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162 Chapter 9 / Agenda setting

The agenda setting/formulation distinction is a particularly difficult one to
make, since in the modern world we very rarely see an issue that is entirely new
appearing on the agenda. Moreover, where this does happen there is often a very E
strong and complex interaction between the initial stages of that process and
those that immediately follow it as it is translated into a more concrete form. It
is also important to bear in mind that in some circumstances policy may be initi-
ated and changed without formal legislation. In Chapter 7, the examples from |
foreign policy and economic policy both largely fell into this category. |

In looking at agenda setting we are clearly being taken back to Chapter 4
where the theoretical issues about explaining change in a context of institu-
tional continuity were explored. Here we examined Baumgartner and Jones’
(1993) concept of ‘punctuated equilibrium’ suggesting that feedback from
policy decisions generates change which builds up critical problems over
time, Streeck and Thelen’s (2005) distinction between ‘incremental’ and
‘abrupt’ change and Pollitt and Bouckaert’s (2009) exploration of the rela-
tionship between the extent of change and the type of change. While we will
see a tendency for the agenda-setting literature to be concerned with more
clear-cut change there are, even in the most stable administrative systems,
processes of change occurring all the while.

Sometimes agenda-setting processes and further policy formulation can
be distinguished, and sometimes not. The two examples of this policy (used -
in Chapters 1 and 6 of this book) - the right to roam and the reduction of
poverty - illustrate this very clearly. The former can easily be examined in
terms of a specific policy commitment (put on the agenda by a political mani-
festo) and subsequent rather detailed work that had to be done to translate
that in to action. The second on the other hand required (and indeed is still
requiring) a whole range of detailed decisions about tax rates, minimum wage
legislation, social benefit rules and so on.

e -

et e e S e s S

What is a policy issue or problem? |

It is appropriate to start examining agenda setting by taking a step back to ask:
where do the issues or problems that get on the political agenda come from?
No objective fact constitutes a problem in itself (Cobb and Elder, 1983, p. 172; ko
Dery, 1984, p. xi). The - social and then political - definition of a matter that E
needs attention always represents a collective construction directly linked to E
the perceptions, representations, interests and values of the actors concerned. E
It always depends on persons affected by the issue and/or those whose behav- 3
iour may need to change to solve it. f'
There is a need here to recognise that there are issues that may be regarded B
as private concerns or problems for specific individuals. These may be quite |
specific to the individuals themselves, or they may be problems shared with
others. If we take the issue of poverty, there are two separate but related
questions: (a) is that condition shared with others and (b) inasmuch as
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essentially rooted in a view of what should happen. 3

Since the very beginnings of attempts to develop an academic approach
to administration, efforts have been made to formulate guidance on how to
secure the ‘best’ decisions. At the heart of this lies a perspective that does
not recognise the complex relationship between problem identification and E
action described above. That perspective requires problem-solving behav- 3
iour to be unsullied by politics: an impartial search for the best solution. E
The contemporary emphasis upon ‘evidence based policy’ (see Davies et al., B
2000, for a discussion of this) seems to sum up this aspiration. Yet insightful b
prescriptive policy analysis recognises the problems about achieving this.
Perhaps the most influential figure in this respect has been Herbert Simon | &
(1957) who, while he is often presented as the exponent of the so-called :
‘rational model’ of policy making, in fact recognises the ‘limits’ upon the
achievement of that ideal. Much of what he says on this belongs (in terms
‘ of what has already been acknowledged as an obscure boundary between E
5 agenda setting and policy formulation) rather more to the next chapter ;
than to this one, so we return to that there. Hence aspects of a long-standing
debate about decision making, driven by prescriptive concerns but inevi-
tably spilling over into questions about what actually happens, will be split
between this chapter and the next. E

The concern here is with the way in which the rational model was chal-
lenged by an argument that it goes further than Simon in seeing it as an
unrealistic view of how policy decisions are made. The key protagonist here E
was Charles Lindblom. His work is confusing because he revised his position A
several times. b

Lindblom is critical of the rational-comprehensive method prescribed
for decision making. In its place, he sets out an approach he calls ‘successive
limited comparisons’ which starts from the existing situation and involves
changing policy incrementally. In describing decision making by successive
limited comparisons, Braybrooke and Lindblom note eight ways in which the
rational-comprehensive model fails to adapt to the real world of policy deci-
sion making (set out in Box 9.1). b

Consequently, Braybrooke and Lindblom argue, decision making in
practice proceeds by successive limited comparisons. This simplifies the | 8
decision-making process not only by limiting the number of alternatives [
considered to those that differ in small degrees from existing policies, but also | 3
by ignoring the consequences of some possible policies. Further, deciding ‘

these objectives, the decision maker reaches decisions by comparing specific
policies and the extent to which these policies will result in the attainment | &
of objectives. | 5
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166 Chapter 9 / Agenda setting

This theme of coordination is taken up in Lindblom’s The Intelligence of
Democracy (1965). ‘Partisan mutual adjustment’ is the concept Lindblom
develops to describe how coordination will be achieved in the absence of o
a central coordinator. Partisan mutual adjustment is the process by which
independent decision makers coordinate their behaviour. It involves adaptive 4
adjustments ‘in which a decision-maker simply adapts to decisions around
him’, and manipulated adjustments “in which he seeks to enlist a response
desired from the other decision-maker’ (ibid., p. 33). Each of these forms
of adjustment is further divided into a variety of more specific behaviour,
including negotiation and bargaining. In a later article, Lindblom (1979)
notes that although there is no necessary connection between partisan |
mutual adjustment and political change by small steps, in practice the two
are usually closely linked. This has been shown (by Harrison et al., 1990,
pp. 8-13) to be a weakness in Lindblom’s argument since a sequence of :
essentially incremental changes may well occur in a context in which certain
parties are dominating and therefore ‘mutual adjustment’ is not occurring.
This, they contend, has been characteristic of change in British health policy,
where until recently medical interests have dominated. i

Lindblom accepts, in his later work, that partisan mutual adjustment is
only active on ordinary questions of policy. Certain grand issues such asthe |
existence of private enterprise and private property and the distribution of |
income and wealth are not resolved through adjustment. Rather, because
of ‘a high degree of homogeneity of opinion’ (1979, p. 523) grand issues |
are not included on the agenda. Lindblom adds that this homogeneity of J i
opinion is heavily indoctrinated, and in Politics and Markets he explores the |
operation of ideology. Lindblom’s argument is that in any stable society
there is a unifying set of beliefs which are communicated to the population
through the church, the media, the schools and other mechanisms (1977, &
Chapter 15). These beliefs appear to be spontaneous because they are so £
much taken for granted, but they favour, and to some extent emanate from, =
dominant social groups. B

There is thus a shift in Lindblom’s position from one in which bargaining £
is seen as inevitable (and desirable) to one in which ideology is seen to play
arole, though essentially the latter has a limited influence upon the range of
actors and options going into the bargaining process.

The rationalism/incrementalism debate may be beside the point when it is
party-political commitment or ideology rather than either rational planning
or ‘partisan mutual adjustment’ that drives the policy debate. The following
scenario is surely by no means unlikely:

1. A problem arises in which it is difficult for government to develop an effec-
tive response - its causes are unknown, or beyond the reach of government
action, or are phenomena with which the government is reluctant to deal
(for example, economic influences upon crime).

2. Nevertheless, the key policy actors want to be seen to be ‘in control’, or at |
least doing something (they have made claims that they can manage the |
economy, combat crime, solve international conflicts). }

|
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168 Chapter 9 / Agenda setting

He sees the policy process instead as in many respects chaotic and unpredict-
able. In that sense the use of the term model is open to challenge by those
who prefer to apply that term to something rather more precise (see Sabatier,
2007, p. 6). However, Kingdon aims to offer an approach that helps us to
understand what goes on even if we cannot easily predict outcomes.

An aspect of Kingdon’s approach that is widely quoted is his alternative
metaphor to the garbage can, ‘primaeval soup’. This is a reference to the way b
in which modern explanations of the early stages of biological evolution see i j;
change occurring because genetic combinations occurred in the shapeless, &
soup-like environment, in which only some of them proved successful and
thus led on to subsequent developments. But this is just an analogy, and one
which should be treated with caution.

What is more important for his theory is the notion that in the soup-
like environment that is the modern policy process there are three streams:
problems, policies and politics. Simpler explanations of the policy process |
have seen policies as designed to solve problems, but the weakness of such E
approaches is that problems themselves are socially constructed (Berger and
Luckman, 1975). Kingdon suggests it can often be the case that there are
policies looking for problems: things key actors want to do that need justifica-
tions. He identifies the presence of what he calls ‘policy entrepreneurs’ who
do this. These people may be politicians or civil servants or pressure group
leaders with issues they want to put on the public agenda. They are, he says,
like ‘surfers waiting for the big wave’ (Kingdon, 1995, p. 225), on the look-out
for a combination of public concern about a problem and political interest in
doing something about it.

Kingdon’s primaeval soup image is intended to convey the way in which |
the policy process environment is forever changing, hence opportunities I =
for agenda setting come and go with shifting attention to issues, influ- | z i
enced by the short attention span of the media and the changing needs of |
politicians in the course of the electoral cycle (this observation echoes earlier
work by Downs suggesting that there is an ‘issue-attention cycle’ in politics, e
1972, p. 38). Kingdon shifts into yet another image here, of windows that | -
open briefly and then close. He recognises the importance of feedback from |
existing policies into the agenda-setting process. He also identifies what he
calls ‘spillovers’, the impact of one policy change on other policies. These two
elements - feedback and spillovers - may be important for the problem identi- kL
fied with regard to both network theory and institutional theory: that despite
evidence of the existence of strong forces towards stability in the policy
process, there are spells of quite intense change in many systems. What may
appear to involve marginal change can have major consequences.

It has been mentioned that Kingdon’s book is only about the United States
£ (and in practice only about the federal government). It seems amazing that a |

I ‘ book that offers a general approach to the analysis of agenda setting should E
| (i have no references whatsoever to the process outside the United States. But
| i his approach has been applied to other situations. Particularly interesting

i in this respect is Zahariadis’ use of it in challenging the interpretation of
fi European Union policy making which explains ‘policy outputs as a function
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, 170 Chapter 9 / Agenda setting

institutionalist in approach, in the light of its emphasis on the significance of
actors both inside and outside government and its recognition of the impact
of earlier decisions on current ones. Indeed, in his second edition he recog-
nises the parallels between his approach and that of Baumgartner and Jones
(1993) in their analysis of punctuated equilibrium. :

Kingdon’s examination of the roles of policy entrepreneurs fits well with
the modern developments in institutional theory that emphasise ideas. But
this emphasis involves a very different perspective on the roles of experts in
the policy process than that implied by those who call for more ‘evidence-
based policy’. That emphasis has led to a concern with the circumstances
under which evidence is taken seriously, whilst Kingdon’s emphasis on
opening windows suggests a rather more haphazard linking of (a) political -
contingencies and (b) unsolved policy problems. Other writers go furtherin 1
seeing this linking as very dependent upon power and ideology. There are
issues here about the organisation of expert ‘epistemic communities’, which
Haas describes as ‘the transmission belts by which new knowledge is devel- i
oped and transmitted to decision-makers’ (2004, p. 587). Haas raises issues I
about the ideological compatibility between these communities and powerful
political actors. As a topic this falls between issues about agenda setting and r
issues about policy formulation and will be revisited in the next chapter.

Applying Kingdon’s model: does it underplay the ways
in which agenda setting may be structured?

This section takes further the proposition, advanced above, that despite its
apparent American ethnocentrism Kingdon’s approach is of value for the
analysis of agenda setting elsewhere, using a policy issue that is on the agenda
in all developed countries: pensions. Exploration of policy agenda setting
in respect of pensions illustrates the value of Kingdon’s approach, but also
enables the identification of some limitations. 1 3

In many countries (and particularly in Europe) there have been three i
phases in pension policy making: '

= A first phase, in which, in most countries, relatively rudimentary public
pensions were provided for only some groups in the population.

= Asecond phase of consolidation, involving either the development of com- 8
prehensive public schemes or the formation of combinations of publicand e
private provisions. ‘

m A third phase, in which, while development and consolidation issues lﬁ
are still on the agenda, a key policy preoccupation is with cutting public k.
pension commitments and there are efforts to promote private pensions. ‘

Tables 9.1 to 9.3 summarise the issues that influence the prospects of pension
A issues getting on the public policy agenda using Kingdon’s key concepts.
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i 172 Chapter 9 / Agenda setting

Table 9.3 Phase 3: Pension cutting

Problems Substantial increases in the elderly population; threats of insolvency for
both public and private schemes 1

Politics Championing of privatised solutions by the political Right

Policies Cuts to promised entitlements; ways to increase prefunding

Policy entrepreneurs Private pension providers: international organisations

Windows of opportunity ‘ Electoral shifts to the Right; fiscal crises

of private pension initiatives meant that the Left faced a rival agenda, with
the more sophisticated of the advocates of the private model recognising the
case for partnership (inasmuch as they were reluctant to take on the provision
of pensions for low-income workers) and the need to secure private schemes 4
against scandals that could discredit them.

The interesting thing about the third phase (see Table 9.3) is not so much 1 e
successful agenda setting as considerable difficulties in getting cuts on the i
agenda (see Box 4.5, p. 90 also Bonoli and Shinkawa, 2005; Ebbinghaus,
2011; Meyer et al., 2007) because of the strength of the support coalition for
the status quo. A peculiarity of any pension scheme is that it embodies prom-
ises made to people a long while before they reach the age of entitlement. ‘
Furthermore, if a scheme is contributory, which it is in most countries with |
large comprehensive schemes, then those promises for the future are being i
paid for in the present. The problem that prompts action is very often an | g
expected future one rather than a current one. Policy entrepreneurs have to
persuade politicians, whose time frames are short, that they should worry
about long-term trends. Here the so-called ‘demographic time bomb’ is a
good example of a socially defined problem exaggerating the implications of
demographic change (see Hill, 2007, Chapter 6). Moreover, funded pension
schemes, particularly if that funding is through investment in the stock 1
market, themselves offer uncertain promises for the future. Nevertheless, a |
combination of the recognition of emergent fiscal problems by governments
only too aware of difficulties in raising revenues, increased commitment to
privatisation, and, perhaps above all, hard selling by private pension pro-
viders has succeeded in getting the case for changes onto the agenda.

This discussion has explored the issue in the group of countries that went
into pension provision early in the twentieth century and consolidated schemes |
soon after the Second World War. The politics of pensions is very much more
complicated in countries where pension provision or consolidation has only
recently got onto the agenda. In these cases the conflict between the case for
pension development and recognition of the strong case against open-ended
and unfunded commitments made by bodies like the World Bank (1994) seri-
ously complicates the agenda. We see here the influence of ideas, particularly
the dominance of a belief in privatised market solutions to a problem like this.

In the UK, there has been a long conflict between a perspective which puts
the main responsibility for pension provision on the state and an alternative |
view that, wherever possible, pensions should be provided by employers and
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174 Chapter 9 / Agenda setting 4

who distinguish between the ‘outside initiation model’ of liberal pluralist — +
societies, the ‘mobilisation model’ of totalitarian regimes and the ‘inside ini- |
tiation model’ where influential groups have easy access to decision makers.

But that approach seems still to accept the relevance of the Kingdon model 1‘ -
for open systems. It is important to consider whether the Kingdon model | 3
pays sufficient attention to institutional variations, in particular the dif- |

ferent ways in which the political process is organised in different societies.
Particular problems here are his treatment of the roles of politicians and his
comments on the role of the media. The next section develops these points.

Kingdon’s model makes no effort to weight the influence of the three
streams of problems, policies and politics. They are broadly treated as equal.
In analysing actual cases there are questions to be asked about this equality.
The work discussed above on focussing events and on crises implies situa- k.
tions in which problems may be particularly important for the analysis, so g
in a sense does punctuated equilibrium theory. The examination of power ‘ £
inequalities (Chapter 2) obviously suggests that a portrait of policy advocacy E
which implies a very equal competition may be misleading. On this theme it f";
Is interesting to note an article by Pralle (2009) which develops a prescriptive
argument on how those concerned about getting policies to combat global |
warming on the agenda can use Kingdon’s model. In effect her concern isto §
help advocates stress problems and seize political opportunities.

N p——

The impact of mandates?

Perhaps the most important question about parity between the streams takes
us back to the institutional context, and raises issues about the importance of
politics. Essentially, the theory of representative democracy puts this first. It |
involves a model of the political process in which political parties competeto |
win elections, presenting manifestos between which the public may choose. /
There is then some expectation that the winners will implement the policies
set out in their manifestos, on the basis that they have a ‘mandate’ for those :
policies. Of course, studies of electoral behaviour suggest that our voting
choices are largely not determined in the rational way embodied in that
model, and that fact may give politicians an excuse to disregard their commit-
ments. However, despite this, the ‘mandate’ model operates as an important ]
influence upon the formation of the policy agenda. |

¥

There are, then, clearly differences in the extent to which a coherent |
mandate can be expected. It is in the division that exists in the United States
between President and Congress, and in the relatively loose programmatic
bonds within parties, that we may find the basis for the relative underplaying 5
of ‘politics’ in the Kingdon model. But within Systems that are in formal terms |
more unified there may be another problem with identifying a coherent
mandate: the fact that the government emerges not from the decisive victory of
one party over another but from a compromise between more than one party.
Notwithstanding this, it is interesting to note the continuing importance of the
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| 176 Chapter 9 / Agenda setting

2. Two elections (2001, 2005) where the application of the mandate of the
winning party was more about its own unfinished business.

3. An election resulting in the formation of a coalition in which, rather like
the Dutch, mandates formed a basis for inter-party negotiations, yet the
realities of power after rather hasty discussions limited their real impact.

4. Across the period decisions in matters of macro-economic policy (dealing
with crises in particular) and foreign policy (interventions in Afghanistan,
Iraq and Libya in particular) that cannot be realistically related back to
mandates.

The impact of the media

Another issue here concerns the role of the media. Kingdon’s book devotes
a section to the media, within its consideration of policy entrepreneurs. B 1
However, Kingdon argues that the influence of the media on the agenda is d
less than might be expected, something he attributes partly to the way the
media focuses attention on an issue for a while and then loses interest and
moves onto something else. He argues that ‘the media report what is going on i
in government . . . rather than having an independent effect on governmental B
agendas’ (Kingdon, 1995, p. 59). He goes on to qualify that a little with three '
points about the media role: :

m as communicators within policy communities;
m as magnifiers of movements that have occurred elsewhere;
= as agencies which some actors may particularly use.

Kingdon seems here to accept a portrayal of the media role which journal-

: ists themselves propagate: as the messengers rather than as the shapers of

’_gi the message. Apart from repeating here the observation already made that

Kingdon is of course only reporting on the United States, it is appropriate to
i challenge this view for its disregard of the second and third faces of power (see
’ 8 Chapter 2, pp. 30-5). This can be done with reference to all three of Kingdon'’s
L ‘ trilogy of problems, policy proposals and politics.

f { % As far as ‘problems’ are concerned the media’s limited and changing atten-

i :{j‘ tion span is more relevant than Kingdon suggests. There is a very old joke
|
i
|

that the journalist Claude Cockburn claimed to have won a competition at
The Times for the dullest headline: ‘Small earthquake in Chile: Not Many

v 1} Dead’. It is very easy to find examples every day of news value judgements
{ 8 about whose accidents and disasters merit attention and whose do not. Deaths |
" i | of American and British soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan get attention, more |
i or less one by one, the much greater numbers of deaths of Iraqis and Afghans

secure occasional references, often quoting challengeable estimates. When a )
natural disaster occurs in a foreign country the media tends to highlight cases
where its own nationals are involved. In any case, reporting of the consequences
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178 Chapter 9 / Agenda setting

That brings us to the third item in Kingdon’s trilogy: ‘politics’. The media
are themselves part of the political process, not just influences upon it.
Accounts of contemporary politics draw attention to key figures amongst
the ownership of the media, above all Rupert Murdoch and his family with
their massive newspaper and television interests around the world. The views
such figures take about what should or should not be on the political agenda
are important, since they have the capacity to use the media to this end (see 4
Kuhn cited in Seldon, 2007, on Blair’s efforts to influence the media mag- 4
nates). Again here the emphasis needs to be on the negative rather than the :
positive, counterbalancing Kingdon’s stress on the pushing forward of ideas.
While mass circulation newspapers may be wary about campaigning against a
political party that is rising in popularity that does not contradict the propo-
sition here about their influence on ideas (Dean, 2012).

But any account of the media in politics would be limited if it simply drew
attention to the big figures with ownership powers. Journalists themselves
need to be seen as members of an occupational community with views about
what they should and should not do. Political journalists above all live their
lives close to political elites, with privileged access to the powerful (which can
be taken away if they are seen to go beyond the bounds of what the latter see
as acceptable behaviour). ‘

The qualifications to Kingdon’s approach set out in this section and the
previous one consist essentially, notwithstanding the apparent radicalism 3
of his approach, of suggesting that his valuable account of the dynamics of
agenda setting is still too wedded to a pluralist view of the political process
in which interests clash in a relatively unstructured arena. This leads him to p
neglect the way in which political actors can control the agenda and above all 2
to underplay the complex role of the media in the policy process.

CONCLUSIONS %

While the starting point for any consideration of agenda setting needs to be
the social processes that translate individual problems into social problems
and then into political problems, efforts by policy analysts to theorise about
agenda setting have their origins in efforts to prescribe how policy agendas
should be set, using a ‘rational’ problem-solving model. But that model offers
not so much an approach that helps us interpret how policy is actually made
but rather an ‘ideal type’ against which more realistic models may be meas-
ured. The dominant approach to this realism is ‘incrementalism’, offered as
an account of what is, but also as a more ‘democratic’ model for the messy
world of pluralistic politics. However, that is both still probably too rational
and does not address the issues about the circumstances in which more

(continued)
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