






The crucial step in this process of agenda-setting is the move of an issue from its recogni-
tion frequently expressed by interested groups or affected actors up to the formal political agenda. 
This move encompasses several substages, in which succeeding selections of issues under condi-
tions of scarce capacities of problem-recognition and problem-solving are made. Several studies of 
environmental policy development, for example, showed that it is not the objective problem load 
(e.g., the degree of air pollution) which explains the intensity of problem recognition and solving 
activities on the side of governments (Prittwitz 1993; Jaenicke 1996). Instead, a plausible defi nition 
of a problem (see Stone 2001) and the creation of a particular policy image (Baumgartner and Jones 
1993) allowing to attach a particular solution to the problem, have been identifi ed as key variables 
affecting agenda-setting.

While problem recognition and problem defi nition in liberal democracies are said to be largely 
conducted in public, in the media or at least among domain-specifi c professional (public) communi-
ties, the actual agenda-setting is characterized by different patterns in terms of actor composition 
and the role of the public (cf. May 1991, Howlett and Ramesh, 2003). The outside-initiation pat-
tern, where social actors force governments to place an issue on the systemic agenda by way of 
gaining public support, presents but one of different types of agenda-setting. Equally signifi cant 
are processes of policies without public input such as when interest groups have direct access to 
government agencies and are capable of putting topics on the agenda without major interference or 
even recognition of the public (cf. May, 1991). The agriculture policy in certain European countries 
would be a classic example for such inside-initiation patterns of agenda-setting. Another pattern 
has been described as the mobilization of support within the public by the government after the 
initial agenda-setting has been accomplished without a relevant role for non-state actors (e.g., the 
introduction of the Euro or, rather, the campaign prior the implementation of the new currency). 



Finally, Howlett and Ramesh (2003, 141) distinguish consolidation as a fourth type whereby state 
actors initiate an issue where public support is already high (e.g., German unifi cation).

Despite the existence of different patterns of agenda-setting, modern societies are characterized 
by a distinctive role of the public/media for agenda-setting and policy-making, especially when 
novel types of problems (like risks) emerge (see Hood, Rothstein, and Baldwin 2001). Frequently, 
governments are confronted with forced choice situations (Lodge and Hood, 2002) where they simply 
cannot ignore public sentiment without risking the loss of legitimacy or credibility, and must give 
the issue some priority on the agenda xamples range from incidents involving aggressive dogs, 
and Mad Cow Disease to the regulation of chemical substances (see Lodge and Hood 2002; Hood, 
Rothstein, and Baldwin 2001). While the mechanisms of agenda-setting do not determine the way 
the related policy is designed and implemented, policies following so-called knee-jerk responses of 
governments in forced choice situations tend to be combined with rather intrusive or coercive forms 
of state interventions. However, these policies frequently have a short life cycle or are recurrently 
object of major amendments in the later stages of the policy cycle after public attention has shifted 
towards other issues (Lodge and Hood, 2002). 

The confl uence of a number of interacting factors and variables determines whether a policy 
issue becomes a major topic on the policy agenda. These factors include both the material conditions 
of the policy environment (like the level of economic development), and the fl ow and cycle of ideas 
and ideologies, which are important in evaluating problems and connecting them with solutions 
(policy proposals). Within that context, the constellation of interest between the relevant actors, the 
capacity of the institutions in charge to act effectively, and the cycle of public problem perception 
as well as the solutions that are connected to the different problems are of central importance. 

While earlier models of agenda-setting have concentrated on the economic and social aspects 
as explanatory variables, more recent approaches stress the role of ideas, expressed in public and 
professional discourses (e.g., epistemic communities; Haas 1992), in shaping the perception of a 
particular problems. Baumgartner and Jones (1993, 6) introduced the notion of policy monopoly 
as the “monopoly on political understandings” of a particular policy problem and institutional 
arrangements reinforcing the particular “policy image”; they suggested that agenda-setting and 
policy change occurs when “policy monopolies” become increasingly contested and previously 
disinterested (or at least “non-active”) actors are mobilized. Changing policy images are frequently 
linked to changing institutional “venues” within which issues are debated (Baumgartner and Jones, 
1993, 15; 2002, 19–23). 

How the different variables actors, institutions, ideas, and material conditions interact is 
highly contingent, depending on the specifi c situation. That also implies that agenda-setting is far 
from a rational selection of issues in terms of their relevance as a problem for the wider society. 
Instead, the shifting of attention and agendas (Jones 2001, 145–47) could eventually lead govern-
ments to adopt policies that contradict measures introduced earlier. The most infl uential model that 
tries to conceptualize the contingency of agenda-setting is Kingdon’s multiple streams model that 
builds on the garbage can model of organizational choice (Cohen, March, and Olsen 1972). King-
don introduced the notion of windows of opportunity that open up at a specifi c time for a specifi c 
policy (Kingdon, 1995). The policy window opens when three usually separate and independent 
streams the policy stream (solutions), the politics stream (public sentiments, change in govern-
ments, and the like), and the problem stream (problem perception) intersect. (The classical garbage 
can model distinguishes solutions, problems, actors, and decision opportunities.)

In a long-term perspective, attention cycles and the volatility of problem perception and reform 
moods for particular issues can be revealed (see the classic article by Downs 1972, his “issue-at-
tention cycle” has been criticized for omitting the impact of agenda-setting on future policies by 
shaping institutional structures; Peters and Hogwood, 1985; Baumgartner and Jones 1993, 87). 
Within such cyclical processes, single issues appear on the agenda, will be removed later on, and 



may reappear on that agenda as part of a longer wave. Examples include the cyclical perception of 
environmental, consumer protection and criminal issues, in which (combined with economic and 
political conditions) single events (like accidents, disasters, and the like) could trigger agenda-set-
ting. A longitudinal perspective also points at changes in perceptions of a single issue, with some 
prior solutions later becoming problems (e.g., nuclear power). Baumgartner and Jones (1993; 2002) 
highlight the existence of both periods of stable policy agendas and periods of rapid change and 
take these fi ndings as a starting point for the development of a policy process model (punctuated 
equilibrium) that challenges conventional notions of incrementalism.






























