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CHAPTER 9

Wrapping Things Up

This book has considered why some subjects rise on governmental agendas
while other subjects are neglected, and why people in and around govemn-
ment pay serious attention to some alternatives at the expense of others. The
book is not about how presidents, members of Congress, or other authorita-
tive figures make their final decisions. Instead, we have been occupied with
understanding why participants deal with certain issues and neglect others.
This chapter summarizes and ties together what we have learned.

Two major predecision processes have occupied us: agenda setting and
alternative specification. A governmental agenda is a list of subjects to which
officials are paying some serious attention at any given time. Thus an agenda-
setting process narrows the set of subjects that could conceivably occupy their
attention to the list on which they actually do focus. Obviously, there are
agendas within agendas. They range from highly general agendas, such as the
list of items occupying the president and his immediate inner circle, to rather
specialized agendas, including the agendas of such subcommunities as bio-
medical research or waterway transportation. Subjects that do not appear on a
general agenda may be very much alive on a specialized agenda.

The process of alternative specification narrows the large set of possible
alternatives to that set from which choices actually are made. This distinction
between agenda and alternatives proves to be very useful analytically, and we
have returned to it repeatedly.

Why do some subjects rise on agendas while others are neglected? Why do
some alternatives receive more attention than others? Some of our answers to
these questions concentrate on participants: We uncover who affects agendas
and alternatives, and why they do. Other answers explore the processes
through which these participants affect agendas and alternatives. We have
conceived of three streams of processes: problems, policies, and politics.



4 The Policy Window, and Joining the Streams

ering columns, and so forth—and are skirting the fringes of new technol-
y with air bags. They’re running out of things to do.” Similarly, waterway
er charges represented the last transportation user charge. There were fuel
ces for highway construction and ticket taxes for airport construction; the
1st holdout was the waterway people,” in the words of one observer. We
ticed that references to airline deregulation actually increased subsequent
its passage, as the issue spilled over to the other modes. In marked contrast,
erences to a waterway user charge fell dramatically from 1978 to 1979,
m 32 percent to 4 percent, because there was nothing left. The string of
er charge proposals was played out.

CONCLUSION

1e separate streams of problems, policies, and politics come together at
ain critical times. Solutions become joined to problems, and both of them
+ joined to favorable political forces. This coupling is most likely when a
licy window—an opportunity to push pet proposals or one’s conceptions of
sblems—is open.

Policy windows are opened either by the appearance of compelling prob-
ns or by happenings in the political stream. Hence, there are “problems
adows” and “political windows.” To return to our distinction between the
:nda and the alternatives, the govemmental agenda is set in the problems or
litical streams, and the alternatives are generated in the policy stream.
One key coupling is that of a policy alternative to something else. Entre-
:neurs who advocate their pet alternatives are responsible for this coupling.
ey keep their proposal ready, waiting for one of two things: a problem that
ght float by to which they can attach their solution, or a development in
. political stream, such as a change of administration, that provides a
eptive climate for their proposal. Some windows open largely on a sched-
; others are quite unpredictable. But a window closes quickly. Opportuni-
i come, but they also pass. If a chance is missed, another must be awaited.
while the governmental agenda is set by events in either the problems or
itical streams, setting of decision agendas emphasizes, in addition, an
ilable alternative. A worked-out, viable proposal, available in the policy
:am, enhances the odds that a problem will rise on a decision agenda. In
er words, the probability of an item rising on a decision agenda is dramati-
ly increased if all three elements—problem, proposal, and political recep-
ty—are coupled in a single package.

Tinally, success in one area increases the probability of success in adjacent
as. Events spill over into adjacent areas because politicians find there is a
rard for riding the same horse that brought benefit before, because the
ining coalition can be transferred to new issues, and because one can argue
T precedent.
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! :((jpﬂferecogmze-problems, -tl_wy generate proposals for public policy changes
o li/)lfggage l%suﬁh political activities as election campaigns and pressuré
ying. Each participant—opresident, memb [ C ivi
servants, lobbyists, journalists, academi e b oo
: , , s emics, etc. —can in principle be involved
;r; ?:c:olt)rto}::ess {lproblem recofgmtion, proposal formation, and politics). Poli
e sole province of analysts, for instance, nor i it1 ' .
' ole ! , , nor is polities the sole
E;ovmce of Eolmc:ans. In practice, though, participants usually specialize in
o rtran Z:i amolltl_l er Qrocesls to a ;icgree. Academics are more involved in policy
on than in politics, for instance, and i i

m: : : , 3 parhies are more involved |
gohhcs than'm drafting detailed proposals. But conceptually, participants ¢ )
e seen as different from processes. ’ "
COEe:ch of the participants and processes can act as an impetus or as a
onn: rzamt. gs an impetus, the participant or process boosts a subject higher
r agenda, or pu_shes an alternative into more active consideration. A
gresn ent ;r congressional committec chair, for instance, decides to empha-
b::a lzlas su pecltl. Ora Prol?lem is highlighted because a disaster occurs or
cea eda we| -known. lndlqator changes. As a constraint, the participant or
pr0 ss dampens cons:d'cratlon of a subject or alternative. Vigorous pressure
(g]r :peopplc%mﬁon to an item, for instance, moves it down the list of priorities
anot‘l; n off t e] aanc'ia._As an administration emphasizes its priorities, for
er example, it limits people’s ability to attend to other subjects. Con-
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AGENDA SETTING

HO\IV are governmental agendas set? Our answer has concentrated on three
explanations: problems, politics, and visible participants.

Problems

W
Cial]]:f ncio sotr;:e problems come to occupy the attention of governmental offi-
cials Oc;;i : 1ari other Eroblemsg The answer lies both in the means by which
icials learn about conditions and in the in whi iti
phose officals lean ways in which conditions
problems. As to means, we have di indi
Eocuing evmed 25 ' , we have discussed indicators,
, cedback. Sometimes, a more or | ic indi
. _ - DO , r less systematic indicator
:Lr:ply shpws that there is .a.condmon out there. Indicators are used to assess
e n;agr;ltuds ofth.e condition (e.g., the incidence of a disease or the cost of a
Ehai m), aE to c.hsc,ern chgnges in a condition. Both large magnitude and
" ge lcatc olfﬁmals attention. Second, a focusing event—a disaster, crisis
Eg:slssorzx&ene?ce,thor pcgverful symbol—draws attention to some condi:
an to others. But such an event has only transi
. ' t effects unle
accompanied by a firmer indication of ) preesist ,
) a problem, by a preexisting i
, by a 1 1 ol , by 3 perception,
or by a combination with other similar events. Third, officials learn lZlbout

Agenda Sefting LUt
conditions through feedback about the operation of existing programs, either
formal {e.g., routine monitoring of costs or program evaluation studies) or
informal (e.g., streams of complaints flowing into congressional offices).

There is a difference between a condition and a problem. We put up with
all kinds of conditions every day, and conditions do not rise to prominent
places on policy agendas. Conditions come to be defined as problems, and
have a better chance of rising on the agenda, when we come to believe that we
should do something to change them. People in and around government
define conditions as problems in several ways. First, conditions that violate
important values are transformed into problems. Second, conditions become
problems by comparison with other countries or other relevant units. Third,
classifying a condition inio one category rather than another may define it as
one kind of problem or another. The lack of public transportation for handi-
capped people, for instance, can be classified as a transportation problem or as
a civil rights problem, and the treatment of the subject is dramatically affected
by the category.

Problems not only rise on governmental agendas, but they also fade from
view. Why do they fade? First, government may address the problem, or fail
to address it. In both cases, attention tumns to something else, either because
something has been done or because people are frustrated by failure and
refuse to invest more of their time in a losing cause. Second, conditions that
highlighted a problem may change—indicators drop instead of rise, or crises
go away. Third, people may become accustomed to a condition or relabel a
problem. Fourth, other items emerge and push the highly placed items aside.
Finally, there may simply be inevitable cycles in attention; high growth rates
level off, and fads come and go.

Problem recognition is critical to agenda setting. The chances of a given
proposal or subject rising on an agenda are markedly enhanced if it is con-
nected to an important problem. Some problems are seen as so pressing that
they set agendas all by themselves. Once a particular problem is defined as
pressing, whole classes of approaches are favored over others, and some
alternatives are highlighted while others fall from view. So policy entrepre-
neurs invest considerable resources bringing their conception of problems to
officials’ attention, and trying to convince them to see problems their way.
The recognition and definition of problems affect outcomes significantly.

Politics

The second family of explanations for high or low agenda prominence is in
the political stream. Independently of problem recognition or the develop-
ment of policy proposals, political events flow along according to their own
dynamics and their own rules. Participants perceive swings in national mood,
elections bring new administrations to power and new partisan or ideological
distributions to Congress, and interest groups of various descriptions press (o

fail to press) their demands on government.
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Developments in this political sphere are powerful agenda setters. A new
admintstration, for instance, changes agendas all over town as it highlights its
conceptions of problems and its proposals, and makes attention to subjects
that are not among its high priorities much less likely. A national mood that is

. perceived to be profoundly conservative dampens attention to costly new
initiatives, while a more tolerant national mood would allow for greater
spending. The opposition of a powerful phalanx of interest groups makes it
difficult—not impossible, but difficult—to contemplate some initiatives.

Consensus is built in the political stream by bargaining more than by
persuasion. When participants recognize problems or settle on certain propos-
als in the policy stream, they do so largely by persuasion. They marshal
indicators and argue that certain conditions ought to be defined as problems,
or they argue that their proposals meet such logical tests as technical feasibility
or value acceptability. But in the political stream, participants build consen-
sus by bargaining—trading provisions for support, adding elected officials to
coalitions by giving them concessions that they demand, or compromising
from ideal positions to positions that will gain wider acceptance.

The combination of national mood and eleclions is a more potent agenda
setter than organized interests. Interest groups are often able to block consid-
eration of proposals they do not prefer, or to adapt to an item already high on
a governmental agenda by adding elements a bit more to their liking. They
less often initiate considerations or set agendas on their own. And when
organized interests come into conflict with the combination of national mood
and elected politicians, the latter combination is likely to prevail, at least as far
as setting an agenda is concerned.

Visible Participants

Third, we made a distinction between visible and hidden participants. The
visible cluster of actors, those who receive considerable press and public
attention, include the president and his high-level appointees, prominent
members of Congress, the media, and such elections-related actors as politi-
cal parties and campaigners. The relatively hidden cluster includes academic
spectalists, career bureaucrats, and congressional staffers. We have discovered
that the visible cluster affects the agenda and the hidden cluster affects the
alternatives. So the chances of a subject rising on a governmental agenda are
enhanced if that subject is pushed by participants in the visible cluster, and
dampened if it is neglected by those participants. The administration—the
president and his appointees—is a particularly powerful agenda setter, as are
such prominent members of Congress as the party leaders and key committee
chairs.

At least as far as agenda setting is concerned, elected officials and their
appointees turn out to be more important than career civil servants or partici-
pants outside of government. To those who look for evidences of democracy
at work, this is an cncouraging result. These elected officials do not neces-
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i i i ifyi tives or implementing decisions, but

rily get their way in specifying altem_a : s,
iieyydgo affect agc{mlas rather substantially. To describe the roles Oé \larlqllls
participants in agenda setting, a fairly straightforward top-down model, with
elected officials at the top, comes surprisingly close to the truth.

ALTERNATIVE SPECIFICATION

How is the list of potential alternatives fon_' publ.ic policy choices ne}rrow.nir.ed t-,of
the ones that actually receive serious consideration? Thelrf arelF\vo t:lrm l.eznd
answers: (1) Alternatives are generated a.nc% nafrowed in the lpo my]'.s ear;, nd
(2) Relatively hidden participants, specialists in the particular policy area,

involved.

Hidden Participants: Specialists

Alternatives, proposals, and solutions are generafcd in gommunitiesdof spe-
cialists. This relatively hidden cluster of participants includes aca t(:imlcs,
researchers, consultants, career bureaucrats, conkgress;lonal stfaffe.rs, tzn an?:
’ i Their work is done, for instance, 1
lysts who work for interest groups. _ !
glanning and evaluation or budget shops in the bureaucracy or in the staff
agencies on the Hill. _ 3 -
gThese relatively hidden participants form loosely knit commx;ll.n?le.s og sgzs
iali i itv for health, for instance, which nclu
cialists. There is such a community eal ar hich el
iti ecialized areas like the direct delivery
analogous subcommunities for more sp clivery
i i f food and drugs. Some ot thes
f medical services and the regulation o ' :
gommunities such as the one for transportation, arc highly frag:;‘nentecll,
while others are more tightly knit. Each community is composed of people

located throughout the system and potentially of very diverse orientations and

interests, but they all share one thing: their specialization and acquaintance

ith the issues in that particular policy area. -
Wlldfsas bubble around in these communities. People try out proposals in a

variety of ways: through speeches, bill introductions, congre;silonalhhearrlrti]gs,
. i i ersations, and lunches. they
leaks to the press, circulation of papers, conv ' che <

iT i itici ' k. hone and revise their ideas, a
float their ideas, criticize one another’s work, _ e
i i ectable, while others are out o

at new versions. Some of these ideas are resp : .

?}?e question. But many, many ideas are possible and are considered in some

fashion somewhere along the line.

The Policy Stream

The generation of policy alternatives is best seen ai a seleﬁhgr:hgrgﬁﬁss;
i ' i That we have calle 3

s to biological natural selection. In what :
e . deas float around, bumping into one another, encoun

imeval soup, many 1 Cati igi
prime P g combinations and recombinations. The origins

tering new ideas, and formin
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;)tf;sgtl;?e'may scem a bit obscure, hard to predict and hard to understand or to
Whllc t'h_e origins are somewhat haphazard, the selection is not. Through
the. imposition of criteria by which some ideas are selected out f(-JT sur\"ilfl
while others are discarded, order is developed from chaos, pattern from ran:3
domness. These criteria include technical feasibility, co’ngruence with the:
.valucs_of community members, and the anticipation of future constraints
fncludmg a budget constraint, public acceptability, and politicians' rece tiv-
ity. Proppsals that are judged infeasible—that do not square with p]ic
community va.lues, that would cost more than the budget will allow thgfrmz
afoul of opposition in either the mass or specialized publics, or that would not
find a receptive audience among elected politicians—are Jess likely to survive
than proposals that meet these standards. In the process of consideration in
the policy community, ideas themselves are important. Pressure models do
Fl?;ifomll?tl'ete}]y describe the process. Proposals are evaluated partly in terms of
olitic iti i
ana]ygcal C:li t ;;;sl::ﬂwi?]c_l opposition, to be sure, but partly against logical or
Thereisa lqng process of softening up the system. Policy entrepreneurs do
not leavte congderation of their pet proposals to accident. Instead, they push
for consideration in many ways and in many forums. In the proce'ss of polic
develqpment, recombination (the coupling of already-familiar elements) i}s’
more important than mutation (the appearance of wh‘olly new forms). Thus
entrepreneurs, who broker people and ideas, are more important than .inven—
‘t‘ors. Becaus:e recombination is more important than invention, there may be
CE: new tga_ng undt.ar the sun” at the same time that there rne;y be dram)atic
alrezg;j:mi:lr:;o:la;:l(i:r.lghere is change, but it involves the recombination of
The long §oﬁening-up process is critical to policy change. Opportunities for
serious hea.nngs, the policy windows we explored in Chapter 8, pass quick]
and are missed if the proposals have not already gone thrm'.lgh the lony
gestation process before the window opens. The work of floating and reﬁning
pr_oposa]s is not wasted if it does not bear fruit in the short run. Indeed, it ig
critically important if the proposal is to be heard at the right ti'me. e

COUPLING AND WINDOWS

Th(.? separate streams of problems, policies, and politics each have lives of
thelrlown. Problems are recognized and defined according to processes that
are .dIHCrCﬂt from the ways policies are developed or political events unfold
thcy proposals arc developed according to their own incentives and selectim;
criteria, .whether or not they are solutions to problems or responsive to politi
cal considerations. Political events flow along on their own s-chcdullg anlci

according to their own rul
", es, whether or not they are related to prablems or
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But there come times when the three streams are joined. A pressing prob-
lem demnands attention, for instance, and a policy proposal is coupled to the
problem as its solution. Or an event in the political stream, such as a change
of administration, calls for different directions. At that point, proposals that fit
with that political event, such as initiatives that fit with a new administration’s
philosophy, come to the fore and are coupled with the ripe political climate.
Similarly, problems that fit are highlighted, and others are neglected.

Decision Agendas

A complete linkage combines all three streams—problems, policies, and
politics—into a single package. Advocates of a new policy initiative not only
take advantage of politically propitious moments but also claim that their
proposal is a solution to a pressing problem. Likewise, entrepreneurs con-
cerned about a particular problem search for solutions in the policy stream to
couple to their problem, then try to take advantage of political receptivity at
certain points in time to push the package of problem and solution. At points
along the way, there are partial couplings: solutions to problems, but without
a receptive political climate; politics to proposals, but without a sense that a
compelling problem is being solved; politics and problems both calling for
action, but without an available alternative to advocate. But the complete
joining of all three streams dramatically enhances the odds that a subject will
become firmly fixed on a decision agenda. :

Governmental agendas, lists of subjects to which governmental officials are

paying serious attention, can be set solely in either problems or political
streams, and solely by visible actors. Officials can pay attention to an impor-
tant problem, for instance, without having a solution to it. Or politics may
highlight a subject, even in the absence of either problem or solution. A
decision agenda, a list of subjects that is moving into position for an authorita-
tive decision, such as legislative enactment or presidential choice, is set
somewhat differently. The probability of an item rising on a decision agenda
is dramatically increased if all three elements—problem, policy proposal, and
political receptivity—are linked in a single package. Conversely, partial cou-
plings are less likely to rise on decision agendas. Problems that come to
decisions without solutions attached, for instance, are not as likely to move
into position for an authoritative choice as if they did have solutions attached.
And proposals that lack political backing are less likely to move into position
for a decision than ones that do have that backing.

A return to our case studies in Chapter 1 illustrates these points. With
aviation deregulation, awareness of problems, development of proposals, and
swings of national mood all proceeded separately in their own streams. In-
creasingly through the late 1960s and early 1970s, people became convinced
that the econemy contained substantial inefficiencies to which the burdens of
government regulation contributed. Proposals for deregulation were formed
among academics and other specialists, through a softening-up process that
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included iF)l.Jl'ﬂaI articles, testimony, conferences, and other forums. In the
.19705, politicians sensed a change in pational mood toward increasin;g hostil-
ity to government size and intrusiveness. All three of the components, there-
fore, came together at about the same time. The key to movement was the
;ouphpg of the policy stream’s literature on deregulation with the political
incentive to rein in government growth, and those two elements with the
sense t.hat there was a real, important, and increasing problem with economic
inefliciency.

The waterway user charge case illustrates a similar coupling. A proposal
some form of user charge, had been debated among transportation specialist;
for years. The political stream produced an administration receptive to impos-
ing a user charge. This combination of policy and politics was coupled with a
prt.)blemf‘the necessity, in a time of budget stringency, to repair or replace
aging facilities like Lock and Dam 26. Thus did the joining of problem
policy, and politics push the waterway user charge into position on a decision
agenda.

By contrast, national health insurance during the Carter years did not have
all three components joined. Proponents could argue that there were real
problems of medical access, though opponents countered that many of the
most severe problems were being addressed through Medicare, Medicaid, and
private insurance. The political stream did produce a heavily Democratic
'Cr.:n?gr_ess and an administration that favored some sort of health insurance
initiative. It seemed for a time that serious movemnent was under way. But the
policy stream had not settled on a single, worked-up, viable alternative from
among the many proposals floating around. The budget constraint, itself a
severe prgblem, and politicians’ reading of the national mood, 'which, seemed
to be against costly new initiatives, also proved to be too much to overcome.
The coupling was incomplete, and the rise of national health insurance on
the agenda proved fleeting. Then the election of Ronald Reagan sealed its
fate, at least for the time being.

Succes:s in one area contributes to success in adjacent areas. Once aviation
deregulation passed, for instance, government turned with a vengeance to
other deregulation proposals, and passed several in short order. These spill-
overs, as we have called them, occur because politicians sense the payoff in
repeating a successful formula in a similar area, because the winning coali-
tion can be transferred, and because advocates can argue from successful

precgdent. These spillovers are extremely powerful agenda setters, seemingly
bowling over even formidable opposition that stands in the way.,

Policy Windows

Arl] open policy window %s an opportunity for advocates to push their pet
50 (l!.ltIOI'IS or to push attention to their special problems. Indeed, advocates in
and around government keep their proposals and their problems at hand,
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waiting for these opportunities to occur. They have pet solutions, for in-
stance, and wait for problems to float by to which they can attach their
solutions, or for developments in the political stream that they can use to their
advantage. Or they wait for similar opportunities to bring their special prob-
lems to the fore, such as the appearance of a new administration that would
be concerned with these problems. That administration opens a window for
them to bring greater attention to the problems about which they are con-
cerned.

Windows are opened by events in either the problems or political streams.
Thus there are problems windows and political windows. A new problem
appears, for instance, creating an opportunity to attach a solution to it. Or
such events in the political stream as turnover of elected officials, swings of
national mood, or vigorous lobbying might create opportunities to push some
problems and proposals to the fore and dampen the chances to highlight other
problems and proposals.

Sometimes, windows open quite predictably. Legislation comes up for
renewal on a schedule, for instance, creating opportunities to change, ex-
pand, or abolish certain programs. At other times, windows open quite un-
predictably, as when an airliner crashes or a fluky election produces an
unexpected turnover in key decision makers. Predictable or unpredictable,
open windows are small and scarce. Opportunities come, but they also pass.
Windows do not stay open long. If a chance is missed, another must be
awaited.

The scarcity and the short duration of the opening of a policy window
create a powerful magnet for problems and proposals. When a window opens,
problems and proposals flock to it. People concerned with particular problems
see the open window as their opportunity to address or even solve these
problems. Advocates of particular proposals see the open window as the
opportunity to enact them. As a result, the system comes to be loaded down
with problems and proposals. If participants are willing to invest sufficient
resources, some of the problems can be resolved and some of the proposals
enacted. Other problems and proposals drift away because insufficient re-
sources are mobilized.

Open windows present opportunities for the complete linkage of problems,
proposals, and politics, and hence opportunities to move packages of the three
joined elements up on decision agendas. One particularly crucial coupling is
the link of a solution to something else. Advocates of pet proposals watch for
developments in the political stream that they can take advantage of, or try to
couple their solution to whatever problems are floating by at the moment.
Once they have made the partial coupling of proposal to either problem or
politics, they attempt to join all three elements, knowing that the chances for
enactment are considerably enhanced if they can complete the circle. Thus
they try to hook packages of problems and solutions to political forces, pack-
ages of proposals and political incentives to perceived problems, or packages
of problems and politics to some proposal taken from the policy streamn.
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ENTREPRENEURS

Elotllicr:z ;ls)tlr.epreizﬁurs f;_arc peopll:: willing to invest their resources in retumn for
icies they favor. They are motivated b inati
ture poli | y combinations of seve
:ll’;u;]gs. ]t?elr s.tralghtfomard concern about certain problems, their purs:itrg}
e;: se ]-.'ien{mg benFﬁts as protecting or expanding their bureaucracy’s bud-
% 1 orc aldmmg_ Cl:edit for accomnplishment, their promotion of their policy
a:: tllllf:s, an their simple Pleasure in participating. We have encountered them
i ree gmctures': pushlpg their concerns about certain problems higher on
S S'f:t :flen ac,] pusl?mg their pet_proposals during a process of softening up the
fgund , tan maI ing .the couplmg_s we just discussed. These entrepreneurs are
e 'z:s mandy ocations; they n}:ght be elected officials, career civil servants
yists, academics, or journalists. No one type of participant dominat th’
pool of entrepreneurs. o
tan/’t\ls t?j prob]f.:ms, entrepreneurs try to highlight the indicators that so impor-
pr y t}r]arnal?ze their problems. They push for one kind of problem defini-
f l;1.erats Er th an another. Because they know that focusing events can move
1—; C [ igher on the agenda, entrepreneurs push to create such things as
S;tatona tl:flewmg:s of problen.is by policy makers and the diffusion of a symbol
that ];‘apk ;;es their problem in a nutshell. They also may prompt the kinds of
ack about current governmental performance that affect agendas: letters
complaints, and visits to officials. ‘ ,
wrﬁ; toaproposa_ls, entrepreneurs are central to the softening-up process. They
papers, give testimony, hold hearings, try to ,
e te \ , get press coverage, and
;:;:;st endle:ss]lybwuh important an_d not-so-important people. They ﬂogat their
Heas ;rs:stna ; ;;Illo?ns]: get reactions, revise their proposals in the light of
, and float them again. They aim to soften i
tior . the mass publ
specialized publics, and th i ity i e " year
special p , and the policy community itself. The process takes years
ThAs ;10 coulfli'ng, entrepreneurs once again appear when windows open
us(;lythave their pet p_r(_)posals or their concerns about problems ready and
pmfor en;I .&'tf the propitious moments. In the pursuit of their own goals ’ they
Fem tm t f’ function for the system of coupling solutions to problems ’prob-
Sepasra?e I;? itical gorcesl,) a;d political forces to proposals. The joining, of the
reamns described earlier depends heavil
_ | earli y on the appearance of the
ggr:; sinz:;l(a)ren_eurc al: the n%htP time. In our case study of Health Maintenance
ns in Chapter 1, Paul Ellwood appeared on th ink hi
pet proposal (HMOs) to the problem of medi o e paliien
op medical care costs and to the politi
- - . Ca]
:f\ieptrlr\'r}l]ty created by the NI'X(‘)I‘I administration casting about for heaitﬁ initia-
) vs ] e p;oblems and political streamns had opened a window, and Ellwood
cleverly too advantage of that opportunity to push his HMO proposal, joi
tng all three streams in the process. PO I
m(;Tr‘he a([;i)_pe:’arance.o’.f entrepreneurs when windows are open, as well as their
e enduring activities of trying to push their problems and proposals into
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prominence, are central to our story. They bring several key resources into the
fray: their claims to a hearing, their political connections and negotiating
skills, and their sheer persistence. An item’s chances for moving up on an
agenda are enhanced considerably by the presence of a skillful entrepreneur,
and dampened considerably if no entrepreneur takes on the cause, pushes it,
and makes the critical couplings when policy windows open.

CONCLUSION

The ideas we have explored in the pages of this book have a few important
properties which it is appropriate to highlight as we draw to a close. These
properties fall into two general categories: the differences between our model
of these processes and other notions, and the places of randomness and

pattern.

Other Notions

The ideas developed in this book are quite unlike many other theories that
could have captured our attention. For example, events do not proceed neatly
in stages, steps, or phases. Instead, independent streams that flow through the
system all at once, each with a life of its own and equal with one another,
become coupled when a window opens. Thus participants do not first identify
problems and then seek solutions for them; indeed, advocacy of solutions
often precedes the highlighting of problems to which they become attached.
Agendas are not first set and then alternatives generated; instead, alternatives
must be advocated for a long period before a short-run opportunity presents
itself on an agenda. Events do not necessarily proceed in similar order in
ceveral different case studies; instead, many things happen separately in each
case, and become coupled at critical points.

Other notions have elements of truth, and do describe parts of the pro-
cesses, but they are incomplete. A pressure model, for instance, does describe
parts of the political stream, but ideas are as important as pressure in other
parts of the processes. Agenda items do not necessarily start in a larger sys-
temic or public arena and transfer to a formal or governmental agenda;
indeed, the flow is just as often in the reverse direction. As we argued in
Chapter 4, a concentration on origins does not take us very far because ideas
come from many locations, nobody has a monopoly on leadership or presci-
ence, and tracing origins involves an infinite regress. We were drawn to the
importance of combinations rather than single origins, and to a climate of
receptivity that allows ideas to take off. Also in Chapter 4, we portrayed
comprehensive-rational and incremental models as incomplete. Participants
sometimes do approach their decisions quite comprehensively and decide
quite rationally, but the larger process is less tidy. Incrementalism does de-
scribe the slow process of generating alternatives, and often does describe
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Emal] leggslativle and bureaucratic changes stretching over many years, but
oes not describe agenda change well. Thus, in addition to arguing fOI" one

way of looking at the policy formati
does not look like. g ion world, we have argued what the world

On Randomness and Pattern

W_e still encounter considerable doses of messiness, accident, fortuitous cou-
pling, and. dumb luck. Subjects sometimes rise on agenéas without our
understanding completely why. We are sometimes surprised by the couplings
that take place. The fortuitous appearance or absence of key participantsl?affeit
outyc':on_les. There remains some degree of unpredictability.
o t;,)to gkw:uld be a.glravc mistake to conclude that the processes explored in
this | rtle essentially random. .So‘me degree of pattern is evident in three
a_menta sources: processes within each stream, processes that structure
couPllngs, and general constraints on the system.

First, processes operating within cach stream limit randomness. Within the
probl‘efns stream, not every problem has an equal chance of surfacing Thos.e
condltlon_s that are not highlighted by indicators, focusing events, or feedback
are lf.:s‘s likely to be brought to the attention of governmental officials than
zothtlons that do have those advantages. Furthermore, not all conditions are
t }(: ltned as prob!ems. 'Conditior.;s that do not conflict with important values or

at are placed in an inappropriate category are less likely to be translated into
E:Oblerll?s than conditions that are evaluated or categorized appropriately. In
te:n Spc:) :ﬁy (;sftrf:a'x:"l,lnot'every proposal surfaces. Selection criteria make pat-
forms o initial noise. Proposals. that meet such standards as technical
easibility, valuc.acceptablllty, public acquiescence, politicians’ receptivity
and budgetary stringency are more likely to survive than those that fail to mee’t
such stapdards. In the political stream, not every environment or event is
equall.y likely. Some groups lack the resources that others have, some swings
of national mood (e.g., to socialism) are unlikely, and some ty , s of tu .
of elected officials are more likely than others. ’ > e
_ Second: some couplings are more likely than others. Everything cannot
interact with everything else. For one thing, the timing of an item’s arrival in
its stream affec.ts its ability to be joined to items in other streams. A window
mal'y open, for instance, but a solution may not be available at that- time in the
E(r) 103;.:_treag, so the window closes without a coupling of solution to problem
° p((]). itics. Or a propgsal may_be ready in the policy stream, but the political
on 'ét}lqr'!s are not.rllght fo.r it to be pushed, again limiting the coupling
Eoss: 1\11 ities. In adt:jltlt)l'l to timing, germaneness limits the coupling possibili-
ies. Not all solutions have an equal possibility of being discussed with all
problems. lnstea(_:'l, participants have some sense of what would constitute an
abp%)ropnate solution to a problem. There is some room for different solutions
eing hooked to a given problem or different problems being hooked to a
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given solution, but participants also set some lirnits on the appropriate cou-
plings. Finally, the appearance of a skillful entrepreneur enhances the prob-
ability of a coupling. Potential couplings without entrepreneurs are less likely
because they fail for lack of someone willing to invest resources in them.

Third, there are various constraints on the systemn, limits that provide a
basic structure within which the participants play the games we have de-
scribed.! The political stream provides many of these constraints. Participants
sense some boundaries that are set on their actions by the mood of the mass
public, and narrower boundaries set by the preferences of specialized publics
and elected politicians. As I have argued elsewhere, governmental officials
cense these limits and belicve they must operate within them.? The budget
imposes constraints as well. Costly proposals are not likely to be addressed in
times of economic contraction of budget stringency, but might be more likely
to receive attention in more robust times. Various rules of procedure, includ-
ing the constitution, statutes, prescribed jurisdictions, precedents, customary
decision-making modes, and other legal requirements, all impose structures
on the participants. Finally, the scarcity of open windows constrains partici-
pants. They compete for limited space on agendas, and queue up for their
turn. Even the selection criteria used by specialists in the policy stream
anticipate these constraints.

These various types of pattern——dynamics intenal to each stream, limits
on coupling possibilities, and more general constraints—help us understand
why some items never rise on policy agendas. Chapter 1 set forth several such
items in health and transportation in the late 1970s. Some of them, such as
long-term care and mental health, remained low, not because participants
would not recognize real problems there but because they had little sense for
alternatives that might be available as solutions. Some agenda items, such as
buses, did not have powerful constituencies behind them in the political
stream and failed to receive attention for lack of such advocates. [tems such as
rail nationalization failed because of powerful opposition. Others were not
prominent on health and transpottation agendas because systems of spe-
cialization and jurisdiction Jimited their movermnent. ltems like direct delivery
of medical care and food and drug regulation were indeed high on certain
specialized agendas, but not on the larger health agenda. Finally, some iterns
like environmental impact and transportation safety had been prominent
earlier, but were played out by the time of these interviews, according to
dynamics we explored when examining why problems fade. Thus this study
helps to understand not only the appearance of some items on agendas, but

also the failure of other items to appear.
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