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GOVERNANCE AND POLICY_ ‘Theories of agenda-setting have important implications for how we understand governance and policy change.’
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Agenda setting explains why decision makers particularly governments and legislators pay attention to particular policies and not others. This paper looks into agenda setting, how it affects governance and policy change. Agenda setting is used to explain why some issues are considered during decision-making processes at a given time. This essay sets out the concept of agenda setting in government and policy change. Different theories of agenda setting will explain implications of agenda in understanding governance and change. Agenda setting will be viewed in the eyes of the media, through public opinions and how it affects governance and policy change. 

Agenda-setting is a process that involves competition among different issues to gather the attention of the public, media professionals and policy experts. It reduces the number of issues and subjects that get public attention. Agendas can be systemic or institutional. Systemic agendas are known as macro agendas and comprise of issues and subjects that the government may consider to put into action and place on the public agenda. Institutional agendas are micro and consist of issues that decision makers consider. 

Agenda-setting studies show how decision makers disproportionately focus on and deal with some issues while ignoring others. This disequilibrium has attracted a wide range of explanations. Some show how individuals and institutions process information in a way that will reduce the number of issues addressed at any given time. Some portray how organization of some institutions allows prompt addressing of some issues over others. There are explanations that the public influence the political system to shift attention to a different direction. Research on agenda setting shows a clear distinction among the issues at hand. Cobb and Elder argue about how issues carry a magnitude and they can attract attention from policy makers triggering a response from the policy makers (Junk and Blatter 2010, p 13). 

In agenda setting, leadership and governance use information to acquire a favorable policy position. Manipulation of issues and information attracts attention from governance and policy makers. The policy makers’ attention is prone to change based on public interest and so policy action can change. Emergence of new issues and agendas can change or alter existing policies resulting in a significant change in governance and policymaking process. Policy makers and political systems identify issues and act upon those that have immediate relevance and urgency. Public policy is then produced based on the issues. This leads to overestimation of the highlighted issues with other issues being neglected.  This creates the idea of information processing (Green-Padersen and Wilkerson 2006, p 1039).

Studies on agenda setting show how the definition of an issue as a problem will determine political responses on policies. The punctuated equilibrium theory in agenda setting explains the policy change in public and political systems and subsystems.  It is an alternative to the incrementalism, It however lacks the model for policy choice. The theory shows how political responses to issues change with the way the public and the politicians view the issues. Arguments on policy reforms can bring in new issues into the picture causing ultimate policy image change. Research on policy change in the U.S. politics shows how alterations in the defining issues can change policymaking. The punctuated equilibrium theory shows how institutional policymaking multiplies the punctuated dynamics in diffusion of responses and innovations. Diffusion in policy will only occur when there are no barriers to policy change (Green-Padersen and Wilkerson 2006, p 1053). 

The media play a key role in agenda-setting. The media have the responsibility of bringing issues to the attention of the public. The media can focus on a particular issue giving it more attention. The public will in turn consider the issue important. When the media focus on a particular topic say road safety, climate change or environment, they influence the public to think about the focused issues. There has been a relationship between the media and the civil society over time (Junk and Blatter 2010, p 28). The media have shown a significant impact on the political decisions and policies made by governments. The renowned news channel CNN covered the intervention of the US in Iraq. The coverage had an impact on political decisions and policies on the situation in Iraq. The news channel has been used on other numerous occasions to trigger attention and responses from the public and the political elites. International media has been used to trigger sympathy and intervention of the western governments particularly on global issues like starvation conflicts and wars and climate change. This has triggered aid relief, peace processes and other interventions to deal with such issues. This whole process of media agenda influencing governance and policies shows a link between agenda setting at the grassroots level and international policymaking.


Maxwell Mc combs and Donald Shaw researched the role of the media in agenda setting. They researched on the 1968 US presidential campaigns and portrayed the media as a key source of information for voters. The media, through newspapers, books and television could shape public opinions through focusing on particular issues. The researchers interviewed the voters on what issues they considered critical for governance and surprisingly, their answers correlated with what the media was reporting through newspapers at that time. Other research that followed pointed out that the public held similar views with what featured in the media. The media have the ability of mentally ordering the thoughts of the public. Mc Combs and Shaw showed how the media influenced the public on what to think about (McCombs et al 1977, p 203). 

Since time in memorial, the media’s influence on the public minds has been a culture in agenda-setting. The media have the power to choose what people see, hear and think about. The issues that are focused in the media are the media agenda. Agenda setting identifies common issues attracting public attention, and what parts of the issues is significant. This portrayed agenda setting as having two parts, one identifying the key issue and the second part defining what was valuable in the issues. The first part shows the significance of the issues in the media and the impact the issues had on the public mind made the second part of agenda setting. This second part makes the public agenda. The media agenda influences the public agenda, which ultimately impacts governance and policy change. Mc Combs and Shaw showed that the issues that make up the news in the media and the public automatically made the media agenda. The second part of the agenda setting determined what was essential in the eyes of the public regarding the U.S. presidential campaigns of 1968.  

The relationship between the media, public opinion and policymaking is somehow connected. The media can pose an indirect effect on policymaking and governance. This theory of agenda setting in the media fraternity shows the influence the media has on what the public hear as well as what part of the issues in the news is significant. Agenda setting helps to create the media agenda and attract public opinion from such agenda. This theory ultimately makes up the societal culture of communication (Green-Padersen and Wilkerson 2006, p 1056). 


Several factors influence how issues can become part of the agenda. These include collective action and belief of a particular topic, values and beliefs surrounding situations, crisis and situations that attract substantial public attention. The media and politics also play a key role making issues part of the agenda. Some issues are left out in the agenda setting process probably due to failure of recognition as relevant, failing to be a legitimate state concern and crowding out of the agenda by other issues. Other issues do not receive much attention as they fail to meet the problem definition. Others are not considered valuable in decision-making. 

The public agenda and policy change can be explored using the Downs’ issue-attention cycle. The application of this cycle is limited to a number of policies. According to Downs, the public attention cannot focus only on one domestic issue over a period o time even though the problem is persistent. Downs argue that the agenda setting process creates a cyclical nature of the public attention to problems and issues. An increase interest does not necessarily mean that the problem affects a larger audience. A decrease in the public interest on an issue does not suggest that a solution is found. The problem can increase with a decrease in the public interest. The issue attention cycle has five key stages;
i. Pre-problem stage


This occurs when a situation exists but is yet to gather public attention. Experts or interested groups identify the problem at this early stage. The objective conditions regarding the problem at this stage are worse than when the public becomes aware of the problem. 
ii. Alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm


The general public becomes aware of the problem and the risks it poses to the public. This alarmed discovery of the problem creates a euphoric enthusiasm that triggers the society’s efforts in solving the problem by rapidly doing something effective. 

iii. Realizing the cost of significant progress

At this stage, the public and the policy makers realize that solving the problem is quite costly. Dealing with the problem will involve immense sacrifices by the larger portion of the population. The public becomes aware that part of the problem result from circumstances that benefit some individuals sometimes benefiting a larger population.

iv. Gradual decline of intense public interest


This results from a successful transition from the third stage as a result of realizing the costs. The general public shifts attention from the problem even though little action has been taken. When they are dealt with, issues can fade from the public attention. 
v. The post-problem stage


In this final stage, the problem receives lesser attention from the public. According to Downs, the issue has now a different effect on the public attention than how it affected the public during the pre-problem stage. There are policies, institutions and programs put in place at this time to solve the problem. The problem now gets medium attention and general concern as compared to the pre-problem stage. 

When an issue reaches the agenda, there is an action to be taken whereby there is a decision to be made. The issue may then fade from the public attention. This is probably due to the solution found turning out to be extremely expensive, disagreements in solving the problem, boredom or the emergence of other issues that will crowd the agenda in governance and policy (Junk and Blatter 2010, p 17).  

Agenda-setting process can be analyzed using the Garbage Can model. This simulates issues using four streams and some assumptions based on garbage processing (Cohen et al 1972, p 5). The first stream consists of a stream of choices with each choice having an entry time for decision making and the structure of decision making among eligible participants. The second variable is the stream of problems with each problem having an entry time of when it visibly became a problem, energy requirement and a list of choices that the problem can access. The rate of flow of solutions makes up the third stream with specific solutions for specific problems and choices. It focuses on the rate of how solutions flow into the policy making process. The fourth stream is the stream of energy from participants. It assumes that each participant has a stream of energy needed for the decision making process. Each lapse in the time period allows a participant provide some form of potential energy in the decision making process of an organization (Cohen et al 1972, p 16). 


The Kingdon theory of multiple streams gives an explanation as to why some issues reach the agenda and get prominent while others do not (Kingdon 1995, p 502). The theory explains these using three streams. The first stream is the problem stream, which represents events and information that are responsible for releasing a series of events that place in or eliminate an issue from the agenda. The problem stream involves values, categories, indicators, definitions as well as comparisons. The policy or alternative stream is the second stream refers to the useful information from analysts, researchers and advisors. Such information can offer solutions and alternatives that the decision makers may or may not consider and use. 

The policy stream involves advocacy, policy communities, political feasibility, value acceptability and the emergence of acceptance. The political stream is the third stream that relies on the political system and participants to place an issue in the agenda. The political stream involves power, organized forces, resource and timing. According to the Kingdon theory, the separate streams come together during critical times. Once a problem is realized, development of a solution follows suit. A political change creates space for policy change with some mild potential constraints. Kingdon find it essential to separate power in order to shape agendas and implement solutions to various problems arising from policymaking.  The policy window provides an opportunity for policy makers and advocates to push attention and solutions to the problems during policymaking. The window shows that solutions for the problems existed long before the problems came up.  The policy window exists when the different streams of the Kingdon theory come together (Kingdon 1995, p 552). 

In conclusion, this essay paper has generally focused on the study o the agenda-setting process explaining why and how some issues reach the agenda. It also shows how a small number of solutions are put in place to address such issues. This is a question of governance and policy and how theories of agenda setting influence making and changing of policies. The paper also focuses on the interdependence of the media, the public and political systems on policy change and governance. It shows the significance of information in the agenda setting in governance and policy. It highlights the role of an incorporated media system in policy making and responses. All theories of agenda-setting are significant effect on governance and policy particularly on policy change. Taking account of the agenda-setting process, some issues will automatically get into the limelight at a faster rate than other issues. Agenda setting is under the influence of the media, public opinion and political systems in order to ensure effective governance and policy making.
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