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Agendas Alternatives And Public
Policies Kingdon

Introduction:
Understanding How
Policies Are Made

How does a particular idea become law while
countless others fade into obscurity? Why do some
problems suddenly command urgent attention from

government, while similar issues linger for decades
without action? These questions lie at the heart of
public policy studies, and few theoretical
frameworks have provided as compelling an answer
as the one developed by political scientist John W.
Kingdon. His model of Agendas, Alternatives,
and Public Policies—often referred to as the
Multiple Streams Framework—offers a powerful
lens through which we can understand the chaotic,



fluid, and often surprising process of policy
formation.

Kingdon's work, first published in 1984 and refined
in subsequent editions, drew inspiration from the
"garbage can model" of organizational choice. He
observed that policymaking is far from a neat,
linear sequence. Instead, it resembles a swirling
confluence of three separate streams: problems,
policies, and politics. When these streams align
during a fleeting "policy window," the opportunity
for major change appears. Understanding this
dynamic is essential not only for scholars but also
for advocates, journalists, and anyone who wants to
influence how society addresses its most pressing
challenges.

Origins of the Multiple
Streams Framework

To fully grasp Agendas, Alternatives, and Public
Policies, it helps to know the intellectual soil from
which it grew. In the 1970s, researchers like
Michael Cohen, James March, and Johan Olsen
introduced the garbage can model to describe
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  i n  " o r g a n i z e d
anarchies"—organizations characterized by
problematic preferences, unclear technology, and
fluid participation. Kingdon adapted this model to
the federal government of the United States,
focusing on the pre-decision phase: how issues get
onto the governmental agenda in the first place.
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Kingdon conducted extensive interviews with
policymakers, congressional staffers, and interest
group representatives. He also analyzed case
studies—such as health care reform, transportation
policy, and environmental regulation—to trace the
winding path of ideas. What emerged was a
framework that respected the messiness of real
politics while providing clear analytical categories.
The central insight: agenda setting is not controlled
by any single actor or institution. Rather, it emerges
from the independent dynamics of three separate
streams.

The Problem Stream

The problem stream consists of conditions that
policymakers and the public perceive as needing
attention. But not all  conditions become

"problems." Kingdon noted that a condition
becomes a problem only when we believe
something can be done about it—and when it
violates deeply held values or is brought into focus
by a focusing event.

Indicators play a critical role here. Budget numbers,
mortality rates, unemployment figures, and
pollution measurements can draw attention to an
issue. But data alone rarely triggers action. Kingdon
highlighted the importance of "focusing events"
such as natural disasters, economic shocks, or high-
profile tragedies. For example, the 2005 Hurricane
Katrina did not merely present a condition of
inadequate flood protection; it turned that condition
into a pressing national problem because it exposed
systemic failures in disaster response and racial



inequality. Similarly, policy entrepreneurs can
amplify feedback from existing programs, using
evaluation reports or citizen complaints to
dramatize a problem.

The Policy Stream

The policy stream is often described as a "primeval
soup" of ideas floating among experts, academics,
bureaucrats, think tanks, and interest groups. Here,
proposals are developed, debated, revised, and
sometimes discarded. Kingdon emphasized that
policy alternatives are not simply invented in
response to a problem; they evolve gradually
through a process of "softening up." Advocates
promote their pet solutions at conferences, in white
papers, and during congressional hearings. Over
time, some ideas gain traction while others wither.

Criteria for survival in this stream include technical
feasibility, value acceptability, and anticipated
future constraints. A proposal that is too expensive,
violates core societal values, or faces strong
opposition from key constituencies is unlikely to
survive. For instance, market-based mechanisms
like carbon trading were honed over years by
economists and environmental policy networks
before becoming a plausible alternative for climate
policy. The policy stream is where alternatives are
developed, long before any window of opportunity
opens.

The Politics Stream

The third stream—politics—operates largely
independently of problems and policy proposals. It
includes the national mood, election results,
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changes in administration, partisan redistributions,
and interest group campaigns. Kingdon argued that
shifts in the political stream can create or close
opportunities for change regardless of what is
happening in the other two streams.

Consider the election of a new president with a
strong mandate.  That  event changes the
configuration of power, often bringing new
priorities to the fore. Similarly, a dramatic shift in
public opinion—such as the surge of support for
same-sex marriage in the 2010s—can propel an
issue onto the agenda even if the problem and
policy streams have not changed dramatically. The
politics stream is where agendas are often set.

The Policy Window and
Coupling

The magic in Kingdon's framework occurs when
the three streams converge. A "policy window"
opens when a problem is recognized, a viable
solution is available, and the political environment
is favorable. These windows are fleeting. They may
open due to a predictable event (like a scheduled
budget cycle) or an unpredictable one (like a crisis).
When the window opens, a "policy entrepreneur"
must act quickly to push through their preferred
alternative.

Policy entrepreneurs are individuals or groups who
invest resources—time, energy, reputation—to



promote a particular problem or solution. They
must be prepared: they need to have a fully
developed proposal ready, to know which allies to
mobilize, and to frame their issue in terms that
resonate with the current national mood. Key skills
include persistence, strategic framing, and the
ability to build coalitions.

Kingdon famously described the process as
"coupling." At critical moments, entrepreneurs link
the three streams. For example, the passage of the
Affordable Care Act in 2010 can be understood
through this lens. The problem of uninsured
Americans had been recognized for decades. The
policy stream contained numerous proposals,
including the individual mandate (originally a
conservative idea). The political stream shifted with

the 2008 election of President Obama and
Democratic majorities in Congress. The window
opened, and entrepreneurial leadership by the
administration and congressional allies coupled the
streams.

Criticisms and
Refinements of the Model

Like any influential theory, Kingdon's framework
has faced its share of critiques. Some scholars
argue that the model is too heavily based on the
U.S. federal system and may not translate well to
parliamentary systems or authoritarian regimes.
Others contend that it underestimates the role of
structural power—for example, how corporate
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interests can shape both the problem and policy
streams through lobbying and media influence.

Further, the notion of independent streams can be
misleading. In practice, the streams often influence
each other. A powerful political actor can
manufacture a problem to fit a pre-existing
solution. The COVID-19 pandemic clearly blurred
the lines: the problem stream (the sudden health
crisis) directly shaped the politics stream (public
demand for action) and the policy stream (rapid
development of vaccines and economic relief
measures).

Despite these critiques, the Multiple Streams
Framework remains a staple of public policy
textbooks. Its application has been expanded to
international relations, education reform,

environmental policy, and even nonprofit
management. Researchers have refined the model
by specifying conditions under which coupling is
most likely, identifying different types of
entrepreneurs, and examining how digital media
and social movements alter agenda-setting
dynamics.

Practical Implications for
Advocates and
Policymakers

Understanding Agendas, Alternatives, and Public
Policies provides tangible guidance for anyone
trying to influence policy. First, preparation is
paramount .  Since pol icy windows open



unpredictably, entrepreneurs must have a well-
developed alternative ready to go. Rushing a half-
baked proposal is unlikely to succeed.

Second, framing matters enormously. To get a
problem onto the agenda, advocates must present it
in a way that resonates with the national mood and
existing political priorities. Using indicators,
powerful anecdotes, and focusing events can help
capture attention. For instance, advocates for
stricter gun control often highlight mass shootings
as focusing events while pairing them with specific,
pre-vetted policy proposals like universal
background checks.

Third, building coalitions across streams is
essential. An idea that appeals only to experts
(policy stream) but lacks public support (politics

stream) or a clear problem definition will stall.
Successful entrepreneurs learn to speak multiple
languages—technical, political, and narrative.

Finally, patience and persistence are critical.
Kingdon emphasized that major policy changes are
rare and require repeated attempts. The "softening
up" process may take years. However, when the
streams finally align, the prepared entrepreneur can
seize the moment.

Contemporary
Applications: Climate,
Health, and Technology

The relevance of Kingdon's framework is
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undiminished in the 21st century. Consider climate
change. For decades, scientists warned about rising
temperatures (problem stream), economists
designed carbon pricing mechanisms (policy
stream), but until recently the political stream was
unfavorable. The rise of grassroots movements,
youth activism, and extreme weather events has
shifted the political landscape, opening windows
for legislation like the U.S. Inflation Reduction Act.

Similarly, the opioid crisis in the United States
illustrates how a problem stream (rising overdose
deaths) coupled with a policy stream (harm
reduction approaches, prescription drug
monitoring) and a political stream (bipartisan
concern and media scrutiny) led to federal
legislation. The COVID-19 pandemic also saw

rapid coupling: the problem was acute, policy
solutions (mask mandates, vaccine distribution)
were improvised, and political will was temporarily
high.

Technology policy—from net neutrality to artificial
intelligence governance—also exhibits multiple-
streams dynamics. Tech issues often emerge as
problems only after a crisis (e.g., data breaches),
while policy entrepreneurs in think tanks and
academia develop alternatives over years, and
political windows open sporadically based on public
outrage or congressional hearings.

Conclusion: The Enduring



Value of Kingdon's Lens

John Kingdon's Agendas, Alternatives, and
Public Policies provides more than a theoretical
model; it offers a vocabulary and a mental map for
navigating the turbulent waters of policymaking. By
recognizing the independence of problems,
policies, and politics—and the rare moments when
they converge—we can better understand why

some issues rise to prominence while others
languish. For practitioners, the framework
underscores the importance of preparation, timing,
and strategic coupling. For citizens, it reveals that
policy change is not merely a matter of having the
best idea, but of being ready when the window
opens. As we face an era of rapid change, from
pandemics to climate disruption, Kingdon's insights
remain an indispensable guide for those who seek
to shape public policy for the common good.


