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(abstract)  

 

Insofar as they arise from conscious reflection and deliberation, policies may reflect a 

variety of intentions and ideas: some vague, some specific, some conflicting, some 

unarticulated. They can, as we will see, even be the unintended or undeliberated 

consequences of professional practices or bureaucratic routines. Such intentions, practices, 

and ideas can in turn be shaped by a vast array of different environmental circumstances, 

ranging from an immediate specific cue or impetus to a more general spirit of the time or 

even a belief in a self-evident universal truth. How can we talk about the origins of something 

as diverse as policy? 

The core simplification used in the study of the origins of policy is the analogy of the 

business meeting. Policies first come into being through being put on an agenda - a notional 

list of topics that people involved in policy making are interested in, and which they seek to 

address through developing, or exploring the possibility of developing, policies. Kingdon’s 

(1995) approach to understanding the development of agendas and approaches associated 

with it (Cobb and Elder 1978; Cohen, March, and Olsen 1972; Baumgartner and Jones 1993), 

have served to shape thinking about the early origins of policy. 

However, there are two limitations to using the agenda literature to help understand 

the origins of policy. First, because the analyses on which the leading studies are based are 

concerned with legislative policy making, they cannot be expected to throw light on policies 

that have been developed, or better that emerge, without having been the subject of 

deliberation or without the formal approval of legislative and executive authorities. Second, 

and perhaps most importantly, the dominant theoretical models have been developed 

primarily to apply to the United States, and this makes their direct application as generalized 

descriptions of policy development problematic. 

The greater potential for hierarchical structuring of the policy process in systems 

outside the USA means that governments are more easily able to make general commitments 

that shape a range of policies-from the commitment to a meta-agenda of broad approaches 

they seek to develop (albeit that they may face severe political opposition such as in the case 

of ‘‘Agenda 2010’’ in Germany or ‘‘Agenda 2006’’ in France) to the micro-detail of how 

clauses within legislation are structured and those delivering the policies are instructed to go 

about their work (as, for example, with the ability of UK Ministers to instruct immigration 

officials to interpret regulations in a particular way). Thus in such systems it is important to 

examine the origins of policy in venues somewhat removed from legislative policy making, 

the focus of US accounts of agendas. This chapter sets out four levels of abstraction and 

discusses how policies can emerge at each level, and each level has distinctive characteristics. 

 

2. Clarifying the Differences in Policy 

Origins 

One of the basic problems involved in setting out the origins of policy is that we do 

not know precisely what a policy is. The term ‘‘policy’’ can refer to a constructed unity 

imposed on diverse and disparate measures—we may look at the totality of measures on, say, 

education and talk of the ‘‘education policy’’ of a particular country. A book on ‘‘education 

policy’’ is further unlikely to exclude the institutions that shape and deliver it. Or the term 

‘‘policy’’ may refer to a particular law or measure—perhaps even a government circular or 

some other ‘‘soft law’’ instrument. 
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Even if we insist on defining policy narrowly, as a particular law or other instrument, 

it is likely that several distinct measures, not even necessarily related, will be bundled 

together such that the description of it as a policy is dubious—‘‘omnibus’’ bills in the USA or 

‘‘portmanteau’’ bills in the UK combine diverse measures in one law. 

As suggested in the introduction to this chapter, policies can be described at a variety 

of degrees of specificity—any one of Bismarck’s social policy laws might be seen itself as a 

collection of specific measures, as a policy in its own right, or as part of a body of measures 

and laws that is much larger. To help remove this level of ambiguity about what constitutes a 

policy it is worth considering what we mean by ‘‘policy’’ (though we must avoid elaborate 

discussion of the many meanings of the term - for a useful discussion see Hogwood and Gunn 

1984, 13 V.). Policies can be considered as intentions or actions or more likely a mixture of 

the two. It is possible for a policy to be simply an intention. The proposals of a party unlikely 

to gain office or participate in a coalition are ‘‘policies’’ even though they have no chance of 

being put into action. Moreover, it is possible for a policy to be simply an action or a 

collection of actions. Where, for example, immigration officials do not look closely at 

dubious applications for entry into a country we might describe immigration policy as ‘‘lax.’’ 

We can, on this basis, specify four levels of abstraction at which policies can be 

viewed. Intentions and actions can each be divided into two distinct groupings of things, each 

of which can be described as ‘‘policy.’’ Intentions can be relatively broad. A range of terms 

can be used to describe intentions. Policy intentions might take the form of principles - 

general views about how public affairs should be arranged or conducted. Candidates for 

principles might include privatization, deregulation, consumer choice, care in the community, 

services ‘‘free at the point of delivery,’’ or ‘‘best available technology.’’ Such principles 

need not necessarily be easily defined or even coherent, but should be a set of ideas that are 

capable of application in some form or another to diverse policy topics. Something as broad 

as an ideology - a body of ideas that incorporate discrete principles - might also be interpreted 

as an even broader statement of intentions. Notoriously difficult to define in precise terms, we 

know that ideologies such as socialism are capable of generating an array of different 

principles—public ownership, the role of party in government, workers’ rights, and so on. 

We can include, albeit at a somewhat different level of aggregation, other ideas that 

contain bundles of different principles as ideologies: Thatcherism, Reaganomics, New Public 

Management, and ‘‘the Third Way.’’ The intentions might not be quite so broad - they may 

refer less to an overarching set of principles or even ideology and more to goals related to the 

specific issue or problem that a policy seeks to address. Let us call these rather specific 

intentions ‘‘policy lines’’ since they refer to strategies (or lines) to take in regulating or 

dealing with particular topics. Typically laws contain several lines. Taking the UK’s 

Adoption and Children Act 2002 as an example, one policy sought to increase the number of 

potential adoptive parents, another line on ‘‘intercountry adoption’’ addressed the problems 

posed by lax adoption laws in other countries. Yet another line was to develop registers of 

adoption agencies, and there were several other distinct lines in this broad law. 

When we move to actions, there are also two levels at which we may conceptualize 

policies. Measures are the specific instruments that give effect to distinct policy lines: the 

legal requirements to be met by people entering the country with children not their own is one 

measure, inserting a new clause in the law prohibiting homosexuality as a barrier to adoption 

is another. Measures have attracted some attention in the literature as the tools of government 

(Hood 1983). They are not invariably laws. ‘‘Tools’’ include financial incentives, forms of 

exhortation or recommendation, or the direct deployment of public personnel - nodality, 

authority, treasure, and organization in Hood’s (1983) NATO scheme. 

Practices are the behavior of officials normally expected to carry out policy measures. 

The term includes implementation in its narrow sense: how officials at ports of entry treat 
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families returning to the UK and how adoption counselors change the way they place 

children. While this aspect of policy is treated as ‘‘implementation’’ of policy (see Pressman 

and Wildavsky 1973), practices are not invariably implementation in the sense that they are 

produced by the measures that seek to give effect to policy. In fact, a large part of the study 

of implementation looks at how a policy interacts with existing practices within an 

organization to shape its implementation. Indeed, in the original implementation study, the 

US Economic Development Administration’s general desire to spend its money shaped its 

plans to spend money aimed at increasing the employment of ethnic groups. Herbert 

Kaufman’s (1960) classic study of the forest ranger highlighted the fact that it was the set of 

norms and practices of the employees of the forestry service that shaped the character of the 

service, and these norms were not ‘‘implementing’’ any particular piece of legislation. 

 
 

3. Policy Origins and Levels of Abstraction 

3.1 Overview 
It is possible for the origins of policy to be discussed at each of these four levels of 

abstraction, and for some policies concentrating on one level offers a more plausible account 

of policy origins than concentrating on another. While we will examine this proposition in 

detail, let us outline some initial justification for it. As regards principle, we might reasonably 

say that the range of initiatives adopted in the United States in the area of ‘‘workfare’’ after 

the 1980s suggests that the origins of policy can be reasonably sought in thought about the 

relationship between social welfare and the obligations of recipients. Of course, how and why 

that thought was taken up in federal and state legislation is an important part of the story, but 

since we are interested in origins, it is reasonable to start with principle as an important part 

of the origin (King 1999). Much of the work surrounding agenda setting concentrates on the 

origins of what I have termed policy lines—specific sets of intentions relating to a particular 

issue. Kingdon’s (1995) empirical analysis in his seminal book on the subject takes as its base 

policy lines such as proposals or federal funding of health maintenance organizations or the 

deregulation of freight transport. 

Measures might at first appear as unlikely candidates for the origins of policy, but 

they are in fact common stimuli to developing policy—the specific measures developed in 

connection with some policies can lead to the development of different policies. This 

argument was given particular prominence in Wildavsky’s (1980, 62-85) elaboration of 

‘‘policy as its own cause’’ according to which ‘‘policies tend to feed on each other: the more 

there are, the more there have to be to cope with the new circumstances, effects on other 

policies and unexpected consequences. New legislative amendments and new administrative 

regulations become a growth industry as each makes work for the other.’’ Elaborating on 

Wildavsky’s ideas, Hogwood and Peters (1983, 1) argue that true innovation in policy 

development is rare and that ‘‘most policy making is actually policy succession: the 

replacement of an existing policy, program or organization by another.’’ This is in part a 

result of the ‘‘crowding’’ of the ‘‘policy space,’’ by which they mean that increasing aspects 

of human interaction have become subject to some form of public policy. In consequence 

‘‘the problem to be tackled by a ‘new’ policy proposal may not be the absence of a policy, 

but problems resulting from existing policies or unforeseen adverse consequences arising 

from the interaction of diVerent programs’’ (Hogwood and Peters 1983, 3). 

Specific measures can initiate new policy lines or measures. The ill-fated poll tax had 

an impact on the British local government system long after it had gone: ‘‘The long term 

harm done to local government by the poll tax system is not in the poll tax itself, but in the 

raft of measures that accompanied its rise and fall. Three stand out in particular: the 
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nationalization of the business rate, the enforcement of universal capping of councils’ 

spending and the establishment of the Local Government Commission’’ (Butler, Adonis, and 

Travers 1994) which led to the large-scale restructuring of local government. Practices may 

also be origins of policy, not least because the behavior of some officials or politicians can 

lead to the development of policies aimed at remedying them—the development of 

affirmative action and gender and minority employment programs can be seen in part as a 

response to the practices established in personnel recruitment in earlier times. 

We may well find all four levels of abstraction as significant parts of the story of 

many ‘‘policies’’- Pressman and Wildavsky’s (1973) discussion of the Economic 

Development Administration’s program for Oakland explains the policy as a mix of 

principles, lines, measures, and actions. Moreover, it may be possible to construe almost any 

‘‘policy’’ as involving all four levels; for example, increasing the cost of posting letters by 10 

per cent might be seen as a reflection of the principle or even ideology that people should pay 

for services they receive as well as a measure designed to raise income. Yet for the purpose 

of offering an account of the origins of policies it is unlikely that all four levels will be 

helpful, although it cannot be stated in the abstract what determines how helpful any level or 

combination will be. 

 

3.2 Principles 
Principles are generally easy to grasp: privatization, the reduction of the role of the 

state, the development of choice or even slightly lower-order principles such as the 

compilation of performance league tables and ‘‘naming and shaming’’ are ideas capable of 

application to a wide array of contexts and can be enacted in a wide variety of different types 

of measures. In what ways can principles be the origin of a policy? In many respects we 

might find that principles themselves are artefacts—post hoc labels or rationalizations given 

to an array of different practices, measures, or policy lines. For example, the development of 

‘‘privatization’’ as a general doctrine after 1979 was shaped in the UK in part by the 

experience of one particular policy line—the sale of council houses—and became a 

progressively more generalized doctrine. Similarly, ‘‘new public management’’ as a general 

principle was a name applied to a variety of distinct emerging practices in public sector 

reform (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000). 

In the origins of policy, principles are particularly powerful as cross-sectoral and 

cross-national spreaders and generalizers of policy initiatives, possibly more than as actual 

originators. Cross-sectorally the popularity of policy principles can send powerful signals to 

policy makers and officials involved in developing policy that policy lines, measures, and 

practices consistent with such principles have political support. Even the most politically 

unappealing of policy lines can get additional support through its relationship to a 

government-supported principle—in Britain the land registration reforms of 2002 built on 

twenty years of attempts to change the system, but such reforms had found it hard to gain the 

support necessary to find parliamentary time and resources. The fact that the reform could be 

linked successfully to a New Labour theme of ‘‘modernization’’ (mainly through one 

particular policy line-putting land registration on the Web) was decisive in securing its place 

on the parliamentary timetable (see Page 2003). The favor with which measures are likely to 

be met by political leaders can also serve as a powerful cue for officials developing them 

much lower down in the hierarchy. 

The role of principles in the spread of policies is demonstrated especially strongly in 

studies of cross-national policy ‘‘transfer’’ or, more accurately, policy learning. As Rose 

(1993, 2005) shows, lesson drawing in public policy requires a precise understanding of how 

a policy works in another jurisdiction, a clear and rigorous definition of the lessons to be 

drawn, and a ‘‘prospective evaluation’’ of the requirements to make the policy work in the 
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jurisdiction hoping to apply the lesson. Yet studies of cross-national policy borrowing in 

practice have tended to emphasize the importance of ‘‘labels’’ as what travels. 

 

3.3 Policy Lines 
The development of policy lines is perhaps the level of abstraction for which our 

knowledge is most extensive, as much discussion of the policy agenda is at this level. The 

literature on policy agendas tends to present, based on the US example, a highly pluralistic 

model of how items come to be, from just one of countless issues in the ‘‘primeval soup,’’ 

something that ‘‘important people are talking about’’ (Kingdon 1995). Sometimes agendas 

might be shaped by routines (such as the budgetary cycle) or by other events very difficult if 

not impossible for policy makers to alter (such as requirements that laws be re-enacted after a 

specified time), so here we may concentrate on what Walker (1977) terms the 

‘‘discretionary’’ parts of the agenda (see also Hogwood and Gunn 1984, 67).  

There is substantial agreement on the main features of the process of agenda setting 

and the things that help account for the creation of policy issues from nonentities. Accounts 

of agenda setting usually include as a significant variable the skill of the policy activist or 

policy entrepreneur in identifying and exploiting opportunities for a policy. Thus, for 

example, the US Advisory Committee on Intergovernmental Relations in its mammoth 1980 

study of the growth of government identified the ‘‘policy entrepreneur’’ as the main 

instigator of the growth of the federal role in the federal system. 

The character of the policy area—its intrinsic ability to engage the interest of wider 

audiences and publics—is a second variable accounting for the rise of an issue to the policy 

agenda. As Hogwood and Gunn (1984, 68) argue, features of a problem commonly argued to 

shape whether a new issue reaches the agenda include, as well as the magnitude of its effects, 

its ‘‘particularity,’’ referring to the degree to which a particular issue stands for a more 

general problem (in the way that, for example, saving the whale stands for saving the planet 

from ecological disaster), its emotional appeal (some problems, such as suVering endured by 

children, are traditionally more promising material from which to create a case for sympathy 

from publics and policy makers), and the ease with which it can be linked, either in substance 

or semantically, with other items already on the political agenda (see also Cobb and Elder 

1977; see Nelson 1984, 127 for a discussion of child abuse policy and its links with civil 

rights, welfare rights, and the feminist agenda). 

Chance and the impact of events is central to many discussions of the political 

agenda. Downs (1972) goes so far as to place a major event as the decisive factor in putting 

items on the political agenda. His ‘‘issue attention cycle’’ postulates that an issue moves from 

a pre-problem stage which ‘‘prevails when some highly undesirable social condition exists 

but has not yet captured much public attention, even though some experts or interest groups 

may already be alarmed by it’’ to alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm when: 

following some dramatic series of events (like the ghetto riots in 1965 to 1967) or for other 

reasons, the public suddenly becomes both aware of and alarmed about the evils of a 

particular problem. This alarmed discovery is invariably accompanied by euphoric 

enthusiasm about society’s ability to ‘‘solve this problem’’ or ‘‘do something eVective’’ 

within a relatively short time. (Downs 1972, 39)  

Such trajectories for policy lines becoming agenda items stress the competitiveness of 

the process. Chance plays a part, but the skill of entrepreneurs to seize the moment and 

persuade others, or manoeuvre their issue into prominence before the moment is lost, is also 

prominent in such accounts. However they might have to be modified somewhat in political 

systems where there is a stronger monopoly of political authority as found in systems of party 

government with a fused legislative and executive power. 
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The United States is one of the few countries with a clear separation of legislative and 

executive power. Policy entrepreneurship in the USA might be accurately described as 

mobilizing the support of a diverse and internally differentiated legislature as well as 

executive. Moreover, it is possible to identify similar processes of interest groups struggling 

to place items on the agenda via contacts with the executive or even through private 

members’ legislation in executive-dominated systems such as the UK (see Norton 1993; 

Richardson and Jordan 1979; GriYth 1974) or other European countries (see Richardson 

1982). Yet entrepreneurship in such fused executive-legislative systems under party 

government generally means getting the support or acquiescence of leading figures within the 

governing party – an ‘‘executive mentality’’ permeates the system (Judge 1993, 212).  

Despite recognition that ‘‘implementation’’ can shape policy, the notion that there is 

some funnel of causality in the development of public policy still obtains when it comes to 

understanding how the precise measures designed to give effect to the intentions behind 

policy lines are elaborated: first the broad principles of policy are settled and then the 

specifics are progressively narrowed down (Hofferbert 1974). 

Devising the measures to give effect to established policy lines, according to this 

view, becomes closer to a routine, mechanical even, working through the logical 

consequences of a policy commitment and translating it into specific laws or other measures 

and securing the necessary budgetary, manpower, or other resources to carry it through. It is, 

of course, difficult to find a clear statement that the development of measures—the design 

and application of tools of government (Hood 1983)—is generally regarded as unimportant. 

The main justification for stating this is the almost complete absence in the literature 

on public policy of empirical evidence about how the basic tools of government are used by 

those whom one might expect to be policy craftsmen and -women (see Page and Jenkins 

2005). Between a firm commitment by a government to do something about an issue and the 

set of specific measures to do it with—laws, guidance, budgetary allocations, and the like—is 

a huge gap. Policy announcements and the commitments made by politicians are rarely 

enough on their own to guide the hand of legal drafters and those with similar policy 

enactment roles. Despite the assumption in some of the US literature, such as the study by 

Huber and Shipan (2002), that politicians shape legislation in detail, to the extent of deciding 

how much discretion should be left to the bureaucracy in implementing a law, the evidence 

suggests that politicians rarely get involved in determining the detail of legislation. 

If working out the detail of legislation and the other measures needed to give effect to 

general commitments about policy lines were routine, we would be unable to say that policy 

starts life here. What have elsewhere been termed ‘‘policy bureaucracies’’ (Page and Jenkins 

2005)—parts of the administrative system (whether attached to the legislative, executive, or 

judicial branch, or even to non-governmental bodies such as interest or professional 

organizations) given responsibility, among other things, for giving effect to policies—would 

at best be finishing shops for policy rather than the design studio. Yet they are not. 

 

3.5 Activities: Policies without Agendas 
The notion of an ‘‘agenda’’ implies that issues are to be subjected to some form of 

deliberation. However it is possible for policies to be in place without ever being consciously 

deliberated on. One traditional version of this form of policy is the ‘‘non-decision’’ in the 

formulation of Bachrach and Baratz (1962). It is quite possible that unconscious (or at least 

unremarked on) inaction is a form of policy making - the classic case here is Gary, Indiana’s 

failure to introduce pollution legislation despite the high levels of air pollution identified in 

Crenson’s (1971) landmark study The Un-Politics of Air Pollution. The cause of this ‘‘un-

policy’’ was, according to Crenson, the corporate power of US Steel, a dominant employer in 

the town, which managed to keep clean air laws off the political agenda. The central problem 
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with this argument is empirical rather than theoretical. The range of items that could 

potentially be on the political agenda is to all intents and purposes infinite. Determining 

whether an item is not on the agenda because someone kept it off or because it was just one 

of the multitude that never makes it on to the agenda is difficult, if even possible. As Polsby 

(1980) shows, Bachrach and Baratz, having raised the issue, went on to demonstrate the issue 

was incapable of empirical study because once an issue is directly observable as a proposal, 

failing or refusing to discuss it may be a successful method of opposing something, but it is 

not a non-decision. Although Crenson’s inventive study offers strong circumstantial evidence 

of a non-decision, by its very nature a non-decision is not directly susceptible to observation. 

Nevertheless, we must be sensitive to the possibility that items never reach political agendas 

because of the real or anticipated power of an individual or a group. 

Yet ‘‘non-policies’’ are not the only form of policies without agendas. It is also 

possible to observe policy that has passed through very limited or virtually no deliberative 

processes because of the absence of any focused discussion as implied in the metaphor of the 

agenda. If being on the ‘‘agenda’’ of public policy means, at least in part, being subject to 

deliberation by the formal legislative, executive, and judicial authorities which give public 

policy programmes legitimacy, it seems hard to envisage public policy which does not pass 

through an agenda. Nevertheless, such policies exist, especially those shaped by ‘‘street level 

bureaucrats’’ (Lipsky 1980), including social workers and police officers, who have a degree 

of discretion in how they carry out their functions. Such policy-shaping activities have been 

discussed in the US-urban literature as ‘‘bureaucratic decision rules.’’  

Mladenka (1989) points to research indicating that biases in public services can reflect 

the largely unchallenged norms by which service providers deliver them. For example, library 

professionals take data on circulation rates as indicators of ‘‘need’’ for their service. Thus 

larger circulations are taken to mean that demand and therefore ‘‘need’’ is high, and this 

norm can result in higher financial and staff resources, and more libraries, going to wealthier 

areas. ‘‘First come Wrst served,’’ ‘‘oiling the squeaky wheel,’’ and ‘‘meeting demand’’ are 

further examples of decision rules which have had distributional consequences for urban 

services. 

 

4. Conclusions 

There is no simple answer to the question of where policies come from. The best we 

can do is indicate the proximate events leading to the authorization or other form of adoption 

of policies. Since the procedures leading to authorization and adoption are, at least to a 

substantial degree, usually institutionally defined, it is not possible to regard the origins of 

policy in the same way that we might consider the origin of the species in biology as 

following the same logic or rules whatever the jurisdiction.  

This chapter has concentrated on outlining the ways that policies can emerge in 

systems which do not share the basic contours of the US pattern of government. In particular, 

it suggests that the possibilities for executive dominance of the policy process mean that 

different kinds of policy origins are more apparent outside the USA than they are in the US-

dominated literature on the subject. 

To point out the system-specific characteristics of theoretical approaches that have 

tended to dominate thinking about public policy outside that system is not to criticize them. 

Rather, it is closer to a criticism of the attempt to adopt them with little systematic adaptation 

to different kinds of political systems which lack the constitutional, institutional, and political 

features that underpin them on their native soil. Such criticisms may be extended to a wider 

range of theoretical approaches, past and current, which have tended to downplay the 

possibilities for hierarchy introduced by the fused executive-legislative systems dominated by 
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party government characteristic of European government. Thus the ‘‘policy communities’’ of 

European nations cannot resemble the ‘‘issue networks’’ of US experience from which they 

have been borrowed (a point raised by Jordan 1981 and Rhodes 1997 among others); 

‘‘corporatism’’ in the 1980s sought to extend experiences of some continental European 

systems prior to the 1960s (including Italy, Austria, and Sweden) with traditions of tripartite 

bargaining between labour, capital, and government to systems which had never had them 

(see, for example, Rhodes 1986), and the ‘‘community power debate’’ of the 1960s and early 

1970s eventually discovered that the question of ‘‘who governs?’’ could not be posed in quite 

the same way in Britain as in the USA since the answer was obvious—the institutional 

leaders of municipal government (Newton 1975).  

Contemporary theories of delegation and principal–agent relations, with the baggage 

of legislative influence that seems to be imported along with them, might also be candidates 

for ideas that are probably more interesting in the US context and in need of substantially 

more sophisticated adaptation to European conditions than they are subjected to generally. 

The recognition that such theories cannot be easily applied outside the USA is quite 

commonplace, but theoretical frameworks that incorporate hierarchy as a systemic feature—

with hierarchy as the central reason why such theories cannot be directly applied in systems 

with fused executive-legislative branches under conditions of party government—have not 

generally tended to follow. Instead, theories of policy making tend to treat hierarchy as a 

variable—something that applies to some sectors or circumstances and not to others, rather 

than a core systemic feature of government.  

The central point about systemic hierarchy is not, however, that it is constantly 

applied, but that it can be applied at all. Its presence shapes how decisions are made, whether 

it is directly exercised or applied or not. 

Knowing that governments can, with a secure majority in Parliament, ensure that their 

proposals can be put into law, whether or not other organized interests oppose them, shapes 

the strategies and expectations of these groups—Finer (1966, 28–9) for example noted the 

tendency for group representatives ‘‘to be turned into an agency of government 

administration’’ by close involvement with government ministries. There is also evidence 

that interest groups in the UK have relatively low expectations of what they might achieve 

through their contact with government (Page 2001, 154). The importance of the executive in 

policy making in such systems also places an emphasis on understanding intra-executive 

processes of government that has generated remarkably little research.  

While we may know something (albeit often on the basis of dated information - see 

Aberbach, Putnam, and Rockman 1981) about the people at the top of the executive, we have 

little on the executive at work and few systematic examinations of the norms and procedures 

of policy making within the executive comparable with Kingdon’s (1995) rich analysis of 

policy making in the USA. How ministerial agendas are developed, how such agendas are 

communicated to officials who develop ministries, agencies, departments, and such like what 

is the role of the officials in developing them, what cues they rely upon, and how partisan 

priorities impinge on routine policy making, are almost terra incognita in the European study 

of public policy.  

Studies of executive organizations tend to treat ministries, agencies, departments, and 

such like as single bodies which develop policies rather than internally differentiated 

complexes in which bureaucratic norms and procedures, as well as bureaucratic politics, 

shape what they do.  

The origins of public policy are a clear example of this lack of a theoretical 

framework that recognizes the constitutional peculiarity of the US system, above all by 

developing the central role played by the executive in the process in other countries. In such 

systems more attention needs to be paid to the origins of policy, even the proximate origins of 
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policy, in processes somewhat removed from the legislative process that serves as the central 

arena for Kingdon’s (1995) study - whether at the level of principles and ideology or in 

developing policy lines and measures. The pluralistic agenda-setting models of the USA 

direct attention away from the rather different process of getting policies started which often 

has as its focus processes internal to the executive.  

Curiously, a clearer elaboration of the theoretical and empirical consequences of 

executive dominance in the policy process offers the possibility of helping explain the more 

hierarchical, but less studied features of the US system. The secondary legislative process of 

‘‘administrative regulation’’ has for some time in the United States been regarded as an 

important, if understudied feature of the system (see West 1995). Yet while it was generally 

defined as yet another adjunct to the pluralistic fragmentation of the American policy-making 

process, where groups that lose out in shaping congressional deliberation can seek to 

influence the administrative regulations (Lowi 1969), there is increasing appreciation that 

administrative regulation can offer US executive agencies something like the sort of latitude 

available to bureaucracies in more hierarchical systems when it comes to shaping, even 

initiating policies. So, for a change, US political science can learn from studies of European 

policy processes. 

 

// Goodin R. et al. The Oxford Handbook of Public Policy -Oxford University Press, 2006. 
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