
Agenda Setting 

• Pluralist model  

– relatively open marketplace of ideas for new 

policies.   

– Any interest groups should have the 

opportunity to influence the agenda.   

– may not win, but they will not be excluded 

from the decision making process. 

• Elitist Model 

– Elites keep certain issues off of the agenda 

– Same interests win again and again. 



What is the Agenda? 

•  Governmental or systematic agenda 

– issues which are perceived by members of 

the political community as meriting of public 

attention  

– involve matters within the legitimate 

jurisdiction of existing governmental authority. 

• Decision agenda 

– Issues/policies up for active and serious 

consideration of authoritative decision 

makers. 

• Examples?  Global warming  

 



A. Downs, Issue Attention Cycle 

• Argument  

• Evidence 

• Strengths 

• Weaknesses 

• Implications 

 

 

• The Public Interest, 1972. cited 1,508 time 

+ 



Issue Attention Cycle 

• The pre-problem stage 

• Alarmed discovery and euphoric 

enthusiasm 

• Realizing the cost of significant progress 

• Gradual decline of intense public interest 

• The post-problem stage 



London Killer Fog December 1952 

 



American Steel and Wire Co, Donora PA 

 



Zinc Furnace 

 
 



"Donora Death Fog.― 1948 PA 

 



 

US Steel, Smog ―an act of God‖ 



 

1988 



Fire on Ohio's Cuyahoga River in 1952 

 



 



Cuyahoga River, mid 1960s 

 



Santa Barbara 1969 Oil Spill 



Santa Barbara 1969 Oil Spill 

 



 



• ―We should not underestimate the 

American; public’s capacity to become 

bored, especially with something that does 

not immediately threaten them or promise 

huge benefits for a majority.‖ Downs 

• Problems rise and fall off of government 

agenda based independently of objective 

conditions!!!  

•  Accurate description of Layzer? 



Kingdon 

• Policy-making is characterized by long 

periods of non change 

– Problem Stream 

– Policy Stream 

– Political Stream 



Problem Stream 

• Indicators- ―assess magnitude of and 

change in a problem.‖  

• Focusing events - disasters, crises, 

personal experience and symbols  



Indicators 

• ―governmental officials use indicators to 

―Interpretation is more complicated than straight 

assessment of facts.‖ 



 



 





 



 



Focusing Events 

 



Problem Stream 

• Indicators and Focusing Events 

– ―Objective conditions are seldom so  

compelling or so unambiguous that they set 

the policy agenda or dictate the appropriate 

conceptualization.‖ 

 

– ―For a condition to be a problem, people must 

become convinced that something should be 

done to change it.‖ 





BP Deepwater Horizon Spill  

 



Politics Stream 

• Shifts of important participants in the 

system  

• Shifts in national mood or interest group 

configurations. 

 

• Own dynamics and rules 



Policy  

Windows 
 



Policy Entrepreneur 

•  advocates who are willing to invest their 

resources—time, energy, reputation, 

money 

– expertise, ability to speak for others  

– political connections 

– Persistence 

– Policy plan 

 

• Examples? 



Problem Stream 

 



Problem Stream - events 



 



April 22, 1970, first Earth Day, 20 million participants. 

 

Policy Window Open?  

 

Policy Entrepeneurs? 

 
 



 



Politics Stream 

• Shifts of important participants in the 

system  

• Shifts in national mood or interest group 

configurations. 

 



Political Stream 

1968 Election 

• Nixon 43.4% 

• Humphrey 42.7% 

• Wallace 8.6% 



Mr. Environment?  

 • Establishes EPA 

• Declares Earth Week 

• 36 Environmental 

proposals 

• CAA 

– National air standards 

– Motor vehicle standards 



Mr. Environment or 

―Chief architect of failed Air 

Quality Act of 1967?‖ 
 



Clean Air Act of 1970 

Nixon 

• new national ambient air 

quality standards  

• New source performance 

standards  

• motor vehicle emission 

standards 

 

Muskie 

Ditto, but 

• air quality standards to 

protect publish health and 

welfare 

• Cannot use economic cost 

and technological feasibility 

considerations 

 



Clean Water Act of 1972 

Nixon 

• $6 billion waste treatment  

• Mandatory toxic 

discharge standards  

Muskie 

• $18 billion for waste 

treatment 

• Zero discharge goals 

• 100% fishable, swimmable, 

drinkable  

 

 

 



Policy Stream 
Why had state laws 

failed? 

 

• Agency Capture! 

 

• Solution 

– Strict deadlines 

– Clear goals 

– Uniform standards 

– Citizen Lawsuits 

– Technology forcing  

 

– Detailed statues x Judicial 

Review = _______ 

 


