
CHAPTER 4 

Processes: Origins, Rationality, 
Incrementalism, and Garbage Cans 

We turn now from participants, the subjects of Chapters 2 and 3, to processes. 
First, \ve consider three con1mon approaches: tracing the origins of initiatives; 
comprehensive, rational decision making; and incrementalisrn. Each of these 
is familiar, and each does describe parts of policy formation. We discuss the 
contributions of each approach to our understanding, but also note the limita­
tions of each. A later part of this chapter then sketches a set of concepts that 
gives us a more comprehensive understanding, and subsequent chapters fill 
out that sketch. 

ORIGINS 

A concentration on the origins of initiatives does not make for very co111plete 
theory about agenda setting or alternative specification. I reach that conclu­
sion for three reasons: (1) ideas can come from anywhere; (2) tracing origins 
involves one in an infinite regress; and (3) nobody leads anybody else. 1 

Ideas Can Come from Anywhere 

Even a brief examination of public policy case studies would lead a researcher 
to despair of ever finding a given source of initiative that seems to be impor­
tant across several cases. One case sho\vs that one source is important; the 
next case shows something different. Public policy is not one single actor's 

I. For a general discussion of related problems, see George D. Greenberg, Jeffrey A. l'v1illcr, 
Lawrence B. Mohr, and Bruce C. Vladck, "Developing Public Policy Theory," American Politi­
cal Science Review 71(December1977): 1532-1543. 
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brainchild. Across case studies, the proximate origin of t he policy c hange 
varies from one case to the next. Even within a case study, it is often diff icult 
to pinpoint \vho \vas responsible for moven1ent. Ideas come from anyv.'here, 
actually, and the c ritical factor that ex plains the prominence of an item on the 
agenda is not its source, but instead the climate in government or the recep ­
tivity to ideas of a given type, regardless of source. 

A b rief look at several health in itiatives illustrates the generalization t hat 
the proximate o rigins-the sources of initiative c lose in t i1ne to enactn1ent­
vary a great deal from one case to the next. First, the initiative for Health 
Maintenance Organizations was the b rainchild of Paul Ellwood, the head of a 
group in Minneapolis called InterStudy , as we noticed in Chapter I. Second, 
the P rofessi onal Standards Review Organizat ion (PSRO) program was enacted 
in I 972 at the initiative of Senator Wallace Bennett (R-Utah), the ranking 
Republican on the F inance Committee. P SROs were to be physician orga ­
nizat ions in each locality des igned to monitor the hospital care that Medicare 
and l\1edicaid patients v.'crc receiving, to dampen unnecessary utilization, 
and to assure q uality .  Third, health planning started in two separate t racks , on 
the Hill and downtown. Several prog rams t hat dealt in one way or another 
with facilities planning-including Hill-Burton, Regional Medical P ro­
grams, and Comprehensive Health P lanning-were all coming up for re­
newal at roughly the same time . Staffers on the Hill and peop le in the 
executive b ranch independently had the idea of combining the programs and 
adding provisions for p lanning organizations in each locality (which came to 
be called Health Systems Agenc ies) . Our fourth case, a federal b lood policy, 
was confined to the career civil service. To c ut down on hepat itis in the blood 
used for t ransfusions, an H EW task force, using threats of government regula­
tion and legislative proposals, pressured the b lood b anks and ot her interested 
organizations into voluntarily c utting down on the use of paid b lood donors . 
F inally, the federal reimbursement for kidney dialysis depended in the first 
instance on the development of a technological advance, the s hunt t hat 
would allow patients with end-stage renal disease to be hooked up to a dialysis 
machine. 

Clearly , these cases a re distinguished by the extraordinary variety of origins. 
Sometimes it's the adn1inistration or the Hill; at other times, it's civil servants, 
an outside analyst, the scientific community, or a lobby. Many times, t here 
are several origins at once. At other tin1es, a single proximate source of the 
idea can be quite readily ident ified. B ut nobody has a monopoly on ideas. 
They come from a plet hora of different sources . Thus the key to understand­
ing policy change is not where the idea came from but what made it take hold 
and gro\v. It is critical t hat an idea starts some\\1here, and that it becomes 
diffused in t he community of people who deal wit h  a given policy domain , a 
process we discuss in Chapter 6. B ut as to the origins, as one Hill staffer put it, 
"Ideas con1e from anyv.·here." 
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Infinite Regress 

We have discovered that as "'e nlove from one case to another, we have 
difficulty discerning a pattern to the origins. It is also true t hat within a given 
case, \Vhen \Ve try to track do"'n the origins of an idea or proposal, "'e becon1e 
involved in an infinite regress . An idea doesn't start \v ith the proximate 
source. It has a history. When one starts to t race the hist ory of a proposal or 
concern back t hrough time, t here is no logical place to stop the process. As 

-one respondent sagely pointed out, "This is n ot like a river. There is no point 
of origin ." 

Another look at case studies illustrates the problem .  Ser ious proposals for 
nat ional health insurance, for instance, go back in the United States at least to 
Teddy Roosev elt, and t hose really s erious about tracing origins could go back 
to B ismarck and possibly beyond.  One author traces recognition of the need 
for health planning far beyond recent efforts, to the 1927 Committee on the 
Costs of Medical Care. 2 H M  Os did not start fresh in the mind of Paul 
Ellwood, but rather had a considerable history preceding the events of the 
N ixon admin istration H M O  initiat ive. S im ilarly, there was quite a b it of 
experience with peer rev iew by physicians prior to Senator Wallace Bennett 's 
PSRO proposal. As one respondent summarized the prob lem, "You'll always 
find t hat things have t heir st art somewhere else. People don't s it down and 
think up whole new approaches in a flash of insight . They borrow from 
somewhere else." 

Because of the problem of infin ite regress, the ult imate or igin of an idea, 
concern, or proposal cannot b e  specified. Even if it could be, it would be 
difficult t o  determine "'hether an event at an earlier point in time \Vas 1nore 
important t han an event at a later point. Indeed, "importance" would turn 
out t o  be t ricky to define. So t racing origins turns out to be futile. 

Nobody Leads Anybody Else 

I originally designed t his research to track t he movement of items from one 
category of respondents to another in the policy community. If c areer civil 
servants were leaders over the others in the community, for instance, they 
might talk ab out a given subject in 1977, and it would take until I 978 or 1979 
before others discussed it prominently in the interv iews. Strictly in the sense 
of the early appearance of items in their interviews, then, some people might 
be called leaders . 

It turns out that there are no leaders , at least not consistently across many 
poss ible s ubjects . Taking each public policy item in my data that changed 

2. Sec Carol !'v1cCarthy, "Planning for Health Care," in Steven Jonas, ed., Health Care 
Delivery in the United States (New York: Springer Publishing Co., 1977), p. 352. 
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during the four years, I noted the respondents who had discussed the subject 
at the low point in the four years, before it had become prominent in the 
interviews. I then added these frequencies across all variables. If one category 
of respondents was consistently talking about subjects before others, it should 
have higher scores. But as Table 4-1 shows, no category of respondents 
exhibits that sort of prescience. If one examines the percentages of respon­
dents in each category who treat subjects as very or somewhat important at the 
low points in the curves, before the subjects caught on with respondents as a 
whole, the figures are quite uniform across categories. The exceptions to the 
uniformities are those \Vith very small numbers of interviews, making conclu­
sions about their ability to anticipate issues quite shaky. Nearly all of the time, 
the percentage in each category of respondents is within five percentage points 
of the aggregate for them all. 

I did the same sort of analysis for the high points in the curves, with roughly 
parallel results, as indicated in Table 4-2. In this instance, there is slightly 
more variation, although (again) many of the unusual categories have peril­
ously lo\v numbers on \vhich to base calculations. In the 1nain, ho\vcver, 
attention to problems is fairly even across categories of participants at the 
points of most attention to a subject, as it was at the points of least attention. 

Thus topics do not seem to move around in these policy communities fro111 
one type of participant to another with any regular pattern. No category of 
participant consistently discusses subjects ahead of others, and no category 
participates disproportionately when the subject is hot. When subjects hit the 
agenda, they seem to hit all participants roughly equally. Whole communi­
ties arc affected simultaneously across the board. 

Combinations and the Fertile Soil 

The more that case studies and the place of various actors in processes of 
policy formation are examined, the more one concludes that attempting to 
pinpoint a single origin is futile. Instead, a complex combination of factors is 
generally responsible for the movement of a given item into agenda promi­
nence. Even when we were considering the president himself, probably the 
n1ost important single actor in the syste111, \Ve were in1pressed by multiple 
causation. We set forth examples in which it appeared at first that the presi­
dent was very powerful in setting the agenda, only to discover on some 
reflection that the agenda was set through a confluence of factors, including 
but not limited to presidential initiative. 

If the president himself is only one among many, surely other actors are 
even less able to influence public policy single-handedly. It would be tempt­
ing to say that HMOs came to the fore because of Paul Ellwood, but the 
concentration on Elhvood as its proxiniate source \vould 111iss the importance 
of other factors-the adn1inistration's interest, the previous experience \Vith 
prepaid group practice, the general national concern about medical care 
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Table 4-2 
"' Discussion When Subjects Are Prominent' 0 

White Depart-
Congres- Congres- White House Depart- mental 

sional sional House civil mental civil 
staff agency appointees servants appointees servants 

Health 
\!cry or somewhat 

pro1ninent 653 573 693 753 823 483 

Little prominence 
or no mention 35 43 31 25 18 52 

Total 3 1003 1003 1003 1003 100% 1003 

11 40 14 13 4 17 95 

Transportation 
V cry or so mew hat 

prominent 513 50% 0 833 333 ;63 

Little pron1inenec 
or no n1ention 49 50 0 17 67 44 

Total 3 1003 1003 0 1003 1003 1003 

11 84 18 0 24 42 108 

Co1nbined 
Very or some\vhat 

prominent 563 533 693 823 473 523 

Little pron1inenec 
or no 1nention 44 47 31 18 53 48 

Total 3 1003 1003 1003 1003 1003 1003 

n 124 32 13 28 59 203 

""'�= i'.:,.-;;_ 

Research-
ers, Aca-

Interest demi cs, 
groups Journalists Consultants Total 

603 583 693 613 

40 42 31 39 

1003 1003 1003 1003 

53 43 80 359 

583 743 75% 613 

42 26 25 39 

1003 1003 1003 1003 

132 54 138 600 

593 673 733 613 

41 33 27 39 

100% 1003 1003 1003 

185 97 218 959 

"The procedure is the sa1ne as described in the footnote to Table 4-1, except that these figures arc for the high point in the curves. Here, we sec if certain categories 
are disproportionately represented runong respondents who rated a subject as prorninent, during the year tlrnt it was hot. 
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costs-that all came together at once. The same could be said for nearly every 
other case. 

For a number of reasons, a combination of sources is virtually ahvays 
responsible. One reason is the general fragmentation of the system. The 
founders deliberately designed a constitutional system to be fragmented, in­
capable of being dominated by any one actor. They succeeded. Thus a 
combination of people is required to bring an idea to policy fruition. In our 
discussion of the difference between the agenda and the alternatives, we also 
noticed that a variety of resources is needed. Some actors bring to the policy 

- process their political popularity; others, their expertise. Some bring their 
pragmatic sense of the possible; others, their ability to attract attention. 

Finally, nobody really controls the information system. It is tempting to say 
that the congressional staff controls the flow of information to their bosses, or 
that higher-level executive branch appointees depend on their civil service 
subordinates for expertise, ideas, and information. \A1hen \VC reach these 
conclusions, we seem to operate with an implicit hierarchical notion that 
inforn1ation 1nust flow up and do\vn through channels, to and fron1 superiors 
and subordinates. That approach misses the extraordinary looseness of the 
information system. Ideas, rumors, bits of information, studies, lobbyists' 
pleadings-all of these float around the system without any hard-and-fast 
co111munication channels. Subordinates cannot control that flow of infonna­
tion because their bosses have many others from whom they hear-lobbies, 
academics, media, each other, and their own experience and ideas. The sa1ne 
argument about the inability to control information flow can be applied to 
everybody, not just subordinates. No source monopolizes the flow of informa­
tion and ideas. 

The prominent feature of the processes under study here is the ioint effect 
of several factors coming together at once. As one respondent put his experi­
ence with an important piece of legislation, 'Tm sure that each of three or 
four people would gladly tell you that they originated it. The truth probably is 
that it sort of developed in that group of people." Said another, about a 
different issue, "I guess that each of us could cleim credit, but actually, it 
can1e out of the agreement among us." In such cases, it's n1uch less interest­
ing where an idea got started than that it did. 

Thus, the critical thing to understand is not where the seed comes from, 
but what makes the soil fertile. As one of my respondents eloquently stated the 
point: 

I can trace the paths of ideas. But n1y personal theory is that people plant seeds 
every day. There are a lot of ideas around, and there is no lacking for ideas. 1'he 
real question is, ... vhich of these ideas ""·ill catch hold? When you plant a seed, 
you need rain, soil, and luck. 

A major reason that health policy makers became very interested in the 
subject of the implications of sophisticated technology, for instance, is that 
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they were preoccupied with cost and saw such technological advances as renal 
dialysis, CAT scanners, and heart bypass surgery as major contributors to cost 
inflation. Their concern with costs was the fertile soil that made it possible for 
the seed of concern over technology transfer to flourish. Or the academic . 
thinking about deregulation in transportation took root in the fertile soil of a 
national mood that politicians perceived as being fed up with big government. 
Seeds come from many places. Why they germinate, grow, and flourish is 
much more interesting than their origins. 

COMPREHENSIVE, RATIONAL DECISION MAKING 

We need only have a brief word about how rational or comprehensive these 
processes appear because critiques of such models are already amply de­
veloped in earlier literature. 3 If policy makers were operating according to a 
rational, comprehensive model, they would first define their goals rather 
clearly and set the levels of achievement of those goals that would satisfy 
them. Then they would canvass many (ideally, all) alternatives that might 
achieve these goals. They would compare the alternatives systematically, 
assessing their costs and benefits, and then they would choose the alternatives 
that would achieve their goals at the least cost. 

For various reasons already developed by other writers, such a model does 
not very accurately describe reality. The ability of human beings to process 
information is more limited than such a comprehensive approach would 
prescribe.4 We are unable to canvass many alternatives, keep them simul­
taneously in our heads, and compare them systematically. We also do not 
usually clarify our goals; indeed, this is often counterproductive because 
constructing a political coalition involves persuading people to agree on a 
specific proposal when they might not agree on a set of goals to be achieved. 5 
It could be that some individual actors in the process are fairly rational a fair 
amount of the time, but when many actors are involved and they drift in and 
out of the process, the kind of rationality that might characterize a unitary 
decision-making structure becomes elusive. 

The case studies in this research also don't have the flavor of a rational, 
comprehensive approach to problem solving. Often, the participants are not 
solving problems at all. They have not specified their goals very precisely and 
have not identified their problems with great care. They often seem to push 
for given proposals, developing information about the problems they arc 

3. For example, sec Jan1es G. !\•larch and Herbert A. Simon, Organizations (New York: 
\Viley, 1958), Chapter 6; Charles E. Lindblmn, "TI1c Science of Muddling Through," Public 
Administration Review l4 (Spring 1959): 79-88; and Aaron \.Vildavsky, The Politics of the 
Budgetary Process, 3rd ed. (Boston: Little, Brown, 1979), Chapters Z and 5. 

4. March and Simon, ibid. 
5. Lindblom, "The Science ofi\!luddling Through," op. cit. 
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supposedly solving along the way as a means of justifying their position. The 
case studies have something of a loose, messy quality to them, not the tight, 
orderly process that a rational approach specifies. Often, a so1ne\vhat acci­
dental confluence of factors seems to loom rather large in the descriptions. 

Another conception of orderly process is that policy proceeds in stages. 
Events, for example, proceed from agenda setting, through decision, to im­
plementation. We also might believe that people recognize problems first and 
then seek solutions to them. 6 As we will argue presently, neat stages do not 
,Jcscribe these processes well. 7 While there are indeed different processes, 
they do not necessarily follow one another through time in any regular 
pattern. Instead, several streams develop independently; they are logically 
coequal, and none necessarily precedes the others chronologically. Then, the 
separate streams become coupled at critical junctures, rather than following 
fro1n one another. 

It may be that some parts of the process approximate a rational decision­
making model more closely than others. Paul Light argues, for instance, that 
there are occasions in priority setting in the White House when people do sit 
down with a fairly full set of alternatives and compare them systematically, 
assessing their substantive and political costs and benefits. 8 It is also not fair to 
say that the processes are irrational: They may be just about as orderly as 
human beings can make them, under the circumstances. Still and all, a 
rational-cotnprehensive model does not describe very \vell the processes under 
investigation in this book, taken as a whole. 

INCREMENTALISM 

Partly in response to writings which imply that a rational-comprehensive 
model either is or should be used in governmental policy making, Charles 
Lindblom and others developed their description and defense of an in­
cremental approach. 9 Instead of beginning consideration of each program or 
issue afresh, decision makers take \Vhat they are currently doing as given, and 
111ake small, incren1enta1, marginal adjustn1ents in that current behavior. By 

6. For two other conceptions of stages, sec Roger Cobb, Jennie-Keith Ross, and i'·;farc How­
ard Ross, "Agenda Building as a Comparative Political Process," American Political Science 
Review 70 (i\1arch 1976): 127; and Barbara J. Nelson, "The Politics of Child Abuse and Neglect'' 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, forthcoming), Chapter 2. 

7. Cobb and Elder agree. Sec Roger \V. Cobb and Cha1les D. Elder, "Communications and 
Public Policy," in Dan Nin1n10 and Keith Sanders, eds., Handbook of Political Communications 
(Bcvedy Hilk Sage, 1981), p. 394. 

8. For exan1ple, see Paul C. Light, The President's Agenda {Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni­
versity Press, 1982), Chapter 6. 

9. Lindblom, "°!he Science of �vluddling Through," op. cit.; \Vildavsky, Politics of the 
Budgetar)' Process, op. cit. For alternative perspecth·cs, see A1nitai F.t7.ioni, "'l\·1ixcd Scanning," 
Public Adminisfration Review 27 (December 1967): 385-392; and Paul R. Schultnan, "Nonin­
cremental Policy �'laking," American Political Science Rn·iew 69 {December 1975"): l 3;-1--1370. 
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taking that tack, they need not canvass formidable numbers of far-reaching 
changes, they need not spend inordinate time defining their goals, and the 
comparisons they make between the current state of affairs and the small 
adjustments to be made in current behavior are entirely manageable. The 
result is that policy changes very gradually, in small steps. 

Such a model describes many political and governmental processes. Aaron 
Wildavsky argues that the budgetary process works this way. 10 All participants 
assume that agencies have a base budget to work from. People rarely examine 
an entire budget from scratch because they are overwhelmed with informa­
tion if they try, and they proceed instead to add or subtract small increments 
to or from the base. 

There are also notable instances of incre1nentalis1n at \Vork in my inter­
views. lf a program has basically settled down into a stable pattern, for in­
stance, fc\v questions are raised about it, there is little controversy surround­
ing it, and \vhatever changes that do occur are n1odest. 1'herc arc changes, but 
they proceed gradually, piece by piece. For instance, federal highway funds 
were traditionally spent only for nC\V construction. As road surfaces deterio­
rated, ho\vever, the need for n1aintenance bccan1e obvious to everyone. The 
federal government gradually got into the maintenance business, not by sud­
denly declaring that they would do so but by gradually defining more and 
more maintenance activities as construction: replacement, then rehabilita­
tion, then resurfacing, then bridge repair. But "they didn't really come out 
and call it maintenance," in the words of one lobbyist. By the late 1970s, 
when I asked whether the federal government actually was financing mainte­
nance, one congressional staffer replied, "I think we crossed that watershed a 
year or hvo ago." 

Incren1entalism is also treated in the intervic\vS, not as a description of the 
way the \vorld is but as a strategy that one might use to manipulate outco111es. 
People arc sometimes reluctant to take big steps. Apprehensive about being 
unable to calculate the political fallout, politicians shy away from grand 
departures. Apprehensive about not fully understanding the unanticipated 
consequences that might ensue, specialists also avoid significant changes. 
Both worry about budgetary implications of massive new programs. Given 
this natural caution, those "-'ho advocate major changes find they often must 
push for one small part at a time in order to move in their preferred direction. 
Thus respondents often talked about getting to national health insurance in 

IO. \Vildavsky, ibid., Chapter 2; and Otto A. Davis, �v1. A. H. Den1pster, and Aaron \Vil· 
davsky, ":\ Theory of the Budgetary Process," American Political Science Re11iew 60 (Scptc1nbcr 
1966}: 529-547. See also several articles that modify or criticize an inc1en1ental model, including 
Peter B. Natchez and Irvin C. Bupp, "Policy and Priority in the Budgetar�· Process," American 
Political Science Review 67 (Septe1nber 1973}: 951-963; John \Vanat, "Bases of Budgetary ln­
crcmentalism," American Political Science Re11iew 68 (Septeinber 1974): 1221-1228; and John F. 
Padgett, "Bounded Rationality in Budgetary Research,·· American Political Science Review 74 
(June 19811), 3)4-372. 
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bits and pieces, starting with Medicare and Medicaid in the 1960s, and 
gradually expanding. One could expand by population groupings, for in­
stance, so that the next step after the elderly and the poor might be maternal 
and child benefits, bringing young people into coverage. One respondent 
labeled this a "kiddie-in-the-door" approach. Another way to expand would 
be to enact catastrophic coverage for the entire population and gradually 
reduce the deductible over the years. Another would be to finance given 
procedures, gradually adding to the list. When Congress enacted the program 
for renal dialysis and kidney transplants, for instance, a congressional staffer 
called 1t national health msurance one organ at a time 

As good a description as incremcntalism is of some parts of the processes 
under scrutiny in this book, and as good a strategy as it might be under some 
circu1nstances, an incremental or gradualism model does not describe agenda 
change particularly well. If agendas changed incrementally, a gradual height­
ening of interest in a subject over the course of years would be apparent. In 
my interview data, for instance, a subject may be mentioned by 5 percent 
more respondents each year, for a total change of 20 percent spread over the 
four years. But interest does not gradually build in this fashion. Instead of 
incremental agenda change, a subject rather suddenly "hits," "catches on," or 
"takes off." After decades of thinking about the problem, a sudden flurry of 
interest in watenvay user charges produces a progra1n \vithin h.vo years. Se­
rious discussion of catastrophic health insurance jumps from 3 3 percent of my 
respondents in one year to 92 percent the next year. One extremely well­
inforrned health respondent said at the time, "If you had asked me three 
months ago, I would have said that nothing was going to happen. Something 
really has come along to move national health insurance onto the front 
burner." Said another, when I reminded him that he had predicted a year 
earlier that it would be ten years before there would be any movement, 
"Actually, I would still have said that three or four weeks ago." The same 
comments \vere made about the deregulation n1ovement in transportation. 
Respondents referred to the changes in ICC interpretations that allowed 
much greater flexibility in pricing, entry, and abandonment as "unbeliev­
able," "revolutionary," and "utterly without precedent clear back into the 
previous century." Even a casual glance at the quantitative indicators pre­
sented throughout this book, including the charts in the Chapter I case 
studies, reveals a lot of sudden spikes upward, rather than gradual, incre­
mental changes. 

Nor are selected case studies isolated instances. I analyzed all changes in 
my data, and found that there \Vere as many nonincremcntal as incremental 
changes. Table 4-3. shows that pattern. If incremental changes dominated this 
picture, one would see the changes clustered disproportionately at the low 
end, in the twenties and thirties. Remember that a change of 40 percent, for 
instance, is really quite substantial; it 1neans going fron1, say, 30 percent to 70 
percent of 1ny respondents. Of course, conclusions in this area turn on hov·i 
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Size of change, 
in% 

60%+ 

50-59% 

40-49% 

30-39% 

20-29% 

n 

Table 4-3 
Size of Changes' 

Nu1nber of health 
variables exhibiting 

change 

4 

2 

) 

9 

....2 
29 

Nun1bcr of 
transportation 

\'ariahles exhibiting 
change 

6 

6 

12 

12 

lQ 
46 

Total 

10 

8 

17 

21 

19 

75 

"'I included all variables for policy subjects for which there had been sonic change O\'er the four 
years (sec Appendix for operational definitions). There were 29 such health variables, and 46 in 
transportation. I then noted for each included \'ariable the 1nagnitude of the largest difference 
across the four years. If a given item rose fro1n 23 percent of n1y health respondents discussing it 
as very or son1ewhat prominent in 1976 to 63 percent in 1978, for instance, there would be a 40 
percent difference. The cell entries in the table, then, are the nmnbcrs of variables that fall into 
the categories on the left. Four of the 29 health variables, for instance, show their largest change 
over the four years to be 60 percent or higher; 10 of the 46 transportation \'ariables show a change 
of between 20 and 29 percent. 

one defines "incremental." I have resisted the temptation to set an arbitrary 
definition at, for example, 3 5 percent change. Instead, I present the whole 
array in Table 4-3, and let the reader make his or her own interpretation. 
Ho\vevcr one sets an exact level, an incren1ental model does not very com­
pletely describe these data since the variables are fairly evenly distributed 
across the categories. At least it can be said that there are many clearly 
nonincren1ental changes. 

But do these changes take place over all four waves of my interviews, or do 
the subjects suddenly shift from one year to an adjacent year? Table 4-4 
presents the data in Table 4-3, but broken down by the number of years it took 
to traverse the largest change. Once again, the variables spread rather evenly 
across the categories. The changes do not tend disproportionately to take place 
gradually over all four waves of interviews; indeed, somewhat more -of them 
shift over one year. 

If wc were to call a change nonincremental if either it is 40 percent or 
higher or it takes place over one year, 53 of the 75 variables (71 percent) would 
be classified as nonincremental changes. The reader can invent other defini­
tions to suit his or her taste. But again, even by quite a variety of reasonable 
definitions, many instances of sharp, substantial, sudden changes are evident 
in these data. It might be fair to describe some changes as incremental, but 
not all or even a majority of them. 
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Table 4-4 
Size of Changes, by Years' 

Health 

Size of change Over 1 year Over 2 years Over 3 years Total 

603+ 0 3 1 4 
50-j93 1 1 0 2 
40-493 I I 3 5 
30-393 5 2 2 9 
20-293 3 I 5 9 

Totals IO 8 II 29 

Transportation 

Size of change Over I year Over 2 years Over 3 years Total 

603+ 3 1 2 6 
;0-593 1 2 3 6 
40-493 3 6 3 12 
30-393 ; 5 2 12 
20-293 ; 5 0 IO 

Totals 17 19 IO 46 
�The procedure here is the sa1ne as in Table 4-3, except that l have also noticed here the 

number of years the change took. If there was a 53 percent rise between 1976 and 1977, for 
instance, that goes in the "one year" eolutnn; a 34 percent drop between 1976 and 1979 goes in 
the "three year" colu1nn. There is so1ne under reporting of the sharpness of change. If a \'ariablc 
went from 12 percent in 1976, to 14 percent in 1977, to 46 percent in 1978, for instance, it is 
dutifully recorded as a 34 percent change over two years, even though there was clearly a sharp 
rise in one of the two. 

To return to our distinction between the agenda and the alternatives, 
agenda change appears quite discontinuous and nonincre1nental. But in­
crementalism might still characterize the generation of alternatives. As policy 
makers consider the alternatives from which they will choose, they repair to 
ideas and approaches with which they are already familiar. The Nixon ad­
ministration picked up on prepaid group practrice, an arrangement with an 
extensive previous track record, for its Health Maintenance Organization 
initiative. The concept of waterway user charges depended heavily on the 
financing of other n1odes by user charges, and on an extensive history of 
waterway proposals. The proposals are often quite familiar and have been 
floating around in circles of cognoscenti for son1e time. But the agenda is 
capable of changing quite abruptly-with the election of a new administra­
tion, a crisis like the collapse of the Penn Central, or a variety of other things 
that we are detailing in this book. 
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Jn fact, incremental processes arc discussed quite often in the interviews_ 

They were prominent in 62 percent of the i
_
nterviews, and m 14 of the 23 case 

studies. But this discussion often refers to either the development of proposals 

or alternatives or to the enactment of changes in sn1all incren1ents, rather 

than to agenda change. One respondent 
_
in the aviation area d:scribe� inter:st 

in higher landing fees in peak traffic periods as a \vay of creating an incentive 

for some traffic to flow in the less busy times of the day or week: 

The idea has been around for son1c ti1nc. But as a policy issue, it goes up and 
down. Son1ctin1es Oi\·1B n1ight be interested in it and then they drop it. Some­
times the cnvironn1ental quality people get interested in it and then drop it. 
Lately, there has been no great pressure to do anything about it, but we are 
continuing to look at it as an altcrnati\·c to in\"estn1ent in capital projects. 

In this description, an old altcrnative-knO\\'ll to specialists, and discussed 
and refined at length by analysts-pops up on and disappears from policy 
agendas. The content of the idea is quite stable; its appearance on the agenda 
is not. Sirnilarly, actual enachnents into la\v n1ight be quite small, gradual, 
and incremental. Another transportation respondent described small steps 
taken over n1any years to\vard greater coherence and integration in transporta­
tion planning: "These things proceed in small, incremental steps. Something 
is enacted, everybody concludes that it's not so bad, and that gets people ready 
for the next bite." So the agenda might be quite volatile, but the alternatives 
policy makers consider and the actual proposals they are prepared to enact 
might represent 1nuch less dra1natic changes. 11  

'l'hus incren1entalisn1 is  in1portant, particularly in understanding the de­
velopment of alternatives and proposals. We will return to the developmental 
process that takes place in con1n1unities of specialists in Chapter 6. But 
agendas exhibit a good deal of nonincremental change. 

THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT AND GARBAGE CANS 

To this point in our journey through the labyrinth of policy formation, we 
have co1nc across 111any in1portant ;Jnd interesting partial ans\vers to our 
central questions: ho\\' the agenda is set, ho\\' the alternatives for choice are 
specified, and why these processes work as thcv do_ By now, we know a lot 
about the participants \\'ho are important and about the conditions under 
which they arc important, and we have explored the potential of some notions 
that might be used to contribute to our understanding. But the answers have 
been partial, and our understanding has been in bits and pieces. This section 

11. For an account of the curnulati\·e effect of incrcn1ental changes, see Hugh Hecla, 
AJoden1 Social Politics in Britain and S\\'eden (NC\\" Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), espe­
ciall!· pp. 30-f-122. 
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starts the process of assembling pieces into the whole. We provide here an 
overview of the theory \ve develop in subsequent chapters, a kind of skeleton 
that is fleshed out in the chapters to follow. 

Our point of departure is a model developed by Michael Cohen, James 
March, and Johan Olsen which, in a masterpiece of indelicate language, they 
called a "garbage can model of organizational choice."" What I have 
observed in my research seems sin1ilar in 1nany of its major contours to the 
essential logic of their model. I will add several features of my own to their 
argument and will alter their model in some major respects to fit the phe­

-norncna under study here, which is why their model is our point of departure 
rather than our finish line. I begin by describing their concepts and then I will 
sho\V ho\v those ideas can be changed to suit our purposes. 

The Garbage Can Model 

Cohen, March, and Olsen set about to understand organizations that they 
called "organized anarchies." rrheir en1pirical referent for such organizations, 
it pains and e1nbarrasses an academic to ad1nit, is universities. Organized 
anarchies have three general properties: proble1natic preferences, unclear 
technology, and fluid participation. As to preferences, people characteristical­
ly do not define their preferences very precisely, much as political actors often 
fail to (or refuse to) define their goals. Yet, as Lindblom argues, people act in 
the absence of clearly defined goals; indeed, action is often facilitated by 
fuzztng over what one is trytng to accomplish. 13 When participants do define 
thetr preferences with a modicum of precision, they conflict. So the prefer­
ences are inconsistent, both behveen individuals and even \vithin a given 
individual. Thus, as Cohen et al. put it, the organization is "a loose col­
lection of ideas [rather than] a coherent structure; it discovers preferences 
through action more than it acts on the basis of preferences." H This is not like 
a small business, for instance, in which everyone agrees that the firn1 1nust 
turn a profit. 

Second, as to unclear technology, an organized anarchy's n1embers do not 
understand the organization's processes very \veil. They 1nay kno\v their O\vn 
jobs, and the organization as a whole may get along rather well, but its 
members have only fragmentary and rudimentary understandings of why they 
are doing what they are doing and how their jobs fit into a more general 
picture of the organization. 'l11ey operate a lot by trial and error, by learning 
from experience, and by pragmatic invention in crises. Third, participants 
drift in and out of decision making, so the boundaries of such an organization 

12. Michael Cohen, Jan1es l\1arch, and Johan Olsen, "A Garbage Can ;i.•todcl of Organiza­
tional Choice," Administrative Science Quarter!)' 17 (March l 972): 1-25. 

13. Lindblo1n, "The Science of �:1uddling Through," op. cit. 
I+. Cohen, t\·1arch, and Olsen, "A Garbage Can l'viodel," op. cit., p. I. 
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arc rather fluid. The time and effort members of the organization devote to 
different subjects vary; even \Vithin a given subject their involvcn1ent varies 
from one ti1ne to another. Who sho\vs up for or is invited to a given critical 

111ecting, and their degree of activity at the 1necting, for instance, turn out to 
n1akc a trcn1endous difference. Despite these characteristics, such organiza­
tions do function: They make decisions, adapt, and survive, at least after a 
fashion and son1cti1ncs quite well. 

On the face of it, this looks a lot like the federal government. People do 
disagree about what they want government to accomplish, and often are 
obliged to act before they have the luxt:ry of defining their preferences pre­
cisely. They often don't know how to accomplish what they want to accom­
plish, even if they can define their goals. If they want to eliminate poverty, for 
instance, the technology to do so is quite elusive; it's not like making widgets. 
People also don't necessarily understand the organization of which they are a 
part: The left hand doesn't know what the right hand is doing. Participation is 
definitely fluid. Even \Vithin a relatively hierarchical bureaucracy, so1nc peo­
ple take on an in1portancc that is not comn1ensurate \vith their fonnal role, 
and others arc impotent despite considerable powers on paper. Both the 
legislature and the executive branch are in the act, further clouding organiza­
tional boundaries. And various categories of people outside of government 
also drift in and out of decision making. Participation changes from one 
decision to another and one tin1e to the next. Turnover of personnel adds to 
the fluidity. Thus a description of the federal government as an organized 
anarchy is not far wide of the mark. 

Running through such organizations or decision structures are four sepa­
rate strean1s: problen1s, solutions, participants, and choice opportunities. 
Each of the streams has a life of its own, largely unrelated to the others. Thus 
people generate and debate solutions because they have some self-interest in 
doing so (e.g., keeping their job or expanding their unit), not because the 
solutions are generated in response to a problen1 or in anticipation of a 
particular upcoming choice. Or participant<; drift in and out of decision 
making, carrying their pet problems and solutions with them, but not neces­
sarily because their participation was dictated by the problem, solution, or 
choice at hand. As Cohen, March, and Olsen say, this kind of organization 
"is a collection of choices looking for problems, issues and feelings looking for 
decision situations in which they might be aired, solutions looking for issues 
to which they might be the answer, and decision makers looking for work. "15 

As a choice opportunity (e.g., the selection of a dean) floats by in the 
organization (e.g., a university), various participants, each \vith their o\vn 
resources, beco1ne involved. Various problems (e.g., maintaining scholarly 
quality, curriculum improve1nent, affirn1ative action) are introduced into the 
choice, and various solutions (e.g., inside candidates for a deanship, outside 

15. Ibid .. p. 2. 
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candidates, expanding the unit, abolishing the unit) may be considered. A 
choice opportunity thus is "a garbage can into \vhich various kinds of prob­
lems and solutions are dumped by participants as they are generated. The mix 
of garbage in a single can depends on the mix of cans available, on the labels 
attached to the alternative cans, on what garbage is currently being produced, 
and on the speed with which garbage is collected and removed from the 
scene." 16 

The outcomes, then, are a function of the mix of garbage (problems, f 
solutions, participants, and the participants' resources) in the can and ho'v it 
is processed. �'ho is invited to or sho\vs up for a n1eeting (i.e., \Vho the 
participants are) affects the outcome dramatically. Which solutions arc ready 
for airing and which problems arc on people's minds are critical. The various 
strean1s are coupled in these choice contexts. �'hen a given solution is 
proposed, it may be regarded by the participants as irrelevant to the problem 
and is thus discarded. Or even more likely, the participants have fixed on a 
course of action and cast about for a proble111 to \vhich it is the solution, 
discarding problems that don't seem to fit. The solutions and problems that 
come to the fore might change from one meeting to the next, as given I 
participants attend or fail to attend. / 

Sometimes, problems are actually resolved. At least as often, problems drift 
away from the choice at hand to another garbage can, not being resolved in 
the current round at least. Or important problems arc ignored altogether, 
possibly because there is no available solution for them. At any rate, the 
logical structure of such a model is (I) the flow of fairly separate streams 
through the system, and (2) outcomes heavily dependent on the coupling of 
the streams-couplings of solutions to problems; interactions among partici­
pants; the fortuitous or purposeful absence of solutions, problems, or partici­
pants-in the choices (the garbage cans) that must be made. 

Note that this picture is quite unlike various models we discussed earlier. It 
certainly does not look like comprehensive, rational decision making. People 
do not set about to solve problems here. More often, solutions search for 
problems. People work on problems only when a particular combination of 
problem, solution, and participants in a choice situation makes it possible. 
Nor do they go through a prescribed logical routine: defining the problem, 
canvassing the possible solutions, evaluating the alternatives in terms of their 
ability to solve the problem at the least cost. Rather, solutions and problems 
have equal status as separate streams in the system, and the popularity of a 
given solution at a given point in time often affects the problems that co1ne up 
for consideration. Nor is change produced by such a process necessarily 
incremental. It can be, but a coupling of strean1s in a decision context can 
also produce quite an abrupt change, as a ne\v combination previously un­
tried conies into play. 

16. Ibid. 
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A Revised Model 

We now adapt this general line of thought to understand agenda setting in the 
federal government. In this adaptation, we will bend the ideas to suit our 
purposes and add features of our own where it seems appropriate. The streams 
described here also differ from those in the Cohen-March-Olsen model. But 
the general logic is sin1ilar. The federal governn1ent is seen as an organized 
anarchy. We will find our emphasis being placed more on the "organized" 
than on the "anarchy,'' as \Ve d iscover structures and patterns in the processes. 
But the properties of problematic preferences, unclear technology, and fluid 
participation are in evidence. Separate streams run through the organization, 
each \vith a life of its O\Vll. rfhcse strean1s arc coupled at critical junctures, 
and that coupling produces the greatest agenda change. 

As I have observed them, there are three families of processes in federal 
government agenda setting: problems, policies, and politics. People recognize 
problems, they generate proposals for public policy changes, and they engage 
in such political activities as election canipaigns and pressure group lobbying. 
In theory, each of the participants discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 could be 
inrnlvcd in each of these processes. Members of Congress could both run for 
reelection and forn1ulate proposals, for instance, and interest groups could 
both push for recognition of pet problems and for adoption of their solutions 
or proposals. In practice, while many participants do cut across the three 
process strea1ns, there is also sonie specialization. Academics and researchers, 
for example, are more involved in generating policy proposals than in the 
electioneering or pressure activities that we label "political," and 'political 
parties are more involved in the political stream than in the detailed work of 
formulating proposals. Conceptually, however, any actor can be involved in 
any stream, and so1nc of thcn1 actually are involved in several .  In other 
\Vords, \VC distinguish behvecn participants and processes. 

The three major process streams in the federal government are (I) problem 
recognition, (2) the formation and refining of policy proposals, and (3) pol­
itics. _First, various _prob_l_ems come to capture the_ attention of people in and 
aroundgovernmen.t. h� th� he�lth area, for insta���. people could be worried 
about the cost of medical care and, within that problem, about the subprob­
len1s of cost to the government, cost to insurers, and cost to consumers. Or 
they could concentrate on the access to medical care, health habits in the 
population, biomedical research frontiers, or the latest epidemic. So we need 
to understand how and why one set of problems rather than another comes to 
occupy officials' attention; we will focus on that stream in Chapter 5. 

�c�ond� i�IT.is a p0licy _community ofspe�i;ilists-bureaucrats, people in  
the planning and evaluation and in the budget offices, Hi l l  staffers, aca­
dcn1ics, interest groups, researchers-\vhich concentrates on generating 
proposals. They each have their pet ideas or axes to grind;_ th<y_float their ideas 
up and the icreas bubble �round in these policy com"Il1unities. In a selection 
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process, some ideas or proposals arc taken seriously and others are discarded. 
These phenon1cna, akin to the garbage can n1odcl's stream of solutions, are 
discussed in Chapter 6. 

Third, the political stream is composed of things like swings of national 
mood, v�a-r·fr�S�of p_pblic opinion, election results, changes of adn1inistr3tion, 
shifts in p.U-tisan or ideological distributions in Congress, and interest group 
presSure campaigns. Ev-ents in thiS stream occur independently of the streams 
ofprofife11is-and proposals. Thus politicians discern a new mood among their 

�constituents; election results bring a ne\v administration to po\ver; or an influx 
of new and different legislators changes the complexion of Capitol Hill. We 
concentrate on the political stream in Chapter 7. 

Each of the actors and processes can operate either as an in1petus or as a 
constraint. ,i\s an in1pctus, an interest group or a president can push for the 
inclusion of a given iten1 on a governn1ental agenda, or the recognition of a 
problem or the development of a solution can prompt higher agenda status for 
a given item. But people in and around government also find themselves 
coming up against a series of constraints. If the costs of paying attention arc 
too high, otherwise worthy items are prevented from becoming prominent. 
Thus the problems stream can push some items higher on the agenda, but it 
can also retard the upward movement of others, particularly through the 
budget constraint Other items are not considered because there is a lot of 
public opposition, either from the general public or from activists of various 
descriptions. If an unacceptable political cost would have to be paid, the item 
is shunted aside. So the political forces we describe in Chapter 7 can operate 
either as an i1npetus or as a constraint. 

These three streams of processes develop and operate largely independently 
of one another. Solutions are developed whether or not they respond to a 
problem. The political stream may change suddenly whether or not the policy 
community is ready or the problems facing the country have changed. The 
economy may go sour, affecting the budget constraint, which imposes a 
burden on both politicians and policy specialists that was not of their own 
making. The streams are not absolutely independent, however. The criteria 
for selecting ideas in the policy stream, for instance, are affected by specialists' 
anticipation of what the political or budgetary constraints might be. Or elec­
tion outcomes in the political stream might be affected by the public's percep­
tion of the problems facing the country, connecting (to a degree) the political 
and problems streams. Despite these hints of connection, the streams still are 
largely separate from one another, largely governed by different forces, differ­
ent considerations, and different styles. 

Once we understand these streams taken separately, the key to understand­
ing agenda and policy change is their coupling. The separate streams come 
together at critical times. A problem is recognized, a solution is available, the 
political climate makes the time right for change, and the constraints do not 
prohibit action. Advocates develop their proposals and then wait for problems 
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to come along to which they can attach their sol ut ions, or for a development 
in the political stream like a change of administration that makes their p ro­
posals more likely to be adopted. In Chapter 8 I label an opportunity for 
pushing one's prop osals a "policy window"-open for a short time, when the 
conditions to push a given subject higher on the policy agenda arc right. But 
the window is open for only a while, and then it closes. Enabling legislation 
co1nes up for rene\val, for instance, and many potential changes in the 
program can be proposed only in the context of the renewal consideration. Or 
an unanticipated in flux of nc\v n1-en1bers of Congress n1akes action on certain 
items possib le, but those legislators might not last beyond their f irst two-year 
term. Thus an item sudden ly gets hot. Something is done about it, or noth­
ing, but in either case, policy m akers soon turn their attention to something 
else. So opportunities pass, and if policy ent repreneurs who were trying to 
couple a solution to the hot problem or the propitious political situation miss 
the chance, they must wait for the next opportunity. Chapter 8 discusses these 
policv wi ndows and the coupling of the streams that takes place when t hey 
open. 

This chapter has only sketched out the line of argument that we pu rsue in 
the remainder of t he book. W c turn now to a series of chapters that paint the 
more complete picture. The next t hree chapters consider each of the process 
st reams in their turn . Chapter 8 then discusses the coupling of the st reams 
that takes place when a policy window opens. Chapter 9 wraps up the argu­
ment of the b ook, and present s some reflections on the structure of the 
processes and the implications of our findings. 




