recognize these reasons for policy failure. 
There are many possible reasons for policy failure and many possible problems 
that can cause or contribute to it. Thus, simple storytelling about policy failure 
may reflect popular dissatisfaction with a policy in particular, or government in 
general, but fails to take into account the multiple reasons that policies can at least 
be perceived as failures.

But let’s continue to assume that policies do indeed fail—they either fail to deliver 
what they promise, or they fail because of unintended or unforeseen consequences 
of policies, which is a strong probability given that policies are complex and all the 
variables are not always well known. We might assume that policy failure provides 
an opportunity to learn from the erroneous or incomplete assumptions of the past. 
Thus, it is useful to think about how policy failure induces policy change through 
a learning process. Indeed, many experts and commentators on important public 
issues claim that certain phenomena can induce organizations to learn from their 
mistakes.

For some time, social scientists, including those who study complex organiza-
tions, have been interested in understanding the extent to which organizational 
learning can take place. This is a major concern of organizations, because those that 
fail to understand their environment and adapt to it by acting on new information 
are likely to fall short.

Who learns, what is learned, and how learning is employed have been defined 
differently by various students of the policy process.24 The main controversy in 
the debate over who learns is whether nonhuman entities such as institutions or 
organizations can “learn” or whether only individual people learn. One can argue 
that an organization learns through experience: when it develops and implements 
policies, the evaluation and feedback processes provide “learning opportunities” for 
the organization to change its behavior. While people learn by retaining informa-
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tion and experience in their minds, organizations rely on information storage and 
retrieval and, perhaps more important, on “institutional memory,” which, to a large 
extent, is a function of the experiences and knowledge of key personnel who have 
been on the job a long time.

This is a somewhat passive definition of organizational learning. Colin Bennett 
and Michael Howlett note that learning can be a more active and “deliberate at-
tempt to adjust the goals and techniques of policy in the light of the consequences 
of past policy and new information so as to better attain” the policy goals.25 Indeed, 
organizations make concerted efforts to improve their learning capacity by creat-
ing systems to store and disseminate information.26 Organizations engage in two 
types of learning: in single-loop learning organizations learn about techniques 
(tools) that fail and make adjustments to improve them or replace them with 
techniques that work better. An example of single-loop learning would be the 
development of new and better tools to prevent would-be bombers from getting 
on airplanes. The agency in question may switch from using hand searches of 
passengers and baggage to explosives detectors, metal detectors, bomb-sniffing 
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Table 9.1

Explanations for Policy Failure

Alternatives to policies tried Failure needs to be assessed in terms of the option to let present trends continue1, and 
in terms of the likelihood that other options would have been more or less successful.

The impact of changing 
circumstance

Changing circumstances can render policies less successful, such as energy policies 
that provided price relief before they created dependency on oil and natural gas.

Relationships	of	one	 
policy to another

Policies are interrelated, and these relationships must be taken into account. For ex-
ample, a stricter policy against illegal immigrants may endanger broader policy goals 
surrounding our relations with Mexico, such as oil supplies or drug interdiction.

The	boundary	question Political boundaries (between states, for example) will influence policy success.

Excessive policy demand We may expect too much from policies.

Realizable	policy	expectations Policies sometimes fail when they go beyond what we know we can achieve now. 
But ambitious policy making can be the result of “speculative argumentation”2 that 
seeks to induce innovation. The stated purpose of a policy may not be the actual 
purpose; there may be more symbolic goals than substance.

Accurate theory of causation Policy will fail if it is not based on sound causal theory.

Choice of effective policy tools The choice of ineffective tools will likely yield failure. But the choice of tools is often 
a function of compromise or ideological predisposition.

The vagaries of implementation The problems inherent in policy implementation can contribute to policy failure.

Failure of political institutions “Policy failure is simply a symptom of more profound ailments within our political 
institutions,” such as the breakdown of political party power, devolution of power from 
congressional leaders to the committees and subcommittees.

Source: Helen Ingram and Dean Mann, “Policy Failure: An Issue Deserving Attention,” in Why Policies Succeed or 
Fail, ed. Helen Ingram and Dean Mann (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1980).

1Sometimes incorrectly called the “do nothing” option. See Eugene Bardachy, A Practical Guide for Policy Analysis: 
The Eightfold Path to More Effective Problem Solving. 3rd ed. (Washington DC: LQ Press, 2009).

2This idea is from Charles O. Jones, The Policies and Politics of Pollution Control (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 1975).
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dogs, or even the controversial “full-body scanners” that can reveal just about 
anything carried under clothing. The latter tool is being adopted because airlines, 
airports, and government agencies learned that existing measures did not keep 
the would-be bomber off the December 2009 flight to Detroit that triggered these 
critical questions.

Double-loop learning is when organizations rethink the fundamental logic 
and values that support the entire range of actions around a goal. We can say that 
double-loop learning is learning about single-loop learning, because everything 
about all the aspects of policies intended to achieve a goal is revisited.27 Thus, in 
the 2009 bombing scare, some people focused on how to find bombs on would-be 
terrorists, but others have seized the apparent policy failure as a reason to question 
and probe all the actions the nation takes to protect against all terrorist threats to 
aviation, including passengers with bombs, cargo with bombs, and, in particular, 
the entire information-gathering and storage system that was supposedly reformed 
after September 11, 2001, to share information that would keep suspicious people 
off of airplanes.

There are some conceptual and methodological problems in thinking of or-
ganizations as learning agents; in particular, organizations do not possess the 
cognitive abilities of people. Thus, in the policy process literature, Paul Sabatier, 
Peter May, George Busenberg, and others deal with this problem by isolating 
individuals—agency heads, interest group leaders, academics, journalists, and 
so on—not institutions, as the unit of analysis in studies of policy making and 
learning.28

Sabatier provides a more specific definition of “policy-oriented learning” as 
“relatively enduring alterations of thought or behavioral intentions which result 
from experience and which are concerned with the attainment (or revision) of 
policy objectives” (p. 133). Sabatier’s definition, by concentrating on individual 
actors as members of advocacy coalitions, avoids attributing cognitive processes 
to organizations, while broadening policy making to include influential actors, such 
as academics and journalists, that institutionally focused analyses tend to overlook. 
This focus on the individual as policy actor also overcomes the tendency to think 
of agencies or institutions as the agents of learning.

To summarize, we can think of learning at the organizational and individual levels, 
but for our purposes it is most useful to consider people as the agents of learning; 
these people apply what they have learned to in-group policy-making processes.

Types of Learning

To refine our understanding of learning in the public policy process, Peter May divides 
learning into three categories: instrumental policy learning, social policy learning, and 
political learning. In all three types of learning, policy failure—politically and socially 
defined—provide a stimulus for learning about how to make better policy.
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In the ideal case, learning reflects the accumulation and application of knowledge 
to lead to factually and logically correct conclusions. However, policy makers and 
their supporters may support policy change that is not objectively related to change 
in the political environment or the nature of the problem. May calls mimicking or 
copying policy without assessment or analysis “superstitious instrumental learning.” 
Lotteries and tax policy to attract additional industrial development are examples of 
this sort of mimicking, because states believe that if they do not adopt these policies, 
other states will gain some economic advantage.

May’s article lists what he calls prima facie evidence of these various forms of 
learning. Instrumental policy learning concerns learning about “viability of policy 
interventions or implementation designs.” This type of learning centers on imple-
mentation tools and techniques. When feedback from implementation is analyzed and 
changes to the design are made that improve its performance, then this suggests that 
learning has happened and was successful. Social policy learning involves learning 
about the “social construction of a policy or program.” This type of learning goes 
beyond simple adjustments of program management to the heart of the problem 
itself, including attitudes toward program goals and the nature and appropriateness 
of government action. If successfully applied, social policy learning can result in 
better understanding of the underlying causal theory of a public problem, leading 
to better policy responses.

Evidence of social policy learning involves learning the causes of problems 
and the effectiveness of policy interventions based on those problems. May argues 
that prima facie indicators of social learning involve “policy redefinition entailing 
changes in policy goals or scope—e.g., policy direction, target groups, rights be-
stowed by the policy.”29 There are many examples of such learning. One example 
concerns the way communities address prostitution. Traditionally, the police tried to 
control prostitution by arresting prostitutes, and doing so often enough to dissuade 
women from working in a particular area or community. When this policy was 
found to be ineffective—and, in many ways, unfair to the prostitutes themselves—
communities focused instead on the men who seek out prostitutes, arresting the men 
and, in some cases, publicizing their arrests and convictions to shame them. In this 
case, the target of the policy shifted from the prostitute to the “John” because of a 
new understanding of the problem as being caused at least as much by demand as 
by supply. A similar logic is sometimes employed against illegal drugs, when at-
tention shifts toward eradication and interdiction of drugs from abroad, rather than 
making smaller, seemingly less effective arrests of users at home. One can roughly 
equate instrumental learning with single-loop learning, and social learning with 
double-loop learning.

Political learning is considerably different from instrumental and social learn-
ing. Peter May defines political learning as focusing on “strategy for advocating a 
given policy idea or problem,” leading potentially to “more sophisticated advocacy 
of a policy idea or problem” and effective political advocacy. Political learning 
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occurs when advocates for or against policy change alter their strategy and tactics 
to conform to new information that has entered the political system. For example, 
the breakdown of the nuclear power industry in the United States was due, in part, 
to the efforts of groups that mobilized against nuclear power; their efforts began 
before the 1979 Three Mile Island (TMI) nuclear power plant accident, but the event 
accelerated them. Group leaders learned that events such as TMI and the specter of 
the “China syndrome” were highly effective in promoting public and elite concerns 
about the safety and cost-effectiveness of nuclear power. Indeed, the exploitation of 
the more frightening or upsetting aspects of any event, from an industrial accident 
to the nomination of a potential Supreme Court justice, include the sophisticated 
use of imagery and storytelling to advance a position; these techniques have been 
learned and honed over time as competing groups seek to improve their competi-
tive positions.

Conclusion

For policy makers and public managers, policy implementation is one of the most 
difficult aspects of the policy process, and policy failure is one of the most frus-
trating parts of their jobs, because most managers and decision makers want their 
ideas to work. For students of public policy, implementation is fascinating because 
implementation brings together many actors and forces that cooperate and clash 
with each other in order to achieve—or to thwart—policy goals. In that sense, it 
is truly a microcosm of the entire policy cycle. It is frustrating to research because 
the process has proven particularly hard to model; contributing to this frustration 
is the tension between building and testing good policy theory and implementation 
theory while providing useful information to policy makers and implementers on 
how to structure programs for greater success.

Given the complexity of our political system, it seems that policy failure—or, at 
best, very limited success—would be the inevitable outcome of any public program. 
This may not be true, however, because failure is, like so much else in public policy, 
a subjective condition that is more often grounded in the perceptions of a particular 
interest than in empirical “fact.” Indeed, in areas such as crime control, terrorism, or 
environmental protection, one can argue that a policy has failed if it hasn’t achieved 
100 percent of its goal—but what would have happened if the policy had not been 
adopted at all? Is 75 percent worse than perfection, or better than nothing? Clearly, 
this depends on the nature of the policy domain—in some systems, such as avia-
tion safety policy or policies regulating drugs, we expect near perfection. However, 
we can stipulate that some policies are much less successful than others and that 
policy makers and others concerned with the management of public programs will 
learn from the purported failure of the policy. In this way, policy development is an 
ongoing process with no discernible beginning and no obvious end, but with plenty 
of opportunities for refinement and fine tuning.
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Case Study: Policy Failure and Learning in Aviation Security, 2000–2010

On	 Christmas	 Day	2009,	 the	world	 was	once	 again	 reminded	of	 the	 vulnerability	 of	 civil	
aviation to terrorist attacks. Sensitivity to this issue was clearly stoked by the September 11 
terrorist attacks, which starkly highlighted the challenge of keeping commercial aviation safe 
from	terrorist	and	criminal	attacks.	But	just	as	the	2009	attack	was	not	entirely	novel,	neither	
were the September 11 attacks. Hijackings often occurred in the United States and overseas 
in	the	1960s	and	1970s,	and	terrorist	bombings	of	airplanes	were	rare,	but	not	unheard	of,	
in	the	1980s.	In	the	last	twenty-five	years,	the	two	most	disturbing	breaches	of	aviation	se-
curity	in	the	United	States,	or	involving	a	U.S.	airline,	were	the	bombing	of	Pan	Am	flight	103	
over Lockerbie, Scotland, in 1988, and the September 11 hijackings and attacks. As in most 
disasters, these incidents served as focusing events that drew a great deal of attention to 
the shortcomings existing in aviation security policy design and implementation. The two big 
questions	that	arose	from	these	attacks	were	whether	these	events	were	evidence	of	policy	
failure and whether there was anything learned from these potential failures that could reduce 
the probability of their recurrence.

Congress and the media immediately labeled both the Pan Am and September 11 attacks 
as	evidence	of	major	policy	failures.	In	the	Pan	Am	case,	attention	was	focused	on	how	it	was	
possible to smuggle enough explosives (a few pounds) into checked baggage to yield a bomb 
large enough to cause a plane to break up in mid-flight; after all, of all the bombs set off on 
airplanes between 1975 and 1999, 57 percent of those planes (thirty-five bombings) survived. 
Still, this means that 43 percent of planes did not survive, and bombing is a substantial problem 
with huge costs for airlines and for societies in general.30	After	the	Pan	Am	103	attack,	and	
after	the	in-flight	explosion	of	TWA	flight	800	off	Long	Island,	New	York,	in	1996	(an	explosion	
that many people thought was a terrorist attack, but which was due to a rare technical fault), 
presidential commissions were formed that made a number of recommendations about the 
organization of aviation security and about the technologies available to prevent bombs from 
bringing	down	planes.	Indeed,	the	Pan	Am	bombing,	as	well	as	other	terrorist	bombings	of	
planes, led most aviation authorities to believe that bombing would replace hijacking as the 
number one threat to civil aviation. As a result, significant progress was made in bomb detec-
tion technology and in hardening cargo containers and cargo holds on airplanes so that, even 
if a bomb were to detonate, the damage could be contained and the plane could safely land. 
In	this	case,	we	can	say	that	some	instrumental	policy	learning	occurred.

After the 1996 TWA crash, a commission headed by Vice President Al Gore made a sweep-
ing set of recommendations on both aviation security and safety. Many, but not all, of these 
recommendations were studied and implemented, but the key recommendations on aviation 
security—that	the	Federal	Aviation	Administration	(FAA)	exercise	greater	oversight	and	control	
over	passenger	and	baggage	screening—were	not	implemented	before	the	September	11	
attacks. The FAA was in the process of implementing these recommendations, but opposition 
from the airlines delayed the process. The airlines were worried about the cost of new security 
requirements	and	about	any	inconvenience	to	passengers—inconveniences	and	costs	that	
pale in comparison to the costs of the September 11 attacks.

After the September 11 attacks, it became clear to nearly all commentators, experts and 

(continued)
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lay people alike, that the aviation security system did not work, and that its failure greatly un-
dermined public confidence in the safety of U.S. commercial aviation. As a result, in November 
of	2001,	the	Aviation	and	Transportation	Security	Act	(ATSA)	was	enacted	as	both	a	means	
to improve security and as a way to attempt to restore public confidence in the nation’s civil 
aviation system. As Cobb and Primo note:

There was [after September 11] a marked effect on the aviation industry. Security proce-
dures	in	the	airports	and	on	planes	came	into	question.	All	aspects	of	the	security	process	
were reexamined, severely affecting airline travel. . . . Many policy changes in aviation 
safety were unprecedented in their scope and in the speed at which they were enacted, 
but none of the issues was new to the political agenda.31 [My italics.]

The media and expert condemnation of lax aviation security after September 11 was par-
ticularly	intense,	focusing	on	the	fact	that	the	passenger	screeners—the	people	who	staff	the	
metal	detectors	and	X-ray	machines—were	poorly	trained,	underpaid,	possibly	overworked,	
and experienced remarkably high turnover. But these screeners, employed by contractors 
that were hired by the airlines to do the screening, were cheap, and security costs were kept 
low.	It	is	also	important	to	note	that	the	attackers	used	small	box	cutters	as	weapons,	which	
were	not	banned	from	airliners	at	the	time.	And	yet,	as	Cobb	and	Primo	note,	and	as	I	note	
in a later article,32 almost none of the ideas about better policy and policy failure that rose on 
the	agenda	after	these	attacks	were	new	ideas.	Instead,	they	were	revived	on	the	agenda	by	
a focusing event.

If	the	Pan	Am	103	bombing,	reinforced	by	greater	concern	about	aviation	safety	overall	after	
the TWA crash, led to a reasonably broad range of ideas and legislative change to address 
aviation	security	lapses,	how	could	September	11	have	happened?	There	are	two	potential	
places to look for failure. Most notably, the FAA failed to fully implement recommendations 
from the post–Pan Am and TWA presidential commissions or to fully implement congres-
sional intent as contained in the laws enacted after these events. The recommendations 
were relatively routine, but important; they included more careful screening of passengers’ 
carry-on luggage, explosives detecting, better training for screeners to recognize suspicious 
passengers, and so forth. This is evidence of attempts at single-loop or instrumental policy 
learning in this domain, learning that was apparently unsuccessful. The second place to look 
is at the failure to imagine the possibility of hijacking airplanes and using them as, in essence, 
guided missiles. Many officials said that such a thing was “unimaginable,” but there was ac-
cumulating evidence of just such a type of an attack from intelligence sources and thwarted 
plots,33	such	that	 the	commission	set	up	to	 investigate	the	September	11	attacks—known	
popularly	as	the	9/11	Commission—noted	that	the	attacks	happened	because	of	a	“failure	of	
imagination” on the part of intelligence, antiterrorism and security experts.34	In	other	words,	
the commission was advocating that serious consideration be given to fundamentally rethink-
ing how terrorists go about their business, which would involve something like social policy 
learning or double-loop learning.

We do know that, after September 11, substantial changes were made to aviation security. 
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Regulations	and	laws	were	enacted	that	required	locked	cockpit	doors	on	commercial	airliners.	
The Transportation Security Administration (TSA) was created to replace the private contractors 
that were hired by airlines as passenger screeners; these companies had poor records well 
before September 11. The TSA screeners are, by and large, better educated, better trained, 
and more professional than the screeners they replaced. But the system was soon jolted by 
the so-called “shoe-bomber” attempt to destroy American Airlines flight 63, flying from Paris 
to	Miami	in	December	2001.	Richard	Reid,	the	alleged	shoe	bomber,	hid	explosives	in	his	
shoes that he attempted to detonate in mid-flight. His attempt failed, and, in a reflection of the 
changes in public behavior after September 11, passengers aboard the flight helped the flight 
crew	subdue	Reid.	It	is	worthwhile	to	note	that	one	of	the	explosives	used	in	the	shoe	bombs	
was PETN, the same kind of explosive carried by Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab in his attempt 
to	bring	down	Northwest	flight	253	in	2009	with	a	bomb	hidden	in	his	underwear.

Students of the policy process have found that policy implementation is often where attention 
to detail flags as the belief sets in that a problem has largely been addressed.35 The passage 
of legislation removes an issue from the immediate congressional agenda, and journalists pay 
less attention to the issue as it moves from lurid front-page headlines to the more mundane 
aspects of daily administration. There are many examples of legislators and executives with 
unattainable	expectations	(both	in	terms	of	management	techniques	and	the	application	of	
technology), such as funding and other resources failing to match the perceived needs ad-
dressed by the legislation. The expectations for perfection in the aviation security system are 
one such example. And given that oversight of the FAA by Congress is generally “fire alarm” 
oversight—that	is,	oversight	triggered	by	events	rather	than	through	an	ongoing	process—it	
is unsurprising that, to the extent that there was social policy learning in the years after PAA 
103	and	TWA	800,	these	lessons	became	less	important	as	Congress	shifted	its	attention	
away from aviation security to other aspects of aviation, and to other matters of domestic or 
international importance. Meanwhile, one can argue that instrumental learning continued at 
TSA, to the point where its rules generated complaints. The most prominent change in avia-
tion security since the shoe bomber incident (which has led to Americans putting their shoes 
in	the	X-ray	machines	at	airports)	is	the	new	“3-1-1”	requirement	that	containers	of	liquids	
and gels carried aboard the plane cannot exceed 3 ounces, that all containers must fit into 
a	one-quart	zip-top	bag,	and	that	each	passenger	can	only	have	one	such	bag	in	carry-on.	
These	restrictions	were	put	in	place	in	response	to	a	thwarted	plot	hatched	in	2006	to	simul-
taneously bomb several flights from London to North America, a plot that, if fully successful, 
could	have	exceeded	the	death	toll	from	September	11.	In	this	case,	British	intelligence	in	
particular was able to stop the plot before it escalated into something much more dangerous.36 
While	one	might	question	the	3-1-1	rule—and	many	do—it	is	likely	that	the	failure	of	this	plot,	
and its having been thwarted by sound intelligence work, both hindered a plot and led to the 
discovery of a dangerous new mode of terrorism.

But	the	system	is	hardly	perfect,	as	the	December	2009	“underwear	bomber”	attempt	dem-
onstrated.	Why	did	the	system	appear	to	fail	in	this	case?	First,	implementation	of	improved	
policy becomes more difficult as the “low hanging fruit” is picked. There is already evidence 
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of this effect in the post–September 11 aviation security environment, as the more easily 
implemented	features	were	addressed.	The	ATSA	required,	among	other	things,	much	more	
stringent passenger screening, inspection of luggage, more restrictions on the sorts of things 
that could be carried aboard aircraft, and, in particular, the “federalization” of the passenger 
screening workforce to ensure that weapons would be detected. While many of the screen-
ing processes and training for screeners had been improved shortly after the enactment of 
ATSA, Kenneth Mead, the inspector general of the U.S. Department of Transportation, noted 
in	January	2002	that	“while	progress	has	been	made,	clearly	the	heavy	lifting	[installing	explo-
sives detection systems to screen all checked baggage and hiring a workforce] lies ahead.”37 
And explosives detection machinery, in particular, was not installed rapidly after passage of 
ATSA,	owing	to	technological	and	practical	considerations—the	machines	were	quite	large,	
and airports were not designed to accommodate them.

A similar set of events has accompanied the underwear bomber crisis, which involves making 
difficult and unpopular choices to deal with hard-to-detect threats to airliners. A great deal of 
interest was generated in using full-body scanners known as “millimeter-wave” or “backscatter” 
scanners. The advantage of this technology is that it creates an image that looks very much 
like a nude human body, which makes it difficult to conceal weapons or explosives on one’s 
person. On the other hand, many people are uncomfortable with the very idea of being seen 
virtually nude on a computer screen, even if the screener is some distance from the security 
checkpoint,	as	current	protocols	require.	The	debate	about	this	technology	is	unsettled,	but	it	
appears that this attempt tipped the balance in favor of using these machines, in yet another 
example of a terrorist action and a security reaction.

One	reason	why	the	2001	screening	changes	were	accomplished	quickly,	including	the	
deployment of TSA employed screeners, is that they were symbolically important measures 
designed to add some measure of security (although, not of course, total security), while 
reassuring	 the	 traveling	public	 that	 something	was	being	done.	The	 question	 is	whether	
what was done legislatively is a good match with what really needed to be done. Again, one 
wonders whether the full-body scanners are a viable antiterrorism tool, or if they serve a sym-
bolic value, suggesting, once again, that TSA and other nations’ security systems are “doing 
something.”	(It’s	worth	noting	that	the	underwear	bomber	passed	through	Dutch	security	on	
his Amsterdam-to-Detroit flight, rending criticism of the TSA rather odd.) The TSA’s reactive 
stance,	coupled	by	what	many	people	believe	to	be	silly	or	ineffective	ideas	for	security—such	
as the short-lived idea to ban passengers from leaving their seats or having anything in their 
laps	during	the	final	hour	of	flight—have	led	many	critics	to	deride	TSA	efforts	as	“security	
theater” that is almost entirely symbolic.

A good case can be made that the ATSA and the TSA have addressed important issues, 
considering	that	they	had	been	debated	but	hardly	implemented	since	at	least	the	late	1980s.	
The challenge was to make sure that the TSA implemented the program contemplated in the 
law. This is perhaps a stiffer challenge than many of us can imagine, because terrorists have 
shown that they have changed their tactics since the September 11 attacks, and have found 
other targets or methods to accomplish their goals.
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Finally, the underwear bomber crisis raised, once again, a key theme of the post-September 
11	investigations—the	extent	to	which	information	and	intelligence	are	or	are	not	shared	among	
the various domestic and international agencies. We know that the would-be bomber had been 
reported as a security concern by his own father to the U.S. Embassy in Lagos, Nigeria. We 
know	that	the	CIA	separately	opened	a	file	on	him.	The	U.S.	government	had	other	informa-
tion that would suggest that he might pose a threat. He purchased his ticket with cash and 
checked no baggage, two of the classic signs of terrorist or criminal activity. Also, the British 
had	put	Abdulmutallab	on	their	terrorist	watch	list	in	May	2009.38 As President Obama said 
in	January	2010,	the	relevant	agencies	failed	to	“connect	the	dots”	in	a	way	that	would	have	
prevented Abdulmutallab from boarding the plane in the first place.39 This exact terminology 
was	used	to	describe	the	intelligence	failures	that	 followed	the	2001	attacks,	and	suggest	
that, in the broader sense, the nation’s antiterrorism efforts are still falling short of the mark, 
even if aviation safety is better than it was ten years ago.

Case Study (continued)

Key Terms

Advocacy Coalition Framework
Bottom-up approach
Double-loop learning
Implementation

Instrumental policy learning
Policy learning
Political learning
Single-loop learning

Social policy learning
Top-down approach

Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

1. What is the most important problem with top-down models of policy 
implementation? Cite several problems with this model. Do bottom-up 
approaches address these problems? Do bottom-up models have their own 
shortcomings? What are they? On balance, which model do you think would 
best aid someone who is attempting to design a policy?

2. What is a street-level bureaucrat? Give several examples. With what sort 
of street-level bureaucrats have you had interactions? Would you argue 
that these individuals have a great deal of implementation discretion; that 
is, latitude to make decisions about how to apply policies? What are some 
examples of this discretion? Is it a good idea to allow street-level bureaucrats 
to have discretion in policy implementation? Think of your answer from 
both a program management and a democratic politics perspective.
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3. Do you believe that people in the policy process can actually learn from 
experience? Can you think of examples of policies that have benefited from 
learning from experience? Are there policies in which learning has not oc-
curred, or in which the “wrong” lessons were learned? Is there a difference 
between policies where there is successful learning and policies where 
learning is more difficult to achieve?

4. Why do Goggin and his colleagues believe that implementation is as much 
a matter of negotiation and communication as it is a matter of command? 
When considering this question, remember the organization of American 
government and how power is shared within that organization.

5. As you know, Ingram and Mann argue that policy failure is highly subjec-
tive, and that what appears to be policy failure can be a result of, among 
other things, excessive policy demand, or the fact that failure in one policy 
area is a function of spillovers from other policy areas that prevent a policy 
from being fully implemented. Many stories in newspapers and on televi-
sion, particularly those that claim to be “investigative reporting,” contain 
coverage of supposed policy failures. Such stories are usually serious and 
are not the same as stories about personal corruption and scandal. For this 
activity, find a story or series of stories about what you believe is a policy 
failure (it is probably easier to use print media than TV and radio). What 
kinds of arguments in favor of failure are being made? Are any arguments 
presented in these news stories that contradict claims of policy failure? Are 
the claims of policy failure reasonable, given what you know about the 
subjectivity of such claims? Can you think of alternative explanations of 
“failure” that aren’t explored in the story? Why do you think that the stories 
of failure that are in the media are so prominent, while others are less so?

Additional Reading

While it is indeed true that implementation concerns go back many years before 
the 1970s, the book that really started policy scientists thinking carefully about 
implementation is Jeffery Pressman and Aaron Wildavsky, Implementation (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1973). Still required reading in many courses 
on public policy and policy implementation, this book describes the problems that 
accompanied the implementation of economic development projects at the Port 
of Oakland and the Oakland International Airport. The authors find that imple-
mentation is made difficult by the “complexity of joint action.” Research from the 
“second generation” of implementation studies, which sought to create more ad-
vanced theories of implementation, include Richard Elmore, “Backward Mapping: 
Implementation Research and Policy Decisions,” Political Science Quarterly 94, 
no. 4 (Winter 1979): 601–16; Daniel Mazmanian and Paul Sabatier, Implementa-
tion and Public Policy (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1989); and Carl 
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Van Horn, Policy Implementation in the Federal System: National Goals and Local 
Implementers (Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 1979).One of my favorite texts 
in the so-called third generation of implementation research is Malcolm L. Goggin, 
Ann O’M. Bowman, James P. Lester, and Laurence J. O’Toole, Jr., Implementation 
Theory and Practice: Toward a Third Generation (Glenview, IL: Scott Foresman/
Little Brown, 1990). This volume is a synthesis of top-down and bottom-up ap-
proaches to implementation in what the authors call a “communications” model 
of implementation. In their model, the top policy designers send implementation 
messages that are received and interpreted by targets and intermediaries.

In the late 1990s, a lively debate took place in Policy Currents, the then-newsletter 
of the public policy section of the American Political Science Association. That 
debate started with James P. Lester and Malcom L. Goggin, “Back to the Future: 
The Rediscovery of Implementation Studies,” Policy Currents 8, no. 3 (1998): 1–9, 
http://apsapolicysection.org/v018_3/83.pdf (accessed January 4, 2010). The series 
of articles continues in volume 8, no. 4.

On the question of policy failure, Helen Ingram and Dean Mann’s “Policy Failure: 
An Issue Deserving Attention,” in Why Policies Succeed or Fail, edited by Helen 
Ingram and Dean Mann (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1980), explores some reasons that 
policies fail—or are claimed to have failed. The authors argue that the question of 
policy failure deserves further study to determine whether policies are really failing, 
why they fail, and to what extent their failure is influenced by other, overlapping 
policies and goals. In “Policy Learning and Failure,” Journal of Public Policy 12, 
no. 4 (1992): 331–54, Peter May links policy failure or the perception of failure 
to learning, and outlines the three different styles of learning described in this 
chapter. This argument was very influential in my recent book Lessons of Disaster 
(Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2006), which also relies heavily 
on Peter May’s book. In that book I also relied on Colin J. Bennett and Michael 
Howlett, “The Lessons of Learning: Reconciling Theories of Policy Learning and 
Policy Change,” Policy Sciences 25, no. 4 (1992): 275–94; Peter A. Hall, “Policy 
Paradigms, Social Learning, and the State: The Case of Economic Policy Making 
in Britain,” Comparative Politics 25 (1993): 275–96; and Paul Sabatier and Hank 
C. Jenkins-Smith, Policy Change and Learning: An Advocacy Coalition Approach 
(Boulder, CO: Westview, 1993).
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The Study of Policy as a Scientific Endeavor

The preceding chapters laid a foundation to help you understand the current theories 
of the policy process that I describe in this chapter. These theories have dominated 
public policy theory for the past twenty-five years, and remain influential because 
scholars have found them to be useful for explaining important aspects of the public 
policy process. However, like most social science theories, they do not explain all 
the phenomena that comprise the policy process. This is not, of course, an indict-
ment of these theories. Rather, it suggests that the search for a unified theory of the 
policy process or, logically, a unified theory of politics, may be an impossible goal. 
The challenges to theory building are described in this chapter. The scientific study 
of the policy process—and of building models and theories of how public policy 
is made—is one of the most challenging endeavors in social science, and while no 
“final” theory of the process has ever been developed, we can say that remarkable 
progress in theory building has been made since the early 1980s.
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This chapter defines the concept of policy science and explains why the advanced 
study of public policy is a scientific endeavor. I describe the dominant theories of the 
policy process, but bear in mind that these descriptions are, of course, no substitute 
for careful study of these theories; my goal is to provide you with a basic sense of 
what the theories are and how they relate to each other. Many readers of this book 
will not ultimately engage in the advanced academic study of policy making, but 
these theories are worth consideration in helping to understand the broader sweep 
of the policy process, and how all the parts of the process fit together.

Science in the Policy Process

Harold Lasswell’s call for a science of public policy was driven by a desire to generate 
sound social science, but also by the desire to solve problems, much the same way 
that science was used to unlock the atom or cure diseases. Lasswell, like many social 
scientists and reformers of the 1940s through the 1960s, felt that the increasingly 
sophisticated research techniques available to social scientists would allow them to 
study public problems and to propose solutions to them. While one use of science is 
to inform social decision making on a range of issues, from nuclear war to medicine 
to mass transit, a great deal of scientific endeavor is not solely or simply driven by 
the desire to learn about individual problems and their solutions. Often science is a 
function of a desire to gain knowledge of the social world. Many of the scholars whose 
work is described in this book are interested in public policy because they can apply 
the tools of their disciplines to social problems, thereby gaining greater understanding 
of society and politics as a whole while contributing to change for the better.

Harold Lasswell argued that quantitative analysis and the scientific method were 
important elements of any policy science. However, you should not confuse “the 
scientific method” with “statistics,” as many students do, particularly if their first 
exposure to research methods, theory building, and hypothesis testing comes in a 
statistical methods course. Often, these courses are more about running computer 
software than on what it means to develop a theory, establish hypotheses, and devise 
the appropriate tests. If anything, these courses focus on the latter, while assum-
ing (often wrongly) that students have had some exposure to theory building and 
research design.

Policy Studies as Science

While Lasswell was motivated by a desire to harness science to explain the policy 
process and to help solve social problems, the science of public policy and policy 
analysis have generally fallen short of his vision of a broadly useful policy science. 
But creating policy theories has, at least in political science, shifted to the develop-
ment and testing of how the system works, with less emphasis on how it should 
work; that is, we have shifted from a normative to a positive direction. 

normative. 
arguments are 

arguments based 
on values and 
beliefs; posi-

tive arguments 
are those based 

on empirical 
evidence.
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The proliferation of theory building without testing or systematic refinement 
led George Greenberg and his colleagues to assert that the explosion of modeling 
needed to yield to actual empirical testing of theories. These tests would allow 
policy scholars to gain a better sense of which theories work better than others.1 
Paul Sabatier, echoing this sentiment, promotes a research agenda to improve the 
making and testing of policy theories.2

Why is theory important when there are real-world problems to solve? It would 
be simple enough to dismiss this question by saying that theory is what academic re-
searchers do, across all disciplines. Unlike folk wisdom or craft knowledge, scientific 
researchers create theories to try to understand why it is that a particular collection 
of observations—for example, case studies—yield broadly similar outcomes. For 
example, the implementation literature has, for the most part, noted that most public 
policies fail to achieve all the goals their most ardent proponents claimed that they 
would meet. Of course, there are key differences between implementation of, say, 
social security programs, environmental policies, and urban development policies, 
all of which have been studied by academics and pursued by practitioners. These 
cases differ, but the phenomena that they share allow us to develop general concepts 
that apply to more than one case or problem. In creating these general concepts or 
“rules,” we can structure our thinking about the policy process and its application 
to real-world situations.

The Idea of Policy Theory

Before we consider these theories of the process in greater detail, we should take 
a moment to consider just what we mean by theory. Theory is important because, 
without it, it is hard to really understand how we can generalize the process to more 
than some disconnected case studies. What is a theory, after all? The Oxford English 
Dictionary provides the following definition:

A scheme or system of ideas or statements held as an explanation or account of a 
group of facts or phenomena; a hypothesis that has been confirmed or established 
by observation or experiment, and is propounded or accepted as accounting for the 
known facts; a statement of what are held to be the general laws, principles, or causes 
of something known or observed.

A theory is therefore not just a set of ideas; it is a system of ideas that helps to 
explain things that happen in the world. The definition goes on to note that theory 
is a hypothesis that is tested and “a statement of . . . the general laws, principles and 
causes” of something. Merriam-Webster Online defines the term somewhat differ-
ently: “a plausible or scientifically acceptable general principle or body of principles 
offered to explain phenomena.” This definition is well suited to our discussion.

The point of this definition is that a theory is “general”; that is, it can be general-
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ized to a broad range of phenomena within a field of study. Thus, we have a theory 
of the policy process, not individual theories about energy policy, environmental 
policy, social welfare policy, morality policy, and the like; even though these are 
different policy areas and differ in many ways, a sound theory can explain general 
phenomena that occur across policy domains. The different policy typologies de-
scribed in chapter 7 are examples of this type of theory.

The difference, then, between talking about public policy and studying it is 
simple: we study it in a scientific way, developing and testing theories of the process. 
Theories can be developed either deductively or inductively. In a deductive process 
we develop a theory of how we believe the world works, develop a hypotheses, 
gather data—either by direct observation or via another source—and then test the 
hypotheses using various statistical and logical techniques. In an inductive study 
we build models based on observation, discern apparent patterns in the world and 
form tentative hypotheses that we test and refine until a theory is developed. One 
should not make too much of the difference between these two methods of theory 
construction; indeed, a very clear explanation of this process notes that “it doesn’t 
take a rocket scientist to see that we could assemble the two graphs above into a 
single circular one that continually cycles from theories down to observations and 
back up again to theories.”3

A sound theory is also one that is “scientifically” acceptable. But what does this 
mean? Philosophers of science and scientists themselves argue that a good theory 
should generate a set of hypotheses about the world and subject them to tests. If such 
hypotheses are not falsifiable, then they are not, by definition, hypotheses. In science, 
we generally state a hypothesis in the form of a “null hypothesis.” For example, if 
our theory is that “the greater the number of interest groups that form around an 
issue, the greater the attention paid to the issue by Congress,” the null hypothesis 
would be: “The extent of interest group participation in an issue has no influence 
on the Congressional agenda.” We do this because as Karl Popper has argued, it is 
easier to prove something false than it is to prove something true.

A Science of the Policy Process

So far, we have discussed various models of the policy process without seriously 
considering what a model of the policy process is or how to assess whether, in 
Thomas Dye’s words, a model “is helping or not.” Dye considers this question in 
some detail. He says that “a model is merely an abstraction or representation of 
political life.”4 We can clarify this idea by thinking about the difference between, say, 
a model airplane and a real airplane. A model airplane is merely an approximation 
of the real thing. While the model airplane has wings, a propeller, a tail, landing 
gear, and the like, it is a simplified version of the “real thing”; it may not have a 
working engine or may not even actually fly. But the model tells us enough to help 
us learn about an airplane. Models vary in their complexity and faithfulness to the 
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actual thing they represent based on the use to which we want to put the model. 
And, of course, if the model becomes as complex as the thing it is modeling, it may 
not help much at all.5

Similarly, our models of the policy process do not reproduce every aspect of the 
policy process, for such a model would be nearly impossible to create. After all, 
what are “all” the elements of the process? The policy process is complex, so we 
do not design models to account for every aspect of public policy making. Instead, 
social scientists strive to create so-called middle-range theory that is readily test-
able using existing data and knowledge, a more realistic endeavor than attempting 
to create a “theory of everything.” We create theory in this way to explain general 
principles without becoming so bogged down in detail that the essence of what 
we seek to explain is lost. This is because good models, according to Dye, seek to 
order and simplify reality, identify what is significant about a system, are congruent 
with reality, communicate meaningful information about the policy process, direct 
inquiry and research, and suggest explanations of public policy. In the end, Dye 
argues that models “should suggest hypotheses about the causes and consequences 
of public policy.”6

There’s no negative connotation to the notion of middle-range theory. Indeed, 
much of science consists of middle-range theory, and we can say with confidence 
that policy theorists’ work is scientific because it is not merely descriptive. Those 
of us who study social systems—how economic transactions take place, how 
communities coalesce, how families get along, how policy decisions are made, 
why there are wars, how people developed language—do not practice our sci-
ence the way natural scientists do. We do not generally work in labs; instead, 
we observe societies and people, which are inherently dynamic and changing. 
While some disciplines have explored experimental designs, such as behavioral 
economics and game theory, many of us in the social scientists can only rely on 
“quasi-experimental” research in which we try to hold certain variables constant, 
with varying degrees of success.7

But we share with scientists the desire to broaden human knowledge, which 
is ultimately what the word “science” means. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate 
Dictionary gives the derivation of the word science as the Latin word scientia, 
meaning “having knowledge.” Webster’s defines science as “the state of know-
ing: knowledge as distinguished from ignorance or misunderstanding.” The 
following example illustrates this very well. When I was in junior high school, 
one of our science teachers explained the differences between ancient Greek and 
modern methods of pursuing scientific knowledge. He said that there was once 
a debate in Greece over whether men had more teeth than women. A number of 
reasons were given for men having the most teeth: larger jaw and overall body 
size, bigger appetites, the supposed physical superiority of men over women. 
The Greeks, our teacher told us, failed to do an obvious thing: look in the mouths 
of men and women and count up how many teeth they have. This seems obvi-
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ous to us because we are steeped in the logic of the Enlightenment. One of the 
outgrowths of the Enlightenment was the development of empirical science; that 
is, science based on the observation of a phenomenon or the collection of data 
about a phenomenon. Since we are so steeped in this tradition, it seems absurd 
to argue about the number of teeth in men’s and women’s mouths. Of course, 
this story may be an anecdote told simply to make a point about the difference 
between the scientific method and other, less successful ways of learning things. 
But the story makes a useful point: that observation is an important tool in the 
empirical scientist’s tool kit.

From a scientific perspective, evidence that is gathered and described using the 
scientific method is superior, we believe, to evidence offered through anecdotes 
and stories. It is superior by virtue of its method. We seek to apply the best meth-
ods to our work—to ensure that our data and conclusions are reliable, valid, and, 
ultimately, useful in advancing knowledge. To achieve this goal, we try to create 
the strongest research designs, and report our results in the form of aggregate data, 
rather than as separate, disconnected stories without a method to assess whether the 
stories reveal a trend. Scientific research sometimes runs counter to the “common 
wisdom” dispensed in anecdotes.

As steeped as we are in Enlightenment notions of method, evidence, and proof, 
we often see political debate reduced to the level of anecdotes or stories, rather than 
careful analysis. We should neither be surprised nor confused by this—day-to-day 
politics is not the province of theory development, testing, careful logic, and the 
accumulation of evidence. Rather, it is about telling stories—about health insurance 
horror stories that turn out not to be true;8 about people who buy expensive steaks 
with food stamps;9 about how kids who commit acts of violence at school do so 
because of the malign influence of popular music, video games, or television;10 or 
about how New Orleans was intentionally left to wither after Hurricane Katrina 
because of ideological bias or institutional racism.11

Source: One Big Happy reprinted by permission of Rick Detorie and Creators Syndicate, Inc.
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I use these examples to illustrate the difference between the scientific analysis 
of public policies and the political analysis of policies that do not rely primarily or 
solely on what we usually think of as science. The stories people (and, quite often, 
their elected officials and journalists) tell are known as anecdotes, the collection of 
which constitutes what we call anecdotal evidence. Anecdotes are quite powerful 
in the debate over policies. President Ronald Reagan was particularly fond of using 
anecdotes to illustrate policy problems, and presidents and other elected officials 
before and since Reagan have told stories to great rhetorical effect. The problem 
with anecdotes is that they are little tidbits of information that are unsystemati-
cally gathered and that reflect the biases of the person relating the story. A political 
conservative is likely to tell stories extolling the virtues of individual initiative and 
limited government, while her liberal counterpart will often spin tales of the proper 
role and function of government in ensuring our quality of life. And, even if the 
anecdotes are based on correct information with respect to one individual story, the 
accumulation of similar anecdotes may—or may not—serve as data to confirm or 
deny a trend or phenomenon. The differences between evidence and anecdote are 
outlined in Table 10.1.

A recent example is the contrast between the discussion of a mining method 
sometimes called “mountaintop removal” mining in Appalachia on The Diane 
Rehm Show,12 a highly regarded public affairs talk show on National Public Radio, 
and an article published on the subject in the journal Science. On the radio show, 
a representative of the coal mining industry claimed that his firm did not engage 
in environmentally damaging practices that result in water pollution, coal dust, the 
destruction of streams, profound human health consequences, and other outcomes 
of this technique. On the other hand, the Science article—which underwent exten-
sive peer review—revealed a large body of existing research and new water quality 
data to show that mountaintop removal mining had profound consequences for the 
environment. This is a good case of science attempting to influence policy by the 
careful application of the scientific method, rather than stories and anecdotes. This is 
not to say that good natural or policy science can or will carry the day. The authors 
of the study strongly urged proper regulatory action:

Regulators should no longer ignore rigorous science. The United States should take 
leadership on these issues, particularly since surface mining in many developing 
countries is expected to grow extensively.13

Despite the weight of scientific evidence, and contradicting its own campaign 
promises, the Obama administration issued permits to allow a mountaintop mining 
operation to proceed, much to the dismay of the environmentalists and scientists 
who are concerned with the environmental and human impacts of this practice.14 
This one small example illustrates that, while we can apply scientific methods to 
studying policy, it is unreasonable to expect participants in policy making to act 
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like a set of rational theory builders and hypothesis testers. Decision makers often 
do not have the luxury of relying solely on scientific methods or findings, because 
the practice of politics is as much art as it is science. Indeed, so many issues in 
public policy, such as policies relating to pornography, abortion, teenage pregnancy, 
and other controversial matters of public and private morality, are so difficult to 
address through scientific or rational policy analysis that they are known as “trans-
scientific” problems; they transcend the ability of “science,” however defined, to 
address them.15

In this mining case, the president and the regulatory agencies must weigh many 
competing interests: miners, mining companies, the power companies that make elec-
tricity by burning coal, local residents (some of whom work at the mines, and some of 
whom suffer the mines’ environmental damage), natural scientists, and environmental-
ists. How a policy maker decides what decision to make is often guided by a sense of 
what is possible or sensible politically, not what is the “best” policy from a scientific 
perspective. To a considerable extent, then, this decision is trans-scientific.

This is not to say that science has no role in the policy process. We do know 
that natural, physical, and social science play a big role in policy. After all, health 
professionals and epidemiologists led the efforts to contain the so-called “swine 
flu” (H1N1) virus in 2009–2010. Scientists and engineers led efforts to build the 
atomic bomb, build the great power dams, develop the Internet and other commu-
nications technologies, improve food safety, control polio, and so on. The list of 
such achievements is long, and is a symbol of the scientific and creative energy that 
characterized twentieth-century science. But there are often times where science’s 
role can be controversial or even peripheral in policy debate. And, in particularly 
contentious policy domains, science can be actively disdained by participants in 

Table	10.1

Anecdotes and Evidence

Description How it is used Strengths/rationale

Anecdotes Stories told to illustrate a 
problem or the failure of 
a	policy,	such	as	“I	saw	
someone buy a steak  
with a food stamp” or 
“welfare	queen”	stories.

To justify starting or 
stopping programs by 
providing an easily 
understood story with 
obvious conclusions and 
underlying normative or 
moral principles.

Anecdotes are good for staking out a 
position on an issue, or for motivating 
people to believe a certain way. They are 
less useful as part of serious analysis, 
because they do not delve deeply into how 
programs work.

Evidence from 
scientific study

Conclusions reached 
through scientific study 
of a problem or of the 
outcomes of a policy.

To justify starting or 
stopping programs 
by providing the most 
scientifically sound 
information that policy 
makers can use to  
make decisions.

Scientific evidence is much stronger than 
anecdotes in understanding how and why 
things work the way they do. However, 
the results of scientific study are often 
controversial and unpopular, and sometimes 
run counter to popular expectations.
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the process. The debate over global climate change is a case in point: the scientific 
community has been subject to withering attacks on the science, including the meth-
ods used and the substantive meaning of their research findings. Scientists’ work 
has not been aided by those who make claims about how disasters like Hurricane 
Katrina are a direct consequences of global climate change. On the other hand, it is 
clear that the science is either used or pilloried to make political points; as an old 
saying goes, “politicians use science the way drunks use lampposts—for support, 
not for illumination.”

In the end, we can say that the application of scientific and policy analytic tools 
to decision making in public policy is more complicated than ever before, in large 
part because the optimism that proponents of scientific policy analysis brought to the 
enterprise in the 1960s was, by the 1970s, unredeemed. At the same time, scientific 
policy analysis—but not its analytical substance—had been taken up by so many 
participants in policy making that the language and logic of “policy analysis” based 
on scientific and social scientific methods had become a part of the ebb and flow 
of politics in general. There was no special claim to expertise or methodological 
excellence that would set policy science apart from decisions made in the seemingly 
irrational world of everyday politics.16

Heeding the Call for Improved Policy Theory

Policy studies, like many social sciences, are sometimes said to lag behind the natu-
ral sciences because we still have not developed what McCool calls a “dominant 
theoretical tradition,” or what Thomas Kuhn would call, in the natural sciences, a 
“paradigm.”17 For example, McCool notes that Thomas Dye’s Understanding Public 
Policy18 lists and discusses eight theoretical traditions in policy study. All eight are 
treated as equally useful, even though some of them may actually conflict, such as 
the theories that support pluralism versus those that suggest a more elitist model 
of government. And understanding and developing policy theory can be difficult 
because of the wide variation in terminology in the various texts and policy stud-
ies. Daniel McCool lists three different definitions of policy science taken from 
the policy literature, two definitions of policy studies, three definitions of policy 
evaluation, and four definitions of policy analysis. “The conceptual distinction 
between these terms,” he argues, “is indistinct.” McCool also lists five definitions 
of the term “theory” and four each of “model” and “concept,” the definitions of 
which overlap considerably.

With all these overlapping and sometimes confusing definitions, it is understand-
able that theory seems so complex and unhelpful to theorists and practitioners 
alike. But theories of public policy making—and the act of developing and testing 
theory—are important because they are the very tools that help us to understand 
the broader questions of public policy. The proliferation of theory building without 
testing and refinement of something that looks like a paradigm or at least a set of 
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principles for the study of public policy led George Greenberg and his colleagues 
to assert that the explosion of modeling needed to yield to actual empirical testing 
of theories. These tests would allow policy scholars to gain a better sense of which 
theories work better than others.19 Paul Sabatier, echoing this sentiment, promotes 
a research agenda to improve the making and testing of policy theories.20

Major Models of the Policy Process

To a considerable extent, calls for developing and testing theories have been heeded. 
Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, in their 1993 text Policy Change and Learning: An 
Advocacy Coalition Approach, further refine Paul Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition 
Framework and invite other policy scholars to help test it. It is important to note 
that all the major theories described here have been applied and tested by a wide 
range of policy scholars.21

Frank Baumgartner and Bryan Jones, in Agendas and Instability in American 
Politics, extensively study how issues gain or lose prominence in American politics 
by analyzing congressional hearings and news coverage of key policy areas. They 
gathered an immense database of legislative, regulatory, and media information that 
is available to all researchers at the Policy Agendas Project Web site.22 Their research 
yields two important insights: First, using the evidence derived from congressional 
hearings and media coverage of issues, Baumgartner and Jones find that American 
politics is characterized by long periods of policy stability followed by sudden 
change in the agenda and in policy. Second, Baumgartner and Jones show how 
congressional hearing data can be used to track how much attention is being paid 
to particular issues. This methodological contribution—and their publicly available 
dataset—may be as important as the main conclusions of the study, because it shows 
how one can use congressional data to study the public policy process and how one 
can build a fairly sophisticated model or at least a story of why policy making seems 
so slow or even static at one moment and highly dynamic the next.23

Because there are so many models, and because they are analytically quite rich, 
space permits only a summary of three prominent models here: John Kingdon’s 
“streams” metaphor of public policy, Paul Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition Frame-
work, and Frank Baumgartner and Bryan Jones’s “punctuated equilibrium” model of 
agenda and policy processes. I also touch on Elinor Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis 
and Development approach. The creation of these theories was driven by many 
motivations, but one thing they have in common is an implicit or explicit rejection 
of the stages model as a theory of the policy process outlined in chapter 1. This is 
not to deny the substantial analytic and instructional value of the stages heuristic, 
stages model, or whatever one chooses to call it.24 Indeed, the organization of this 
textbook owes a great deal to this formulation. Rather, I summarize these theories 
because they seek to overcome the stages model’s obvious shortcomings—in par-
ticular, its failure to provide a predictive theory of policy making.
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Kingdon’s Streams Metaphor

In Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies,25 John Kingdon argues that issues 
gain agenda status, and alternative solutions are selected, when elements of three 
“streams” come together. The notion of streams is borrowed from March, Cohen, 
and Olsen’s idea of how ideas combine in “garbage cans” in nearly anarchic deci-
sion-making environments, like universities, in which decision-making powers are 
broadly distributed. March and his colleagues argued that ideas flow in to and out of 
“garbage cans” of ideas, and get mixed and matched with other ideas, whereupon 
the ideas are taken up by other actors and promoted to decision makers.

Kingdon’s innovation was to organize and label these streams of ideas and facts 
into the problem, policies, and politics streams in the policy process. Each of these 
three streams contains various individuals, groups, agencies, and institutions that 
are involved in the policy-making process. The problem stream encompasses the 
attributes of a problem and whether it is getting better or worse, whether it has 
suddenly sprung into public and elite consciousness through a focusing event, and 
whether it is solvable with the alternatives available in the policy stream. The policy 
stream contains the potential ideas that could be advocated as solutions to a prob-
lem. The politics stream encompasses the state of politics and public opinion—the 
sort of public opinion variables reviewed in chapter 2. All three streams suggest 
different types of variables that can be examined for their influence on the agenda 
and on decision making.

Within any particular problem area, these streams run parallel and somewhat 
independently of each other in a policy area or domain until something happens 
to cause two or more of the streams to meet in a “window of opportunity.” This 
window is the possibility of policy change, but the opening of the window does 
not guarantee that policy change will occur. That trigger can be a change in our 
understanding of the problem, a change in the political stream that is favorable to 
policy change, a change in our understanding of the tractability of the problem given 
current solutions, or a focusing event that draws attention to a problem and helps 
open a window of opportunity. The streams metaphor is graphically represented 
in Figure 10.1.

Paul Sabatier argues that the streams metaphor may be an incomplete description 
of policy making because it does not describe the policy process beyond the open-
ing of the window of opportunity.26 However, while Kingdon is best known for the 
streams metaphor, he devotes considerable attention to alternative selection, noting 
that, while the Congress has considerable power in winnowing down the range of 
acceptable policies, the president is usually most influential in making the ultimate 
decision as to which policy to adopt. Furthermore, Nikolaos Zahariadis argues that 
the streams approach can be applied to decision opportunities, not simply agenda-
setting opportunities; a decision to make new or change existing policy may be 
more likely when the streams come together.27
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For example, the decisions by agencies to adopt more stringent aviation safety 
and security standards were often driven by windows of opportunity that opened 
after crashes or terrorist attacks—often, these decisions involved the stricter appli-
cation of rules or the assumption of greater regulatory power than the agency had 
used before. Thus, Kingdon provides a rich and multilayered metaphor of policy 
making from the early acceptance of new ideas about public problems to the active 
considerations of solutions as new public policy.

The Advocacy Coalition Framework

Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) is an important model of the policy 
process, based on the idea that interest groups are organized in policy communities 
within a policy domain. The most recent version of this framework is depicted in 
Figure 10.2.

Like the streams metaphor, Sabatier’s ACF encompasses a variety of individual 
and institutional actors, and it views policy making as an iterative process that runs 
over years or decades. The ACF also considers the mechanisms for policy change (not 
simply the possibility for change, as in the streams metaphor) and more consciously 
encompasses the influence of implementation and feedback on the system.

In the ACF, policy making is influenced both by “relatively stable” system pa-
rameters and by “dynamic (system) events,” with the interaction between the two 
promoting or inhibiting policy making. The stable parameters include the basic at-
tributes of the problem area, the basic distribution of natural resources in the society, 
the fundamental cultural values and social structure, and the basic legal structure, 
which in the United States is the constitutional framework and judicial norms.

The dynamic features of the system include changes in socioeconomic conditions 
and technology, changes in public opinion, changes in systemic governing coalitions 
(partisan balance in the legislature or the executive branch, for example), and policy 
decisions and impacts from other subsystems. Change in the governing coalition cor-

Figure	10.1	 Kingdon’s Streams Metaphor
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responds to one example of change in the politics stream in Kingdon’s model, while 
changes in socioeconomic and technological conditions influence the problem and 
policy streams. The activities of other subsystems can influence the policy, politics, 
and problem streams as their activities spill over into other policy domains.

In the ACF, two to four advocacy coalitions typically form in a particular policy 
domain when groups coalesce around a shared set of core values and beliefs. These 
groups engage in policy debate, competing and compromising on solutions based on 
their core values and beliefs. Competition between coalitions is mediated by policy 
brokers who have a stake in resolving the problem, either on substantive grounds 
or because of their interest in maintaining political harmony in the system. These 
brokers are more likely to succeed when they can develop compromises that do not 
threaten either advocacy coalition’s core beliefs and values. Policy change is much 
less likely if polarization of advocacy coalitions that the groups’ peripheral beliefs 
provide little or no opportunity for shared interests.

Source: From Theories of the Policy Process, by Paul A. Sabatier. Copyright © 2007 by Paul A. Sabatier. Reprinted 
by permission of Westview Press, a member of Perseus Books, L.L.C.

Figure	10.2	 The Advocacy Coalition Framework
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Here’s an example of how two very different types of interests can find common 
ground on an issue of common concern, and form alliances and a potential advocacy 
coalition. Political conservatives, many of whom identify as religious conserva-
tives or evangelicals, are strongly opposed to the production and distribution of 
pornography on moral grounds.28 At the same time, many people who identify as 
“feminists”—that is, people who believe that women should be entitled to the same 
legal and social rights as men—strongly oppose the production of pornography as a 
matter of equality for women. They argue that women are degraded when pornogra-
phy is made, distributed, and consumed. In this example, you can see how religious 
conservatives and feminists—who generally are considered liberal in our political 
spectrum—are troubled by pornography. These groups allied because of their shared 
opposition to pornography, a matter that’s important, but part of the peripheral belief 
system of these groups. But this coalition, like many such coalitions, cannot last 
because these two groups are fundamentally opposed to each other in their core 
beliefs, including gender equity. While the efforts of political conservatives and 
feminists to restrict the distribution of what they consider to be pornography haven’t 
been entirely successful, this example is illustrative of how groups can coalesce.29 
Other examples include recent instances of evangelical Christians allying with 
environmental groups to promote better stewardship of the earth’s resources,30 and 
liberals and conservatives coming together to oppose claimed intrusions on privacy 
that followed the September 11 terrorist attacks.31

Punctuated Equilibrium

Baumgartner and Jones borrow the concept of “punctuated equilibrium” from 
evolutionary biology to describe the process by which policy is made in the United 
States.32 They argue that the balance of political power between interest groups 
remains relatively stable over long periods of time, punctuated by relatively sudden 
shifts in public understanding of problems and in the balance of power between the 
groups seeking to fight entrenched interests.

Key to their theory of equilibrium is the idea of the policy monopoly, which cor-
responds with the idea of policy subsystems. A policy monopoly is a concentrated, 
closed system of the most important actors in policy making. Such a monopoly has 
an interest in keeping policy making closed, because a closed system benefits the 
interests of those in the monopoly and keeps policy making under some measure 
of control. Under the iron triangle notion of policy making, this system will remain 
closed and stable for a long time. But Baumgartner and Jones argue that there are 
instances when the “equilibrium” maintained by policy monopolies will break down, 
greater and more critical attention to issues will follow, and rapid policy change 
will be the immediate result. The policy monopolies themselves can break down 
or at least become more open issue networks.

How do policy monopolies and their dominant construction of problems break 
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down? First, greater media attention to an issue can begin to break open policy 
monopolies. Media attention to issues can grow when a small but compelling or 
influential group of people voice complaints about a policy problem to which mem-
bers of the policy community do not effectively respond. Baumgartner and Jones 
and Jeffrey Berry use the breakdown of the nuclear power monopoly to illustrate the 
effect of greater attention on a problem.33 The nuclear policy monopoly consisted of 
the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), the nuclear utilities, the builders of nuclear 
power plants, the civil and military nuclear establishment, and the Joint Committee 
on Atomic Energy (JCAE), a very powerful joint committee of the U.S. House and 
Senate. This monopoly began to break down as interest groups and, in time, the 
public voiced greater concern about the safety and cost of nuclear power, and by 
the mid-1970s the JCAE had been disbanded, the AEC broken up, and the Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission created, all due to reformist tendencies in government in 
the early 1970s and the greater media and public attention paid to nuclear power.

This example also illustrates an important finding: that increased attention to 
a problem usually means greater negative attention to it. In this way, the “policy 
image” of various issues and policies can change. In the nuclear power case, the 
increased scrutiny of the industry began to break down the image of nuclear power 
as “the peaceful atom” creating power “too cheap to meter” to an image of danger 
and expense. This negative image was reinforced by the accident at the Three Mile 
Island nuclear plant in Pennsylvania in 1979 and the multi-billion-dollar default on 
bonds sold to build nuclear power plants in Washington State in 1982.

Policy monopolies also break down when groups go venue shopping to find the 
best setting in which to press their claims. The media are one venue, and groups 
can seek access to the courts or other units of government to engage in policy 
debate. The reform of the congressional committee system and, most important, 
the increasing autonomy of subcommittees starting in the early 1970s have led to 
a greater number of venues in Congress for groups to find a sympathetic ear to 
influence policy making.

An important aspect of this way of thinking about policy is the pattern of long 
periods of stability followed by rapid change, followed again by long periods of 
stability. In this way, Baumgartner and Jones argue, policy change is not incremental 
or in a state of constant flux.

Institutional Analysis and Development

Elinor Ostroms’s Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework has 
become widely used among researchers interested in the management of what are 
called common pool resources; that is, resources that are shared and used in common, 
like a publicly owned forest, or a fishing area. The IAD framework encompasses a 
wide range of ideas about actors, institutions, and rules in the policy process, and 
how they work together to result in particular kinds of public policies.
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The IAD framework is also called an “institutional rational choice” approach, 
because it is built on ideas derived from rational choice theory. Rational choice theory 
is based on the idea that individuals—acting alone, or within organizations—are 
utility-maximizing, rational individuals who are goal oriented and use near-perfect 
information to weigh a range of options before adopting the optimal choice based 
on their calculation of costs and benefits. People are boundedly rational in their 
decision making because they do the best they can in making decisions given lim-
ited time and information. Herbert Simon calls this satisficing—doing the best they 
can under resource and other constraints rather than solving problems assuming no 
constraints, which would be inaccurate.

Assuming that people are boundedly rational, they come together to make public 
policies within “institutions” through the use of “rules.” I place these terms in quotation 
marks because thus far in this book we have assumed a shared understanding of these 
terms, particularly in political science. An “institution” to a political scientist is often 
an agency or branch of government, such as the Justice Department, or the Congress. 
Sociologists also describe social institutions like family and marriage. The behavior of 
members of institutions is shaped by the nature of the institution, which encompasses 
a set of norms and expectations of the various actors, such as the norms for behavior 
in Congress. “Rules” are the decisions that institutions make to enforce their decisions. 
Rules can be really broad, at the constitutional level, such as rules prohibiting govern-
ment interference in religion, or government promotion of it, in the First Amendment 
to the Constitution. Or rules can be very specific and focused, such as the laws and 
regulations regarding running pet stores or having fishing licenses.

Ostrom argues that the study of institutions and rules is not so straightforward. 
She identifies several significant challenges to the study of institutions 34:

1. “The term institution refers to many different types of entities, including 
both organizations and the rules used to structure patterns of interaction 
within and across organizations.

2. “Although the buildings in which organized entities are located are quite 
visible, institutions themselves are invisible.”

Let’s consider these two challenges together. Ostrom argues that an institution 
is not just its organization and its building, but is also the rules that institutions 
make and that constrain the behaviors of people within those organizations. Indeed, 
Ostrom makes clear that institutions are best understood by how they actually use 
rules than by the rules that they claim are the most important; she claims that this 
is a distinction between “rules-in-use” rather than “rules-in-form.” She then raises 
some important challenges for the study of institutions:

3. “To develop a coherent approach to studying diverse types of institutional 
arrangements, including markets, hierarchies, firms, families, voluntary 
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organizations, national governments, and international regimes, one needs 
multiple inputs from diverse disciplines.

4. “Given the multiple languages used across disciplines, a coherent insti-
tutional framework is needed to allow for expression and comparison of 
diverse theories and models of theories applied to particular puzzles and 
problem settings.”

Here, Ostrom notes that those who study public policy really need to draw on 
insights from many disciplines, as you have seen throughout this book. But in 
the fourth point, Ostrom points to the need for some sort of shared framework 
for understanding how all the aspects of policy work together, across disciplinary 
contributions.

5. “Decisions made about rules at any one level are usually made within a 
structure of rules existing at a different level. Thus, institutional studies 
need to encompass multiple units of analysis.

6. “At any one level of analysis, combinations of rules, attributes of the world, 
and communities of individuals involved are combined in a configural rather 
than an additive manner.”

In simplest terms, Ostrom is saying that rules made at a “higher” level in a gov-
ernment or organization will influence other levels, so if we are to understand the 
policy process we need to understand multiple levels of government; it is not clear, 
however, whether a “level” is necessarily below, above, or parallel to any particular 
level. Thus, in the sixth point, Ostrom argues that rules do not simply accumulate, 
one on top of another. Instead, rules combine with other features of institutions to 
create new configurations of actors and rules.

With these challenges in mind, Ostrom has developed a framework for un-
derstanding the policy process that is shown in Figure 10.3. In this model, the 
existing physical world, the attributes of a community (that is, the various things 
that bind and define a community) and the rules-in-use that structure individual 
and group behavior influence the “action arena.” The action arena includes the 
action situation—that is, the problem at hand—and the actors, the people and 
groups who will do something about it. The action situation contains the people 
who participate in making decisions, their positions on what they would like to 
see happen, the outcomes they believe should occur, or worry will occur, the 
connection between what is done and what will happen as a result, the nature and 
extent to which the participants can shape or control outcomes, the adequacy of 
the information available to some or all actors, and the rational weighting of costs 
and benefits resulting from outcomes.

According to Ostrom, actors can be individuals or groups, and include “assump-
tions about four clusters of variables”:
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1. “The resources that an actor brings to a situation;
2. “The valuation actors assign to states of the world and to actions;
3. “The way actors acquire, process, retain, and use knowledge contingencies 

and information; and
4. “The processes actors use for the selection of particular courses of action.”

Both the actors and the action situation are required in an action arena for there 
to be any outcome. These outcomes are shaped by “patterns of interactions”; that is, 
the processes by which participants work in the policy process. And the activities 
of the participants—as well as the outcomes—are influenced by at least six factors 
encompassing efficiency, equity, accountability, “conformance to general morality” 
(that is, following the rules), and adaptability.

This is an extremely broad-brush review of IAD, which is presented here for 
two main reasons. First, while it is extremely complex, if you delve into the IAD 
you will find that Ostrom—unique among most policy theorists—very carefully 
specifies the variables that should be considered throughout the policy process, in 
terms of the actors, the outcomes, and the process itself. Second, it is important 
to know a little about the IAD framework because, as Ostrom and others have ap-

Source: Elinor Ostrom, “Institutional Rational Choice: An Assessment of the Institutional Analysis and Development 
Framework,” in Theories of the Policy Process, ed. Paul A. Sabatier, 2d ed. Paul A. Sabatier. Reprinted by permission of 
Westview Press, a member of the Perseus Group. Copyright © 2007.
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plied it, the IAD framework has become a particularly valuable contribution to the 
study of rules surrounding common pool resources. In a well-known book, The 
Tragedy of the Commons, Garrett Hardin argues that a common area—such as a 
pasture or fishing grounds—can be overused and the resource will be depleted un-
less it is somehow managed for the benefit of its users. Ostrom argues, using the 
IAD as a starting point, that many cases of shared resources exemplify successful 
local management because institutions and the rules and enforcement of rules that 
go with these structures—in the sense described here—are formed and developed 
at the local or near-local level to manage the resource so that many people benefit 
without its overexploitation. The research of Ostrom and others has found that people 
can, under proper conditions, form these institutions, thereby avoiding the heavy 
hand of central government regulation, which often is suboptimal because it fails to 
equitably distribute a resource or because it creates no incentives for following the 
rules. These local institutions can avoid the much-feared tragedy of the commons. 
Why is the IAD so well suited to this? Because the configuration of actors, action 
situations, and the definition of rules and institutions is more closely attuned to hu-
man behavior in communities than are most depictions of the policy process.

Conclusion

While this discussion of some of the dominant theories of the policy process forms 
the conclusion to this book, this is just a taste of the ideas contained in these rich and 
complex theories of the policy process, and no summary of this sort could do justice to 
these models. Second, the development of theory continues apace. While these are the 
major theoretical traditions under which policy process scholars have worked over the 
past twenty to twenty-five years, many scholars have isolated particular aspects of these 
theories and have refined and modified them. It is indeed possible that these refinements 
and modifications could yield yet another round of highly sophisticated theory building 
in the field. Finally, this is not the last word because it is my hope that you can find, in 
these theories, ways of thinking about what is most important to you in your studies and 
work in the policy process. What this means will be unique to your individual approach 
to policy studies and to your motivations for studying policy. For those with a theoretical 
bent, I hope this book and the materials I cite will spark your interest in the field and 
induce you to read and think broadly about the policy process. For those who plan to 
become participants in the policy process—and this may include anyone with an interest 
in public affairs, whether one is an academic, a professional analyst, or a civic-minded 
citizen—I hope you can adapt all the models we have described here to help you think 
about what is most important in the policy process, particularly if they help you make 
sound political arguments based on sound logic, good evidence, and strong rhetoric. If 
these models in this book help you, your allies, and even your opponents think about 
how policy is made—and how you can get involved to make better policy—then this 
enterprise has most assuredly been worth the effort.
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Questions for Discussion, Reflection, and Research

1. Consider the classic “stages” model of policy making. Paul Sabatier, 
among many other scholars, has argued that the stages metaphor has some 
substantial shortcomings. List these shortcomings, but then ask: What are 
the remaining strengths of the stages model for the student of the policy 
process? Does this conception still have some value to the student and 
researcher?

2. How would you go about measuring the national mood? Is the national mood 
something you can measure or is it just something you feel intuitively? Could 
two people disagree about the national mood? Why would they disagree?

3. As you may know, Elinor Ostrom was the co-winner of the 2009 Nobel Prize 
in Economics (technically known as the Swedish Central Bank [Sveriges 
Riksbank] Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel) for her 
work on common pool resource management, even though her disciplin-
ary background is as a political scientist. Spend some time reviewing the 
news stories and journalistic descriptions of her work. Why do you think 
that Ostrom was awarded a prize in economics if she is a political scientist? 
What does this say about the nature of her work and of the IAD framework, 
or about the nature of policy science or the boundaries that separate social 
science disciplines?

4. Many scholars (myself included) mix and match elements of the theories 
presented in this chapter to explain how specific policies are made, or to 
develop theory about a particular kind of policy making. Is it sensible to 
borrow from more than one theory of the policy process when testing theory? 
What does it say about theory that it is possible to borrow from different 
models?

5. How might you use the theories outlined in this book to explain the 
policy outcomes in fields that interest you? This might be a particularly 
good question to ask yourself if you are writing a term paper for a policy 
class project, in which it is useful to demonstrate some knowledge of 
theory.
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6. Consider the difference between empirical scientific evidence and anecdotal 
evidence. Which is considered more useful to the study of public policy and 
why? Think of some anecdotes you use to explain why you hold particular 
political beliefs. Are these anecdotes backed by social science? If not, why 
are anecdotes still important?

7. Why is methodology important to science, whether it’s natural science, 
physical science, or social science? What would happen if we did science 
without a method?

8. Why is creating theory about public policy important, rather than just de-
scribing specific problem areas, such as health policy or defense policy?

9. Find an article on an issue of public policy in a newspaper. Consider care-
fully whether the people making arguments for or against a particular policy 
are making normative or positive arguments. Are they using anecdotes or 
evidence? How can you tell the difference? Whose arguments do you con-
sider most persuasive? Why?

Additional Reading

The study of the public policy process is dominated today by three books, and by books 
inspired by these original studies. The first is John Kingdon’s Agendas, Alternatives 
and Public Policies, 2d ed. (New York: Harper Collins, 1995), which was originally 
published in 1994. The advocacy coalition framework was published by Paul Sabatier 
in several forms, and was then published in a book, Paul Sabatier and Hank C. Jenkins-
Smith’s Policy Change and Learning: An Advocacy Coalition Approach (Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press, 1993). Paul Sabatier has since supplemented this book with a 
broader consideration of the policy process, Theories of the Policy Process (Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press, 1999), and an updated and refined second edition (2006). Elinor 
Ostrom updates her 1999 essay in the first edition of Theories of the Policy Process 
with an essay in the 2006 edition. Indeed, both volumes, which overlap to some extent, 
contain a wealth of theoretical information, including coverage of important questions 
in the field, and serious students should obtain and read both editions.

The punctuated equilibrium metaphor of agenda and policy change was broadly 
introduced in Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones, Agendas and Instability 
in American Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993). Their project 
inspired a massive data collection effort called the Policy Agendas Project (http://
www.policyagendas.org), which contains the datasets for the 1993 volume as well 
as far more data about Congress, the executive branch, and media coverage of key 
issues. Much of this data was gathered and used by scholars who published in an 
edited volume, Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones, Policy Dynamics (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).

There are many public policy textbooks on the market that seek to synthesize the 
vast amount of information on the policy process. One of my favorite basic texts is 
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James E. Anderson, Public Policymaking, 7th ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2010). 
For advanced students of the policy process, I recommend Michael Howlett and M. 
Ramesh, Studying Public Policy: Policy Cycles and Policy Subsystems (Toronto: 
Oxford University Press, 1995). An excellent collection of classic readings in the 
policy process literature is Daniel C. McCool, Public Policy Theories, Models, and 
Concepts: An Anthology (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1995). Finally, a 
pointed and readable overview of public policy is a new book, Kevin B. Smith and 
Christopher W. Larimer, The Public Policy Theory Primer (Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press, 2009).
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