John W. Kingdon: Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies

CENTRAL QUESTION: how do issues become issues? why do important  people pay attention to one subject rather than another? how do their agendas change over time?

Policy making is a set of processes:
1) the setting of the agenda

2) the specification of the alternatives from which a choice is to be made

3) an authoritative choice among those specified alternatives 

4) the implementation of a decision

AGENDA – list of subjects or problems to which governmental officials and people outside of government closely associated with those officials, are paying some serious attention at any given time.

· governmental agenda – list of subjects to which governmental officials and those around them are paying serious attention

· decision agenda – list of subjects within the governmental agenda that are up for active decision

SUMMARY

Factors which affect agenda setting (interact on a garbage-can model of organizational choice):

1) participants who are active

2) the processes by which agenda items and alternatives come into prominence

· problem recognition: inexorable march of problems pressing in on the system

· policy generation: a processes of gradual accumulation of knowledge and perspectives among specialists in a given policy area; and the generation of policy proposals by such specialists

· political processes: swings of national mood, election results, changes in administration, turnover in Congress

these processes can serve as an impetus (items are promoted to a higher agenda prominence) or an constraint (items are prevented from rising on the agenda).
Problems couple with solutions when policy windows are open. If the three streams are joined together, the changes of an issue being placed on the decision agenda is highest.
	
	AGENDA
	ALTERNATIVES


	Participants
	inside of gov’t
	president

political appointees

Congress (members)
	presidential staff

Congress (staffers)

career civil servants

	
	outside of gov’t
	elections-related participants

public opinion
	interest groups

academics, researchers, consultants



	
	
	(VISIBLE)

	(INVISIBLE)

	Approach
	agenda change is discontinuous and nonincremental


	incrementalism could explain alternatives

	
	Garbage-can model explains development of both agendas and alternatives.



	Processes
	Problems

Politics
	Policy


Questions:

1. Is the agenda setting process really so irrational as Kingdon describes it?

2. If it is indeed this reactional, what does this imply about democracy? (We assume that in a democracy, public opinion should weigh heavily on policy and agenda setting. What does Kingdon’s take on the influence of public opinion (very little) imply about this?)

3. Can influence of particular actors be quantified? Is examining two examples (health, transportation) enough to quantify and generalize and mold a universal agenda-setting model?
APPROACHES
· search for origins of public policies: turns out to be futile. 1. ideas come from anywhere; 2. tracing origins involves one in an infinite regress; 3. nobody leads anyone else.
· comprehensive, rational policy making: is impractical for most part, doesn’t accurately describe reality (goals aren’t always identified, problems don’t always precede solutions)
· incrementalism: describes parts of the process, but doesn’t explain the more discontinuous or sudden agenda change.
INSTEAD: GARBAGE CAN MODEL (Cohen-March-Olsen): why garbage can? Participants often can’t define goals, don’t know what they want to accomplish, participation is fluid. Joining of three streams: problem recognition, formation and refining of policy proposals, and politics.
PARTICIPANTS

· inside of government

· President: most capability of setting agendas. 

Resources: veto, prerogative to hire and fire, command of public opinion

· Presidential staff: important in setting alternatives, less impact on agenda setting.

· Political appointees: not as important- don’t originate ideas, but important in placing then on agendas of important people

· Civil servants: crucial to specifying alternatives and implementation. 

Resources: longevity, expertise, relationship with people in Congress and interest groups

· Congress: strong mixed ability, both on setting agendas and defining alternatives

Resources: legal authority, formidable publicity, blended information, free form quality, longevity.

Incentives: publicity, enhancing intra-Washington reputation, achieving member’s conception of good public policy

· Congressional staffers: contribute more to alternatives
· outside of government

· Interest groups: varied degrees of influence, mostly on alternatives

Types of interest groups: business and industry (important), professional (important), organized labor (not very important), public interest groups (sometimes important), lobbying of governmental officials (budgetary impetus)

Activities of interest groups: usually negative (blocking); usually don’t set agenda (issues just don’t arise from interest group pressure); will affect alternatives if can’t affect agenda

Resources: groups with electoral clout, ability to affect the economy, cohesion, and organization have better initial resources (although resources aren’t indicative of success).

· Academics, researchers, consultants: more influence on alternatives, impact on long run rather than short run

· Media: report on, not have effect on what’s going on in government

Activities: 1. act as communicator within a political community; 2. magnify movements that have started elsewhere; 3. might have indirect effect through public opinion; 4. vary in effect from one participant to another

· Elections-related participants: not too important, affect agenda more than alternatives

Campaigners (depends on whether they realize promises); political parties (varies across issue)

· Public opinion: somewhat important, can have both positive and negative effects (although more often restraining. Affect agenda more than alternatives.
PROBLEMS

· Indicators: governmental officials use indicators to assess magnitude of and change in a problem. Interpretation is more complicated than straight assessment of facts.

· Focusing events: disasters, crises, personal experience and symbols – important, but need firmer indicators or combinations with other such events 

· Feedback: gives information on current performance, indicates a failure to meet goals, or suggests unanticipated consequences.

· problems may fade from an agenda (government might solve the problem; if unable to solve, result may be frustration and turning to something more tractable; growth rate levels off; people become used to the condition etc)
· budgets are a special problem: sometimes act as a constraint, sometimes as impetus

POLICIES

· Policy communities can be close-knit or fragmented:

Consequences: 1. disjointed policy: system fragmentation induces policy fragmentation; 2. lack of common orientations; 3. agenda instability.
· Policy entrepreneurs: willing to invest their resources (time, energy, reputation, money) in hope of a future return.
Incentives? 1. promotion of personal interests; 2. want to promote their values of affect the shape of public policy; 3. policy “groupies”.
Aim to soften up the general public, more specialized publics, and policy community itself
Ideas are as important as political pressure.
· Criteria for survival: 1. technical feasibility (worked out and able to be implemented); 2. value acceptability (proposals compatible with the values of the specialists); 3. tolerable cost (concepts of equity and efficiency); 4. anticipated public acquiescence; 5. anticipation of future constraints.
· Policy stream produces a ‘short list of proposals’, those proposals which are prominent. Having a viable alternative available for adoption increases chances of placement on agenda.

POLITICS

· political stream composed of:

· Swings of national mood
Participants believe can sense the national mood. Perceptions of the national mood affects governmental agendas - can serve both as impetus and constraint.
· Organized political forces
Governmental officials try to judge the degree of consensus of organized political forces, but balance of forces doesn’t always determine outcomes.
· Turnover
Changes of administration: have powerful effect on agenda setting.
· Jurisdiction
Competition for turf promotes action. Also, sometimes potential agenda items are neglected because of impression they are being handled elsewhere in government.

Consensus building occurs through a bargaining process: participants sense movement, move in to protect their own interest, and their entry can sharply change agendas. 

POLICY WINDOWS

Coupling of solutions with problems occurs when a policy window is open.
· Windows open:
· because of a change in the political stream – political windows
· a new problem captures attention of governmental officials – policy windows
· Windows close:

· participants feel they have addressed the problem through decision or enactment

· participants may fail to get actions

· events that prompted the window to open may pass from the scene

· if a change in personnel opens a window, the personnel may change again

· Coupling: problems or politics alone may structure the governmental agenda; but to reach the decision agenda, all three streams need to be joined.

· Policy entrepreneurs: a policy entrepreneur needs to assist the coupling of the streams (usually of a policy alternative to something else). 
Qualities: 1. some claim to a hearing; 2. political connections or negotiating skill; 3. persistency.

· Spillovers: success in one area increases probability of success in adjacent area.
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