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Toward Better Theories of the Policy Process

Paul A. Sabatier, University of California, Davis

Any theory of the manner in which
governmental policies get formulated
and implemented, as well as the
effects of those actions on the world,
requires an understanding of the
behavior of major types of govern-
mental institutions (legislatures,
courts, administrative agencies, chief
executives), as well as the behavior of
interest groups, the general public,
and the media. The dominant para-
digm of the policy process, the stages
heuristic popularized by Jones

(1970), Anderson (1975), and Peters
(1986), has outlived its usefulness
and must be replaced, in large part
because it is not a causal theory. In
the course of their empirical work,
policy scholars have highlighted a
number of phenomena that need to
be incorporated into theories of the
policy process. The development of
such theories requires an integration
of both political scientists’ knowledge
of specific institutions and behavior
and policy scholars’ attention to
policy communities, substantive
policy information, etc.

Innovations by Policy Scholars
in Understanding the Policy
Process

At least since World War II, most
political scientists have tended to
focus on either a specific type of
institution (legislatures, the presi-
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dency, courts, interest groups,
administrative agencies, local govern-
ments, political parties) or on specific
types of political behavior outside
those institutions (public opinion,
voting, political socialization). These
have become the standard subfields
within the discipline.

In contrast, scholars interested in
public policy have not been able to
stay within these subfields because
the policy process spans all of them.
In the course of empirical work,
policy scholars have highlighted a
number of phenomena often
neglected by political scientists
without a policy focus:

a) The importance of policy commu-
nities/networks/subsystems
involving actors from numerous
public and private institutions and
from multiple levels of govern-
ment;

b) The importance of substantive
policy information;

¢) The critical role of policy elites
vis-a-vis the general public;

d) The desirability of longitudinal
studies of a decade or more;

e) Differences in political behavior
across policy types.

The Importance of Intergovern-
mental Policy Communities/
Subsystems

Traditionally, political scientists

Toward Better Theories of the Policy Process

of Policy-Oriented Learning Therein,”
Policy Sciences 21 (Fall): 129-168.

Salamon, Lester, ed. 1989. Beyond Privatiza-
tion: The Tools of Government. Washing-
ton, DC: The Urban Institute.

Schneider, Anne and Ingram, Helen. 1990.
‘‘Behavioral Assumptions of Policy
Tools,”” Journal of Politics 52 (May):
510-29.

Sharkansky, Ira, ed. 1970. Policy Analysis in
Political Science. Chicago: Markham.

Stokey, Edith and Zeckhauser, Richard. 1978.
A Primer for Policy Analysis. NY: W. W,
Norton.

Weiss, Carol. 1977. Using Social Research in
Public Policy Making. Lexington, Mass: D.
C. Heath.

Wildavsky, Aaron. 1966. ‘“The Political Econ-
omy of Efficiency: Cost-Benefit Analysis,
Systems Analysis, and Program Budget-
ing,”’ Public Administration Review 26
(December): 292-310.

have been preoccupied with either a
single type of institution or with
‘“‘iron triangles’’ at a single level of
government. The separate, and
neglected, field of intergovernmental
relations has focused on legal rela-
tionships and political culture (Elazar
1984).

Traditionally, political
scientists have been preoc-
cupied with either a single
type of institution or with
“‘Gron triangles’’ at a single
level of government.

Numerous strands of policy re-
search have demonstrated the inade-
quacy of this focus on single, or
small groups of, institutions. Virtual-
ly all implementation research, from
the early studies of Murphy (1973),
Pressman and Wildavsky (1973), and
Van Horn (1979) to more recent
work by Hjern and Porter (1981),
Mazmanian and Sabatier (1981,
1989), Scholz and Wei (1986), and
Goggin (1987) has demonstrated that
the development and execution of
domestic policy in the United States
and Western Europe involves numer-
ous agencies and interest groups at
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all levels of government. This has
been confirmed by studies of fiscal
federalism (Reagan 1972; Nathan
and Adams 1977; ACIR 1984); by
research on the relationship between
federal and state laws within a
specific policy area (Gray 1973; Rose
1973; Kemp 1978; Lester and Bow-
man 1989); and by the growing liter-
ature on intergovernmental relations
in Western Europe (Hanf and
Scharpf 1978; Rhodes and Wright
1987; Page and Goldsmith 1987).

In addition, studies of agenda
setting (Kingdon 1984; Cook and
Scogan 1989), implementation
(Sharpe 1985; Mazmanian and
Sabatier 1989: Chap. 6), deregulation
(Derthick and Quirk 1985), and the
entire literature on the use of policy
analysis (Weiss 1977a; Nelkin 1979;
Mazur 1981) have demonstrated that
researchers, specialist reporters, and
professional associations are active
participants within policy communi-
ties. There is also considerable evi-
dence that policy specialists in the
chief executive’s office (e.g. the
Office of Management and Budget)
need to be added to the list of actors
within policy communities (White
1981; Vig and Kraft 1984).

One of the conclusions emerging
from the policy literature is that
understanding the policy process
requires looking at an intergovern-
mental policy community or sub-
system—composed of bureaucrats,
legislative personnel, interest group
leaders, researchers, and specialist
reporters within a substantive policy
area—as the basic unit of study. The
traditional focus of political scientists
on single institutions, or single levels
of government, will help in under-
standing the effects of institutional
rules on behavior and, at times, in
understanding specific decisions. But
it is usually inadequate for under-
standing the policy process over any
length of time (Jones 1975; Heclo
1978; Kingdon 1984; Sabatier 1988).

The Importance of
Substantive Policy Information

Political scientists have traditional-
ly sought explanations of behavior in
the preferences, interests, and re-
sources of the actors involved, in
institutional rules, and in background
socioeconomic conditions. The
amount and quality of information
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used in choice situations has been a
neglected topic—except in voting
studies, where the public clearly are
cognitive misers (Lau and Sears
1986).

In contrast, numerous strands of
public policy research have demon-
strated the importance of substantive
policy information. Virtually all
studies of specific policy areas have
shown that most participants spend a
great deal of time discussing rela-
tively technical topics such as the
magnitude of the problems involved,
the relative importance of various
factors affecting the problem(s), the
effects of past policies, and the prob-
able future consequences of policy
alternatives (Heclo 1974; Derthick
1979; Nelson 1986; Greenberger et al
1983). This is precisely why sub-
systems are critical. One must
specialize in a particular policy area
in order to understand the substan-
tive debates; actors outside the sub-
system tend to take cues from those
within (Matthews and Stimson 1975;
Kingdon 1981).

Only rarely does a specific
Dpiece of research strongly
influence a major policy
decision.

The influence of such information
on policy decisions has been exten-
sively researched, and several conclu-
sions have emerged. First, substan-
tive policy information is typically
used in an advocacy fashion, i.e. to
buttress one’s position or to attack
an opponent’s (Wildavsky and
Tenenbaum 1981; Mazur 1981;
Jenkins-Smith 1990; Heintz 1988).
Second, only rarely does a specific
piece of research strongly influence a
major policy decision. When that
happens, it is usually because a
source respected by all participants
has done an excellent job (Whiteman
1985; Songer 1988; Cook and Scogan
1989). Instead, the more normal pat-
tern is for a process of ‘‘enlighten-
ment’’ whereby the findings accumu-
lated over time gradually alter deci-
sion-makers’ perceptions of the
seriousness of the problems, the rela-
tive importance of different causes,
and/or the effects of major policy

programs (Caplan et al 1975; Weiss
1977a,b; Derthick and Quirk 1985).
Finally, the importance of substan-
tive policy information suggests that
our conception of the content of elite
belief systems needs to be broadened
beyond the traditional focus on
normative and ideological beliefs
(Putnam 1976) to include perceptions
of problem severity and causal rela-
tionships in the policy areas in which
elites are specialists (Greenberger et
al 1983; Sabatier and Hunter 1989).

The Ciritical Role of Policy Elites vis-
a-vis the Public

Over the past 30 years, political
scientists have spent an enormous
amount of time and resources seek-
ing to understand public opinion and
voting behavior. Both Walker (1972)
and Palumbo (1989) found this was
either the first or second most fre-
quent category of articles in the
major disciplinary journals (theory
being the other). Attention has also
focused on the congruence between
constituent preferences and legislative
floor voting.

Several decades of policy research
suggest that the general public plays
a more modest role in the formula-
tion and implementation of govern-
mental policy than in the discipline’s
research priorities. On the one hand,
there is a fairly strong correlation
between important shifts in public
opinion and changes in the general
direction of governmental policy
(Page and Shapiro 1983). Popular
influence is further enhanced if one
includes citizen complaints to agency
and legislative officials (Verba and
Nie 1972; Johannes 1984) and grass
roots response to interest group
lobbying campaigns (Loomis 1983).
But affecting the general direction of
policy and the disposition of a small
percentage of cases still leaves some
enormous voids.

In air pollution policy, for exam-
ple, the major issues over the past
decade have included the effects of
command-and-control strategies
versus economic incentives; whether
the national air quality standard for
ozone should be set at .10 ppm or
.08 ppm; the consequences of using
tall stacks and scrubbers as control
techniques for utilities; the sources
and consequences of acid rain; and
the importance of inspection and
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maintenance programs for control-
ling automotive emissions (White
1981; Liroff 1986). All of these
topics require greater substantive
information than the general public
(or most legislators) have at their
disposal; they require knowledge of
precisely when and where to inter-
vene, as well as the ability and will-
ingness to sustain that intervention
over many years. It is the members
of the air pollution policy community
who have that knowledge and com-
mitment and, thus, the ability to
actually shape policy over an
extended period.

Several decades of policy
research suggest that the
general public plays a
more modest role in the
Sformulation and imple-
mentation of governmen-
tal policy than in the
discipline’s research
priorities.

The Desirability of Longitudinal
Studies of a Decade or More

In this instance, political scientists
and policy scholars have pursued
similar paths. During the 1960s and
early 1970s, most research in both
areas involved either cross-sectional
designs or short-term case studies of
specific decisions or institutions.
Recently, both groups of scholars
have given greater attention to
longitudinal designs for a decade or
more.

From a policy perspective, the
desirability of a longer time perspec-
tive has arisen for several reasons.
First, many of the early implementa-
tion studies using time frames of 3-4
years resulted in premature assess-
ments of program performance;
much fairer evaluations came after a
decade or so (Kirst and Jung 1983;
Sabatier 1986). Second, if the domi-
nant use of substantive policy infor-
mation is via ‘‘the enlightenment
function,”’ that obviously requires a
time frame of a decade or more—
one of the best examples being the
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gradual accumulation of economic
critiques of the inefficiencies of
airline regulation by the Civil Aero-
nautics Board (Derthick and Quirk,
1985). Third, understanding the sig-
nificance of particular policy innova-
tions, as well as the relative impor-
tance of factors such as changing
socioeconomic conditions and policy-
oriented learning, requires time spans
of several decades (Heclo 1974;
Derthick 1979; Nelson 1984; Burstein
1985).

Of course, the optimal strategy is
to use pooled cross-sectional, longitu-
dinal designs (Goggin 1986). In
policy research, this is complicated
by difficulties in obtaining good data
across numerous governmental units
over a decade or more on anything
beside legislative roll calls and gov-
ernment expenditures. But recently
scholars have become more adept at
obtaining data from government
agencies on, for example, enforce-
ment actions. When linked to
changes in socioeconomic and politi-
cal conditions, statutes, and policy
outcomes, these designs offer the
prospect of more sophisticated
analyses (Scholz and Wei 1986;
Lester and Bowman 1989; Wood
1990).

Differences in Political Behavior
Across Policy Types

Of all the work in public policy
over the past two decades, Lowi’s
(1964, 1972) argument that political
behavior varies across policy types—
distributive, redistributive, regula-
tory—has probably had the greatest
effect on the discipline of political
science.! For example, it forms a
major organizing principle in several
texts on both congressional and
bureaucratic behavior (Ripley and
Franklin 1980, 1982; Meier 1987).

The basic argument has been criti-
cized for ambiguities in the precise
causal process by which behavioral
differences are associated with policy
types and for difficulties in applying
the typology to particular policy deci-
sions (Heclo 1972; Greenberg et al
1977; May 1986). These problems
can probably be remedied, however,
by focusing on the distribution of
costs and benefits across policy cate-
gories (Wilson 1973: Chap. 16;
Ingram 1978) and by acknowledging
that a law can contain different
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policy types. Lowi would predict dif-
ferent forms of political behavior
regarding different parts of many
statutes, which is precisely what
Mann (1975) found in examining the
passage of the 1972 Federal Water
Pollution Control Act.

Synthesizing Theories of the
Policy Process

Political scientists and policy
scholars share a common interest in
developing better theories of the
policy process than the stages heuris-
tic. Such theories should integrate
many of the contributions of policy
scholars with political scientists’ tra-
ditional focus on the preferences,
interests, and resources of various
actors, institutional rules, and back-
ground socioeconomic conditions.

Four such efforts cover the range
of approaches that meet the criteria
of addressing most of those topics,
applying to significant portions of
the policy process, and proving
useful in a variety of empirical
settings:

1. The open-systems framework of
Richard Hofferbert;

2. An approach involving rational
actors within institutions devel-
oped by Elinor Ostrom and her
colleagues;

3. John Kingdon’s ‘‘policy streams’’
framework;

4. The “‘advocacy coalition’’ frame-
work recently developed by
Sabatier.

All but the first were developed
during the 1980s, suggesting that
alternatives to the stages heuristic are
finally emerging. Other approaches
have also proven useful. They
include Ripley’s (1985) synthesis of
the stages heuristic with a modified
version of Lowi’s arenas of power
and Wildavsky’s “‘cultural’’ explana-
tions of policy change (Wildavsky
1982, 1987; Coyle and Wildavsky
1987).

An Open Systems (Funnel of
Causality) Approach

Fifteen years ago, Hofferbert
(1974) developed a conceptual frame-
work of the policy process with gov-
ernmental decisions as the dependent
variable. As indicated in Figure 1,
these were seen as a direct and in-
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direct function of historical-geo-
graphic conditions, socioeconomic
conditions, mass political behavior,
governmental institutions, and—most
directly—elite behavior.

This approach has guided research
involving cross-sectional comparisons
of policy decisions across states and
localities. It has also been criticized
for its ‘‘black box’’ approach to gov-
ernmental institutions and elite
behavior, and for its neglect of an
intergovernmental dimension (Rose
1973; Eyestone 1977). While subse-

FIGURE 1.

quent research has partially resolved
these problems (Mazmanian and
Sabatier 1980; Hofferbert and Urice
1985), the aggregated nature of the
variables—and the neglect of individ-
ual-level processes—mean that the
Hofferbert approach has inherent
limitations when dealing with the role
of substantive information and inter-
actions within intergovernmental
policy communities. In addition, the
framework would have to add policy
effects and feedback loops to be
useful in longitudinal studies.

Hofferbert’s Model for Comparative Study of Policy Formation
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Finally, Hofferbert assumed that
socioeconomic conditions and mass
political behavior—as mediated by
governmental institutions and elite
behavior—drove policy decisions, a
view that runs counter to a fair
amount of research about the ability
of governmental elites to manipulate
popular opinion (Dye and Zeigler,
1975; Cobb et al, 1976).

Despite these limitations, the
Hofferbert approach constitutes a
parsimonious view of the policy
process with clear (if perhaps not
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always valid) driving forces. It is a
useful starting point for cross-
sectional comparisons and may still
be the dominant paradigm in com-
parative policy research (Leichter
1979; Lundqvist 1980).

Institutional Rational Choice

In direct contrast to the systems
approach of Hofferbert, a large
group of rational choice scholars
over the past 20 years have started
with individual actors—their prefer-
ences, interests, and resources—as
the basic unit of analysis and then
have examined how institutional rules
can affect behavior (March and
Olsen 1984; Moe 1984). From a
policy perspective, the most useful
body of work within this tradition
has been that of Elinor Ostrom and
her colleagues because it combines an
actor-based perspective with attention
to institutional rules, intergovern-
mental relations, and policy
decisions.

The basic approach is found in
Kiser and Ostrom (1982). As can be
seen in Part A of Figure 2, it views
individual actions as a function of
both the attributes (values and
resources) of the individual and the
attributes of the decision situation.
The latter is, in turn, a product of
institutional rules, the nature of the
relevant good, and the attributes of
the community (which would include
Hofferbert’s socio-economic condi-
tions and community opinion). The
principal insight of this approach is
that the same individual will behave
differently in different decision situa-
tions. The focus has been, first, on
developing a classification of institu-
tional rules that delineate entry and
exit to various positions, the scope of
authority for each position, permis-
sible communication among actors in
various roles, and means for aggre-
gating individual actions into a col-
lective decision. Next, empirical and
theoretical work has demonstrated
how changes in a specific rule can
significantly affect behavior (Ostrom
1986a, b, 1990).

This approach to institutional
analysis is given a policy perspective
in Part B of Figure 2. It defines
three levels of institutional analysis—
the operational level (e.g. agency
permit decisions), the collective
choice (e.g., the statute governing the
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agency), and the constitutional (the
constitution governing the legisla-
ture). There are two fundamental in-
sights: First, the decisions of a given
level basically set the institutional
rules of the next lower level. Thus a
constitution sets the basic institution-
al rules for a legislature, while a
legislative statute sets the basic rules
governing agency permit decisions.
Second, it is primarily the decisions
of the operational level that directly
affect citizens; the decisions of higher
levels are guidance to lower levels.
This is consistent with findings from
a decade of implementation research:
what happens in Washington or
Sacramento is little more than words
on paper until it affects the behavior
of street level bureaucrats and,
ultimately, target groups.

This is a superb framework for
thinking about the effects of individ-
uals and institutions on governmental
policy decisions. It has, of course,
some limitations. The role of sub-
stantive policy information is
neglected, as is the range of factors
intervening between policy decisions
and societal effects. While ‘‘com-
munity characteristics’’ are
mentioned as one of the three sets of
factors affecting a decision situation,
they have largely been neglected in
the work to date. Finally, the focus
on individual behavior within specific
institutions renders this framework a
little unwieldy for dealing with the
multitude of institutions in a policy
community.

The Policy Streams Approach

Drawing upon the ‘‘garbage can
model’’ of organizational choice
(Cohen et al 1972), John Kingdon
(1984) has developed an interesting
approach to agenda-setting and
policy formulation, which may well
be expandable to the entire policy
process. In his view, policy making
can be conceptualized as three largely
unrelated ‘‘streams”’: (1) a problem
stream, consisting of information
about real world problems and the
effects of past governmental inter-
ventions; (2) a policy stream/com-
munity composed of researchers,
advocates, and other specialists who
analyze problems and formulate pos-
sible alternatives; and (3) a political
stream, consisting of elections, legis-
lative leadership contests, etc. Ac-
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cording to Kingdon, major policy
reforms result when ‘‘a window of
opportunity”’ joins the three streams:
in response to a recognized problem,
the policy community develops a
proposal that is financially and tech-
nically feasible, and politicians find it
advantageous to approve it.

The Kingdon approach has many
praiseworthy features. It incorporates
an enlarged view of policy commu-
nities. It gives a prominent role to
substantive policy information about
real world problems and the impacts
of previous governmental interven-
tions. It gets beyond the rigid institu-
tionalism in which many political
scientists confine themselves. And it
acknowledges the role of serendipity
in the policy process.

On the other hand, several aspects
need further development. The con-
ditions creating windows of oppor-
tunity need further analysis, and
Jones (1987) has recently made some
suggestions in this regard. Sabatier
(1988) would contend that Kingdon
views policy analysts and researchers
as being too apolitical, thus neglect-
ing the role of advocacy analysis and
putting too much distance between
the “‘policy” and the ‘‘political”’
streams. Finally, if the framework is
to be expanded to include the entire
policy process, more attention needs
to be given to bureaucracies and
courts in implementing those
reforms, and more recognition needs
to be accorded the intergovernmental
dimension in both formulation and
implementation.

The Advocacy Coalition Approach

Sabatier (1988) has recently
developed a conceptual framework
of the policy process that synthesizes
many of the features discussed in this
paper. It views policy change over
time as a function of three sets of
factors:

1. The interaction of competing
advocacy coalitions within a policy
subsystem/community. An
advocacy coalition consists of
actors from many public and
private organizations at all levels
of government who share a set of
basic beliefs (policy goals plus
causal and other perceptions) and
who seek to manipulate the rules
of various governmental institu-
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FIGURE 2.
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tions to achieve those goals over
time. Conflict among coalitions is
mediated by ‘‘policy brokers,”’
i.e., actors more concerned with
system stability than with achiev-
ing policy goals.

2. Changes external to the subsystem
in socioeconomic conditions,
system-wide governing coalitions,
and decisions from other policy
subsystems. Since 1970, for exam-
ple, U.S. air pollution policy has
been affected by changes in petro-
leum prices, by Republican elec-
toral victories in 1980, and by
decisions from the tax and energy
subsystems.

3. The effects of stable system
parameters—such as basic social
structure and constitutional
rules—on the constraints and
resources of various actors. The
strategies available to advocacy
coalitions in air pollution policy
are, for example, obviously con-
strained by federalism.

With respect to belief systems and
public policies, the framework distin-
guishes ‘‘core’’ from ‘‘secondary’’
elements. Coalitions are assumed to
organize around common core
beliefs, such as the proper scope of
governmental vs. market activity and
the proper distribution of authority
among levels of government. Since
these core beliefs are hypothesized to
be relatively stable over periods of a
decade or more, so too is coalition
composition. Coalitions seek to learn
about how the world operates and
the effects of various governmental
interventions in order to realize their
goals over time. Because of resistance
to changing core beliefs, such policy-
oriented learning is usually confined
to the secondary aspects of belief
systems.2 Changes in the core aspects
of public policies require the replace-
ment of a dominant coalition by
another, which is hypothesized to
result primarily from changes exter-
nal to the subsystem (i.e., from the
second set of factors).

The advocacy coalition framework
has been applied to a number of
policy areas, primarily dealing with
energy and environmental policy
(Jenkins-Smith 1988; Heintz 1988;
Weyent 1988; Jenkins-Smith and
Sabatier, 1991). Thus far, the argu-
ments concerning coalition stability
and the prevalence of advocacy
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analysis have been confirmed, while
questions have been raised about the
hierarchical structure of belief
systems and the framework’s neglect
of actor interests (as opposed to
beliefs). Although further testing will
suggest additional modifications and
elaborations, the advocacy coalition
framework’s ability to integrate the
concerns of policy scholars with
much of the political science litera-
ture makes it a promising new
approach to the policy process. It
shares several similarities with
Wildavsky’s (1982, 1987) cultural
explanations, but gives more atten-
tion to the nature of belief systems
and the respective roles of policy
learning and exogenous factors in
policy change.

Future Directions

Public policy shares a characteris-
tic of many subfields within political
science: the absence of a commonly
accepted, clearly articulated, and
empirically verified body of theory.
This can partially be attributed to the
complexity of the policy process and
the recent emergence of the subfield.
The 1970s and early 1980s were
dominated by largely atheoretical
work in substantive policy areas and
by research in specific policy stages,
particularly formulation and imple-
mentation. In the last 5-10 years,
however, a number of causal theories
(or meta-theories) of substantial por-
tions of the policy process have
emerged.

The paramount task facing policy
scholars during the 1990s will be to
apply these theories in a variety of
empirical settings, refining and
expanding those that seem promising,
rejecting those that do not, and
developing new ones to take their
place. Everything else is secondary.

Given the contributions of other
subfields to the policy process, policy
scholars need to keep in touch with
developments in the rest of the disci-
pline. For example, recent work by
Sinclair (1989) and by Smith and
Maltzman (1989) indicates that con-
gressional policy committees are no
longer as autonomous as they once
were. If this trend continues and if it
applies to other legislative bodies,
policy scholars will have to reexam-
ine their assumptions about the
importance of policy subsystems/
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communities.

By the same token, policy process
scholars have a great deal to offer
political scientists in other subfields.
For example, much of the recent
empirical and theoretical work in
administrative behavior continues to
focus on a single agency or on ‘‘iron
triangles”’ at a single level of govern-
ment (Moe 1985; Bendor and Moe
1985). While this may be appropriate
in the case of a few federal agencies
with monopoly jurisdiction (e.g., the
Federal Communications Commis-
sion), in the vast majority of policy
areas the behavior of specific
agencies is affected by a much wider
range of actors at multiple levels of
government (Scholz and Wei 1986;
Sabatier and Pelkey 1987; Wood
1990).

The development and testing of
better iheories of the policy process
will be accelerated if publication out-
lets specifically devoted to this task
can be developed. Westview Press
has recently decided to start a book
series on this topic.

Ultimately, however, a new schol-
arly journal will be needed. Political
science journals cannot perform this
task because the discipline’s concerns
are not focused on the policy process
and historically have been preoc-
cupied with public opinion and
voting studies (Walker 1972;
Palumbo 1989). The existing set of
policy journals is also inadequate,
either because of a different focus or
because most are so poorly regarded
by political scientists that policy
scholars in political science depart-
ments are reluctant to publish in
them.3 An obvious solution is for the
recently reorganized Policy Studies
Section of the APSA to develop a
journal devoted to publishing theo-
retical and empirical work of the
highest scholarly quality on the
policy process. It should deal with
factors affecting governmental policy
decisions, the intended and unin-
tended impacts of those decisions on
society, and the manner in which
both decisions and social impacts
affect public opinion and elite
behavior. The journal should be
oriented to academics rather than to
practitioners, both to fill the void left
by the present set of policy journals
and to attract work from scholars in
prestigious political science depart-
ments. Without such a journal, many
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FIGURE 3.

General Model of Policy Change Focusing on Competing Advocacy Coalitions
Within Policy Subsystems
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political scientists and policy process
scholars will continue to be ignorant
of each others’ work.

Another important feature of the
1990s is likely to be an expansion of
the literature on policy design.
Design involves the conscious
attempt to alter governmental
policies in order to achieve one or
more objectives. It assumes that
pushing specific ‘‘levers’’ will have
certain effects, which, in turn,
requires knowledge of how bureauc-
racies, courts, legislators, interest
groups, etc. will react (Schneider and
Ingram, 1990). The design approach
is probably most compatible with the
institutional rational choice perspec-
tive of Ostrom, although Sabatier’s
advocacy coalition approach also
focuses on the efforts of coalitions to
alter institutional rules in order to
achieve their objectives.

The policy process is complicated.
It can only be understood if political
scientists and policy scholars are
willing to work together to develop
and to test theories of the policy
process.

Notes

The author would like to thank Hank
Jenkins-Smith, Joe Stewart, Ted Lowi, Aaron
Wildavsky, Virginia Gray, John Kingdon, and
Robert Hauck for their constructive criticisms
of previous drafts of this paper.

1. The only other candidates would be the
policy output studies (Dawson and Robinson
1963; Sharkansky 1970; Hofferbert 1974) and
the work of Wildavsky (1974) on budgeting.

2. Sabatier (1988: 149-157) hypothesizes that
policy-oriented learning is more likely to occur
between coalitions when the issues are techni-
cally tractable, when they deal with important
secondary aspects of belief systems, and when
coalitions are forced to confront each other in
professionalized forums. See Jenkins-Smith
(1988) for very similar arguments developed
independently.

3. None of the existing public policy jour-
nals have developed a focus on the policy
process. Some have been preoccupied with
techniques of policy evaluation (Journal of
Policy Analysis and Management); many deal
with specific policy areas; while the rest have
attempted to deal with the broad range of
policy scholars’ interests, with much of the
work consisting of techniques useful to prac-
titioners or of atheoretical studies of a particu-
lar policy area (Policy Sciences, Journal of
Public Policy, Policy Studies Journal, and
Policy Studies Review). On the low regard in
which political scientists hold existing policy
journals—particularly those associated with the
Policy Studies Organization—see Giles et al
(1989).
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