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The essence of decision, President John F. Kennedy once observed, remains impene-

trable to the observer, often even to the decider himself. This is probably the reason

why positive theories of policy making focus on pre- and post-decision processes

rather than on the actual moment of choice. Implementation, policy evaluation,

learning, and policy dynamics are among the best-researched areas of post-decision

analysis. Problem deWnition, agenda setting, and feasibility analysis are the main,

closely interrelated components of pre-decision analysis. Objective conditions are

seldom so compelling or unambiguous that they determine the policy agenda.

Hence, knowing how a problem has been deWned is essential to understanding the

process of agenda formation. The purpose of feasibility analysis is to identify

the constraints—economic, technological, political, and institutional—that delimit

the space of feasible choices. The student of agenda setting attempts to trace the

causal paths along which public issues travel, and to predict which issues may

eventually reach the decision agenda. A policy idea that fails to meet the feasibility

criterion is unlikely to be considered as a serious contender for a place on the public

agenda. Methodological diVerences should not be overlooked, however. Feasibility

analysis has a reasonably clear logical structure, and can rely on the theoretical

support of well-developed disciplines like decision theory, microeconomics, and

modern political economy. In the case of agenda setting, no generally accepted

paradigm exists. Even the best-known models are rather ad hoc, largely descriptive,

and cover only some aspects of what one could reasonably assume to be part of

agenda setting. Because of this methodological deWcit, the present treatment is less

concerned with those parts of the process that are fairly well understood—such as the

role of interest groups, and of political and policy entrepreneurs, or the importance

of issue coalitions—than with aspects which have received insuYcient attention, or

have been largely ignored by the available literature. The hope is that extending the



scope of agenda-setting analysis may stimulate the development of a more rigorous

approach to this crucially important component of policy analysis.

The chapter is organized as follows. Section 1 discusses the possibility that some

individual or institution may hold exclusive power over the agenda—a possibility

largely overlooked by analysts outside the rational choice framework. Under rather

general conditions, a monopoly agenda setter can achieve almost any desired result.

That this is more than a theoretical possibility is shown by the control over legislative

proposals exercised by committees of the US Congress, and by the monopoly of

policy initiation enjoyed by the Commission of the European Union. Section 2

emphasizes the links between the study of agenda setting and democratic theory. It

is suggested that the analyst can Wnd in the literature on the democratic process

valuable insights into the dynamics of agenda setting. Two examples are the notion of

non-decision, and the model of government by discussion. Another topic discussed

in this section is the possibility of ensuring eVective democratic control of the agenda

of regulatory agencies by means of suitable procedures The next section addresses

another issue not suYciently researched by students of agenda setting: the selection

of priorities within the decision agenda. The problem is particularly important in

risk regulation, where setting the wrong priorities may entail severe opportunity

costs—the number of lives that could have been saved by using the same resources in

a diVerent way. The signiWcant risk doctrine, developed by American courts in the

1980s, has played a key role in forcing agencies to prioritize their agenda, and also in

favoring the systematic use of risk analysis. The concluding Section 4 emphasizes the

growing impact of international factors on the formation of national agendas. There

is little empirical evidence that growing economic integration entails a restriction of

the agenda of democratic states because of the declining ability of policy makers to

produce the public goods people demand. Actually, international pressures may

improve the quality of the national agenda. The threat of economic retaliation in

cases of serious violations of basic rights, for example, shows that international trade

may be used to push the agenda of authoritarian states in a more humanitarian

direction.

1. Agenda Control

.......................................................................................................................................................................................

One topic which has not received suYciently attention by policy analysts is the

possibility that some individual or institution may hold exclusive power over the

agenda. One of the central results of the analysis of political institutions in a rational

choice perspective, the McKelvey–SchoWeld ‘‘chaos theorem,’’ has direct and far-

reaching implications for the study of agenda control—a subject which was neither

well understood nor frequently studied prior to the publication of this theorem.

McKelvey (1976) and SchoWeld (1976) showed that the absence of a majority-rule
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equilibrium implies that virtually any policy outcome is possible. Hence, those who

control the agenda can engage in all sorts of manipulations. A monopoly agenda

setter can achieve almost any outcome she wishes, provided she can appropriately

order the sequencing of paired options considered by the voting group operating

under majority rule (Shepsle 1979). These results have been exploited to examine the

impact of rules and procedures on policy making; to account for the political power

of parliamentary leaders, who control the sequence and order of legislative deliber-

ations; and to explain the power of legislative committees (Bates 1990). As noted

above, students of agenda setting have largely neglected agenda control, yet no sharp

dividing line can be drawn between manipulating and shaping the agenda. Only by

paying attention to both aspects of agenda setting can we hope to understand how

policy is made or, perhaps even more important, why certain issues never appear on

the public agenda.

The importance of agenda control can be grasped intuitively in a simpliWed

situation. Barry Weingast (1996) presents a one-dimensional (single issue) version

of the median voter theorem. He supposes that any alternative may be proposed, and

that individuals wishing to oVer proposals are recognized randomly. Each proposal is

pitted in a majority vote against the status quo. The process continues until no more

proposals are oVered. Elementary geometrical considerations show that the only

stable alternative to result from the voting is the median voter’s ideal policy. But

suppose that an individual (or organization or committee) called the ‘‘setter’’ has

monopoly power over the agenda. The setter chooses a proposal, and then the voters

vote for either the proposal or the status quo, Q. Now the setter’s institutionalized

power results in an outcome diVerent from the median voter’s ideal policy—unless

the setter’s ideal policy happens to coincide with that of the median voter. All she has

to do is propose the policy that she most prefers from the ‘win set’ of Q—the set of

policy alternatives that command a majority against Q. The full power of agenda

control, however, is best appreciated in more complicated, and more realistic,

situations. I will brieXy mention two examples: the committees of the US Congress;

and the monopoly of legislative initiative enjoyed by the Commission of the Euro-

pean Union.

According to the model of an idealized legislative committee system developed by

Weingast and Marshall (1988), each congressional committee has jurisdiction over a

speciWc subset of policy issues. Within their jurisdiction, committees possess the

monopoly right to bring alternatives to the status quo up for a vote before

the legislature; and committee proposals must command a majority of votes against

the status quo to become public policy. The agenda power held by committee

members implies that successful coalitions must include the members of the relevant

committee. Without these members, the bill will not reach the Xoor for a vote. Thus

committee veto power means that, from among the set of policies that command a

majority against the status quo, only those that make the committee better oV are

possible. The ability to veto the proposals of others is a powerful tool used by

committees to inXuence policy in their jurisdiction. According to Weingast and
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Marshall, institutionalizing control over the congressional agenda—over the design

and selection of proposals that arise for a vote—provides durability and enforceabil-

ity of bargains in a legislative setting.

The European Union (EU) oVers another striking example of agenda control. The

European Commission is usually considered the executive branch of the EU, but in

fact it plays a very important role also in the legislative process because of its

monopoly of policy initiation. This monopoly has been granted by the founding

Treaty and is carefully protected by the European Court of Justice. Hence, no

national government can induce the Commission to make a speciWc proposal

changing the status quo, unless that proposal also makes the Commission better

oV. Such tight control of the policy agenda has no analogue either in parliamentary

or in presidential democracies. In parliamentary systems, legislators introduce rela-

tively few bills; most legislative proposals are instead presented by bureaucrats to the

cabinet, which then introduces them as draft legislation to the parliament. Once

legislators receive such proposals, however, they are free to change or reject them.

This is not the case in the EU, where as a rule the main legislative body (the Council

of Ministers) may modify Commission proposals only under the stringent require-

ment of unanimity. In the separation-of-powers system of the United States, not only

do legislators have the Wnal word over the form and content of bills, but, further, only

legislators can introduce bills. In the course of a typical congressional term, members

of Congress will introduce several hundred bills on behalf of the president or of

executive-branch agencies. During the same period, however, members of Congress

will introduce on their own behalf as many as 15,000 or 20,000 bills (McCubbins and

Noble 1995).

It is important to understand clearly what is implied by the Commission’s

monopoly of agenda setting. First, other European institutions cannot legislate in

the absence of a prior proposal from the Commission. It is up to this institution to

decide whether the EU should act and, if so, in what legal form, and what content and

implementing procedures should be followed. Second, the Commission can amend

its proposal at any time while it is under discussion in the Council of Ministers,

while, as just mentioned, the Council can amend the proposal only by unanimity.

Thus if the Council unanimously wishes to adopt a measure which diVers from the

Commission’s proposal, the latter can deprive the legislative branch (the Council of

Ministers and European Parliament) of its power of decision by withdrawing its

proposal. Finally, neither the Council nor the Parliament nor a member state can

compel the Commission to submit a proposal, except in those few cases where the EU

Treaty imposes an obligation to legislate. To understand the rationale of this sweep-

ing delegation of agenda control to a bureaucratic body, one has to keep in the mind

that in the constitutional architecture of the EU, the Council of Ministers represents

the national interests of the member states, while the Commission is supposed to

represent the supranational interests of the Union. If also the Council had the right to

initiate legislation, it could turn back the clock of European integration for domestic

political reasons. In other words, the Commission’s control of the legislative and
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policy agenda serves the purpose of enhancing the credibility of the member

states’ commitment to the cause of European integration (Majone 1996b). In this

as in other cases, precommitment is achieved by preventing the Wnal decision makers

from engaging in ‘‘issue creation.’’ Thus in both cases—the US Congress and the

European Union—agenda control turns out to be crucial for understanding policy

outputs.

2. Agenda Setting and Democratic

Theory

.......................................................................................................................................................................................

Few topics of public policy analysis are more closely linked to the theory and practice

of representative democracy than agenda setting and agenda control. Thus, Robert

Dahl’s normative criterion of a full democratic process is based on the idea of Wnal

control of the agenda by the people: ‘‘The demos must have the exclusive opportun-

ity to decide how matters are to be placed on the agenda of matters that are to be

decided by means of the democratic process’’ (Dahl 1989, 113). Because of the

normative signiWcance of agenda control, one Wnds valuable insights on our subject

in works dealing with the functioning and eVects of democratic institutions. A well-

known example is the contribution of Bachrach and Baratz (1963) to the problem of

non-decisions. The essential insight of the work of these authors was that the power

to keep something oV the governmental agenda is as important as the power to

choose among the few policy options that make the agenda. According to Bachrach

and Baratz, economic elites are powerful not because they aVect the Wnal choices in

government but because they guarantee that these choices are between almost

indistinguishable alternatives. It should be noted, however, that also ordinary citizens

can keep items oV the decision agenda. Thus, legislators often avoid considering

speciWc policy options because they fear retribution by the voters. For example,

throughout the 1970s the US Congress refused to consider imposing a high gasoline

tax, despite evidence that it would be the least intrusive method for curbing

demand for imported oil. Throughout the 1980s, Congress refused to consider

any reduction in social security payments for current beneWciaries, despite the

massive budget deWcit. In these and other cases none of the proposals suggested

by the experts made it on to the congressional agenda because legislators believed

that the voters would not tolerate the imposition of large and visible costs (Arnold

1990). The same fear of retribution by the voters has induced the German and other

European governments to keep necessary welfare reforms oV the public agenda for

years.
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2.1 Government by Discussion

Government by discussion—the liberal model of parliamentary democracy—

provides another example of the close link between agenda setting and democratic

theory. According to this model, as described by Ernest Barker (1958), policy is made

through a continuous process of discussion which begins with expressions of general

concerns and ends in concrete decisions. Political parties identify issues and formu-

late programs; the electorate discusses issues and candidates and, after the grand

debate of a general election, expresses a majority in favor of one of the programs; the

legislative majority translates programs into laws, in constant debate with the

opposition; Wnally, the discussion is carried forward to the cabinet, where it is

translated into speciWc policies. Two principles guide the process through the four

stages of discussion: diVerentiation of function, and the principle of cooperation and

interdependence. According to the Wrst principle, each stage has its own organs,

speciWc function, and method of conducting the discussion and bringing it to a

conclusion. In the Wrst stage, alternative programs have been formulated by debate in

each party. In the second, representatives of the diVerent programs have been selected

after debate by the electorate, and authorized by it to form a parliament for further

debate, to be conducted in a particular form and for a particular purpose. The

purpose of the third, parliamentary, stage is to translate the program endorsed by a

majority of the voters into laws, and to control how the executive government

transforms general rules of law into a series of particular and separate Acts, which

must however be connected to a general program.

The principle of diVerentiation also implies that each stage is independent in

exercising its particular function, but only within limits, and as a part of the entire

process of deWning the national agenda. The function of political parties must be

distinguished from that of the electorate, the functions of both from that of parlia-

ment, and the functions of all three from that of the cabinet. However, this

diVerentiation of functions is only one aspect of the process of government by

discussion. The other aspect is provided by the principle of cooperation and inter-

dependence. According to this second principle, the diVerent organs and their

functions must be interlocked as well as diVerentiated. Each has to act as part of a

system, that is, it has to act with reference to, and in harmony with, the other parts.

The balance between diVerentiation and cooperation is very delicate, and hence it

can be maintained only in a polity that shares some basic values and a common

political culture (Barker 1958, 57–8).

This is a stylized, normative model of agenda setting and policy making in a

democracy. It overlooks the play of power and inXuence, the uneven distribution of

knowledge and manipulation of information, inter-institutional competition and

bureaucratic politics, the low level of active citizen participation, the role of the mass

media, and a host of other factors that Wgure prominently in modern theories of

agenda setting and policy making. It is also clear that the model has been designed

with one particular system in mind: the British political system with its disciplined

two-party system, distinctive Parliament–Cabinet relationship, and paradoxical
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emphasis both on the derivative character of political authority and on its independ-

ence from popular preferences. And yet the reader of such works as Cobb and Elder’s

(1972) Participation in American Politics or John Kingdon’s (1984) Agendas, Alterna-

tives and Public Policies cannot fail to notice striking similarities between the model

of government by discussion and these more recent works. If political parties play a

more crucial role in Barker’s model, this only reXects the realities of the British

political system, where policy entrepreneurs are mostly to be found in the political

parties or, nowadays, in think tanks closely linked to parties. Similarly, if the process

of agenda setting appears to be much less random than, say, in Kingdon’s discussion

of political and policy windows, this is partly due to the normative character of the

model, but especially to the inherent capacity for eVective action which is a distinct-

ive characteristic of British government—an eVectiveness which no government

based on the principle of separation of powers can match.

More important than such diVerences in emphasis, however, is the basic agree-

ment on the central role of elected oYcials in the agenda-setting process. Like Barker,

Kingdon Wnds that it is diYcult to assign responsibility for the emergence of agenda

items solely to interest groups. Rather than structuring the public agenda, interest

groups often try to introduce their preferred alternatives once the agenda is already

set by some other process or participant. Also the media turn out to be less important

than anticipated. They seem to report events rather than having an independent

eVect on governmental agendas; they can help shape and structure an issue, but they

cannot create an issue. Academics, researchers, and consultants aVect the alternatives

more than the agenda, and aVect long-term directions rather than short-term

outcomes. The president, his political appointees, and Congress turn out to be

central to agenda setting and, with the help of their staVs, also to alternative

speciWcation. Kingdon’s conclusion that ‘‘[t]he model of a democratic government

controlled by elected oYcials is not only our normative idea, but also our dominant

picture of empirical reality’’ (Kingdon 1984, 46) would be fully endorsed by the

theorists of government by discussion, from John Stuart Mill to Ernest Barker.

2.2 Agenda Setting in the Regulatory State

The modern regulatory state is characterized by an extensive delegation of quasi-

legislative powers to independent commissions or agencies. In an increasing number

of politically sensitive areas—from telecommunications and public utilities to envir-

onmental protection and food safety—policy is made by such non-elected bodies,

typically on the basis of a fairly broad legislative mandate. The existing literature on

agenda setting has not paid suYcient attention to the implications of delegation of

rule-making powers to independent agencies. Kingdon, for example, Wnds that career

civil servants are not particularly important in setting the national agenda, relative to

other participants. According to him, ‘‘a top-down model of the executive branch
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seems to be surprisingly accurate. We discovered that the president can dominate his

political appointees, and that the appointees can dominate the career civil servants’’

(Kingdon 1984, 33). However, the independent regulatory commissions and also

many single-headed agencies are not, de jure or de facto, under the direct control

of the president or of his political appointees. Also in Europe, a variety of independ-

ent regulatory authorities operate outside the line of ministerial or departmental

hierarchy. Whether, or to what extent, legislatures are able to control the agenda of

the independent agencies they create is a controversial issue on both sides of the

Atlantic. The US Congress, for example, has many means at its disposal to retain

inXuence over agency decisions, but this inXuence can be oVset by presidential

opposition, court decisions, or the actions of agency personnel (Bawn 1995).

Until the early 1980s, the thrust of much research on political–bureaucratic

relations was that agency bureaucracy has a substantial degree of autonomy in its

choice of issues. This autonomy is possible because legislative oversight for purposes

of serious policy control is time consuming, costly, and diYcult to do well under

conditions of uncertainty and cognitive complexity. At any rate, legislators are

concerned more with satisfying voters to increase the probability of re-election

than with overseeing the bureaucracy they create. As a result, they do not typically

invest their scarce resources in general policy control. More recently, however, better

theoretical models, largely based on principal–agent theory, and more careful

empirical analyses have shown that the variety of control instruments available to

political principals is a good deal larger than was previously assumed. This research

also threw new light on traditional approaches to the control problem. There are two

main forms of control of agency decisions: oversight—monitoring, hearings, inves-

tigations, budgetary reviews, sanctions—and procedural constraints. The received

view on procedures is that they are primarily a means of assuring fairness and

legitimacy in regulatory decision making. This is of course a very important function

of procedures, but it has been shown that procedures also serve control purposes.

In an important paper published in 1987, McCubbins, Noll, and Weingast used

statutes like the US Administrative Procedure Act (APA) and the Freedom of

Information Act (FOIA) as evidence that procedural rules fulWll important control

functions, providing cost-eVective solutions to problems of non-compliance by

agencies. In addition to reducing the informational disadvantage of political execu-

tives, stakeholders, and citizens at large, procedures can be designed so as to ensure

that the agency’s agenda will be responsive to the constituents that the policy is

supposed to favor. The procedural requirements under the APA, FOIA, and related

statutes reduce an expert agency’s discretion in a number of ways. First, agencies

cannot present the political principals with a fait accompli. They must announce

their intention to consider an issue well in advance of any decision. Second, the

notice and comment provisions assure that the agency learns who are the relevant

stakeholders, and takes some notice of the distributive impacts associated with

various actions. Third, the entire sequence of agency decision making—notice,

comment, collection of evidence, and construction of a record in favor of a chosen

action—aVords numerous opportunities for political principals to respond when the
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agency seeks to move in a direction that the principals do not approve of. Finally, the

broad public participation which the statutes facilitate also works as a gauge of

political interest and controversy, providing advance warning about the agency’s

decision agenda and the likely distributive consequences of agency decisions, in the

absence of political intervention.

Moreover, by controlling the extent and mode of public participation, legislators

can strengthen the position of the intended beneWciaries of the bargain struck by the

enacting coalition. This has been called ‘‘deck stacking.’’ Deck stacking enables

political actors to cause the environment in which an agency operates to mirror

the political forces that gave rise to the agency’s legislative mandate, long after the

enacting coalition has disbanded. The agency may seek to develop a new clientele for

its services, but such an activity must be undertaken in full view of the members of

the initial coalition, and following procedures that automatically integrate certain

interests in agency decision making. In sum, one important function of procedures is

to reduce the risk that the agenda-setting process of regulatory agencies may be

captured by interests—whether economic, bureaucratic, or ideological—diVerent

from those explicitly acknowledged by the enabling statute. These theoretical insights

are supported by a good deal of empirical evidence. In particular, a careful statistical

study by Wood and Waterman (1991) of the decisions of seven regulatory agencies

from the late 1970s through most of the 1980s found that all seven agencies appeared

to be responsive to the preferences of their democratically elected principals. The

authors conclude that the evidence for active political control is so strong that

controversy should end over whether political control of the regulatory bureaucracy

is possible. Instead, research should concentrate on a detailed analysis of the various

mechanisms of control.

However, democratic control is only one horn of the dilemma of statutory

regulation, the other being the need to preserve the necessary degree of agency

discretion. The diYculty of achieving a satisfactory balance is demonstrated by the

failure of the American ‘‘non-delegation doctrine’’—the Wrst attempt to resolve the

regulatory dilemma. For several decades this judicial doctrine enjoyed such wide-

spread acceptance that it came to be regarded as the traditional model of adminis-

trative law. The model conceives of the regulatory agency as a mere transmission belt

for implementing legislative directives in particular cases. Hence, when passing

statutes Congress should decide all questions of policy and frame its decisions in

such speciWc terms that administrative regulation will not entail the exercise of broad

discretion by the regulators (Stewart 1975). The non-delegation doctrine had already

found widespread acceptance when the Wrst institutionalization of the American

regulatory state, the Interstate Commerce Commission, was established by the 1887

Interstate Commerce Act. The Act, with its detailed grant of authority, seemed to

exemplify the transmission-belt model of administrative regulation. However, the

subsequent experience of railroad regulation revealed the diYculty of deriving

operational guidelines from general standards. By the time the Federal Trade Com-

mission was established in 1914, the agency received essentially a blank check author-

izing it to eliminate unfair competition. The New Deal agencies received even
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broader grants of power to regulate particular sectors of the economy ‘‘in the public

interest.’’ The last time the Supreme Court used the non-delegation doctrine was in

1935, when in Schechter Poultry it held the delegation in the National Industrial

Recovery Act unconstitutional.

The doctrine against delegation unraveled because the practical case for allowing

regulatory discretion is overwhelming. Contrary to Kingdon’s Wndings concerning

the limited role of executive-branch bureaucrats in agenda setting, few students of

regulation would deny that agencies, in their area of competence, are important

participants in the agenda-setting process. For example, the Federal Communica-

tions Commission (FCC) began allowing competition to the American Telephone

and Telegraph Company (AT&T) in long-distance communications in the late 1950s,

several years before pro-competitive deregulation acquired widespread political

support in Washington. Also other regulatory commissions played a leading role in

the reversal of traditional regulatory policy in America, such as the Civil Aeronautics

Board (CAB), the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC), and the Securities and

Exchange Commission (SEC). The CAB not only succeeded in bringing about an

almost complete deregulation of the airline industry: even more signiWcantly, its

chairman Alfred E. Kahn persuaded Congress to abolish the agency. The ICC did not

ask to be abolished, but its staV dropped from 2,000 in 1976 to 1,300 in 1983. Finally,

the SEC was a major shaper of the agenda of Wnancial deregulation, especially in

securities markets, in the 1970s. In all these cases the chairmen provided powerful

leadership in bringing about policy change. This may seem surprising given the

collegial nature of the agencies. In fact, after organizational reforms in the 1950s and

1960s, the chairpersons have emerged as the chief executives and dominant Wgures.

As chief executives they expect, and are expected by others, to have a well-deWned

agenda, and to measure their success by the amount of the agenda they accomplish

(Derthick and Quirk 1985, 65).

Perhaps even more surprising was the fact that the staVs of these regulatory

commissions actively supported, or at least did not oppose, the pro-deregulation

stance of their superiors, even when the consequences of the new policy for the size of

the staV and even for the survival of the organization were apparent. It has been

suggested that this open-mindedness may be due to the rise of professional policy

analysts and regulators, using widely shared standards of argument and problem-

solving styles, and to the growing inXuence of public interest groups, both of which

factors balance the inXuence of bureaucratic ideologies and traditional patterns of

behavior. These examples suggest that when American regulators enjoy the support

of the courts, of key committees and subcommittees of Congress, and of academic

and public opinion, they can be quite important in setting the national agenda, even

against the resistance of the regulated industries and of important elements of the

executive branch, including the president—for instance, President Reagan as well as

the Departments of Defense and Commerce were opposed to the divestiture of

AT&T. According to Derthick and Quirk (1985, 91) the regulatory commissions

‘‘served as vehicles for converting the disinterested views of experts into public policy,

even if the expert views had originated largely as criticisms of their own conduct.’’
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Also in Europe regulators play an increasingly signiWcant role in setting the national

agenda in their area of competence (Majone 1996b).

3. Prioritizing the Agenda

.......................................................................................................................................................................................

The systematic study of agenda setting has been greatly facilitated by a number of

analytic distinctions, such as that between visible and hidden participants, between

agenda setting and alternative speciWcation, or between the governmental agenda

and the decision agenda. Another important distinction—between agenda setting

and the setting of priorities within a given, or potential, agenda—is the subject of the

present section. The signiWcance of the distinction lies in the fact that it may not be

good enough for a policy proposal to get onto the decision agenda; even more

important is that the proposal should occupy a high position on the agenda.

Resource limitations—time, money, personnel, or expertise—usually make it neces-

sary to deWne priorities within the decision agenda. The notion of priority stems

from the commonsense proposition that one should do Wrst things Wrst. From a

normative viewpoint, a rational setting of priorities implies that the opportunity

costs of alternative proposals are duly taken into account; see below.

Microeconomics has a clear rule for the optimal allocation of resources among

diVerent activities: at the margin, the return should be the same across all agenda

items. The consistent implementation of this rule in a political–bureaucratic context

presents formidable diYculties, but if the stakes are high enough second-best

solutions are likely to be found, sooner or later. This may require a good deal of

learning about the implications of diVerent criteria and decision rules. That such

policy learning is possible is shown by the example of how American courts gradually

induced regulators to accept the need for rational priority setting in risk regulation.

As already noted in the introduction, a key role in this learning process was played by

the ‘‘signiWcant risk’’ doctrine. In order to appreciate the innovative character of this

doctrine, however, it is necessary to consider the older approach to risk regulation:

the least-feasible-risk criterion.

According to this criterion, human exposure to health risks should be reduced to

the lowest possible level. This is a sort of second-best rule. The Wrst-best regulatory

policy would be one that ensures a risk-free working and living environment, but

because of technical and economic constraints a risk-free environment is unattain-

able; hence the need of a second-best rule. Thus, Section 6(b)(5) of the 1970 US

Occupational Safety and Health Act directs the Occupational Safety and Health

Administration (OSHA), in regulating worker exposure to toxic substances, to set

standards that ‘‘most adequately assure, to the extent feasible, . . . that no employee

will suVer material impairment of health or functional capacity even if such em-

ployee has regular exposure to the hazard . . . for the period of his working life’’
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(emphasis added). Trade union representatives claimed that this instruction obliged

OSHA to mandate the use of whatever available technology an industry could aVord

without bankrupting itself. Federal courts generally upheld OSHA’s standards based

on the least-feasible-risk criterion. One striking exception was the benzene standard,

which reduced the occupational exposure to this carcinogen from 10 parts per

million (ppm) to 1 ppm. In the case American Petroleum Institute v. OSHA (1978),

the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals held the regulation invalid on the ground that the

agency had not shown that the new exposure limit was ‘‘reasonably necessary and

appropriate to provide safe or healthful employment’’ as required by the statute.

SpeciWcally, the court argued that OSHA had failed to provide substantial evidence

that the beneWts to be achieved by the stricter standard bore a reasonable relationship

to the costs it imposed. The agency, the court reasoned, ‘‘must have some factual

basis for an estimate of expected beneWts before it can determine that a one-half

billion dollar standard is reasonably necessary’’ (cited in MendeloV 1988, 116–17).

What was required was some sort of quantiWcation of beneWts as a necessary step to

carry out a beneWt–cost test of the new standard. Without a quantiWcation of risk,

and hence of the expected number of lives saved by the regulation, it is impossible

to weigh the beneWts against the costs. Unlike other agencies such as the Environ-

mental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA),

OSHA had always maintained that quantitative risk analysis is meaningless. OSHA’s

reluctance to follow the example of the EPA and the FDA reXected trade union

pressures, combined with staV preferences for protection to override any interest in

the use of more analytic approaches. It was feared that if the agency performed

quantitative risk assessments (QRAs), these might be used as a weapon by those who

opposed strict standards. On the other hand, an agency like EPA, with a much

broader mandate, was aware that not every risk could be reduced to the lowest

feasible level.

The Fifth Circuit Court’s decision stunned OSHA’s leaders, who viewed it as a total

challenge to their regulatory philosophy and to their idea of the agency’s mission

(MendeloV 1988, 117). They decided to appeal the decision. In Industrial Union

Department (AFL-CIO) v. American Petroleum Institute (1980), a badly split Supreme

Court—the nine justices issued Wve separate opinions—upheld the Fifth Circuit’s

decision, but not all parts of its argument; in particular, it expressed no opinion

about the requirement of a cost–beneWt assessment. Justice Powell, concurring in

part and concurring in the judgement, did however note that ‘‘a standard-setting

process that ignored economic considerations would result in a serious misallocation

of resources and a lower eVective level of safety than could be achieved under

standards set with reference to the comparative beneWts available at a lower cost’’

(cited in Mashaw, Merrill, and Shane 1998, 815). Expressing the view of a four-judge

plurality (in a separate opinion, Justice Rehnquist provided the Wfth vote for over-

turning the standard) Justice Stevens explicitly rejected the lowest-feasible-risk

approach: ‘‘We think it is clear that the statute was not designed to require employers

to provide absolute risk-free workplaces whenever it is technologically feasible to do

so, so long as the cost is not great enough to destroy an entire industry. Rather, both
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the language and structure of the Act, as well as its legislative history, indicate that it

was intended to require the elimination, as far as feasible, of signiWcant risks of harm’’

(cited in Graham, Green, and Roberts 1988, 100; emphasis added).

In other words, zero risk cannot be the goal of risk regulation. Justice Stevens

insisted that ‘‘safe’’ is not the same as risk free, pointing to a variety of risks in daily

life—ranging from driving a car to ‘‘breathing city air’’—that people Wnd acceptable.

Hence, before taking any decision, the risk from a toxic substance must be quantiWed

suYciently to enable the agency to characterize it as signiWcant ‘‘in an understand-

able way.’’ From the government’s carcinogenic policy the agency had concluded that

in the absence of deWnitive proof of a safe level, it must be assumed that any level

above zero presents some increased risk of cancer. But, the justices pointed out that,

‘‘In view of the fact that there are literally thousands of substances used in the

workplace that have been identiWed as carcinogens or suspect carcinogens, the

Government’s theory would give OSHA power to impose enormous costs that

might produce little, if any, discernible beneWt’’ (cited in Mashaw, Merrill, and

Shane 1998, 813). Since the government’s generic carcinogen policy provided no

guidance as to which substances should be regulated Wrst, an important merit of

the signiWcant risk doctrine was to raise the crucial issue of regulatory priorities.

Most risks are regulated in response to petitions or pressures from labor unions,

public health groups, environmentalists, and other political activists, with little

analysis by the agency of other possible regulatory targets. Given that resources are

always limited, the real (opportunity) cost of a safety regulation is the number of lives

that could be saved by using the same resources to control other, perhaps more

signiWcant risks. By requiring OSHA to show signiWcant risk as a prelude to standard

setting, the justices were insisting on some analysis in priority setting: regulatory

priorities should be directed toward the most important risks—which are not

necessarily those that are politically most salient.

The signiWcant risk doctrine places a higher analytical burden on regulators than

the lowest-feasible-risk approach. Not all potential risks are treated equally; only

those substances shown to pose a signiWcant risk of cancer will be regulated, focusing

limited agency resources on the most important health risks. In addition, the

doctrine, without requiring a formal analysis of beneWts and costs, does place a

constraint on the stringency of standards. If exposure to a carcinogen is reduced to

the point that the residual risk is insigniWcant, then no further tightening of the

standard is appropriate (Graham, Green, and Roberts 1988, 103–5). Industrial Union

Department (AFL-CIO) v. American Petroleum Institute is a landmark case also from

the point of view of the methodology of risk analysis. The US Supreme Court not

only conWrmed the legitimacy of quantitative risk assessment; it eVectively made

reliance on the methodology obligatory for all American agencies engaged in risk

regulation. In most subsequent disputes over regulatory decisions to protect human

health, the question has not been whether a risk assessment was required but whether

the assessment oVered by the agency was plausible. The reasoning that led to the

signiWcant risk doctrine may be particularly instructive for those national or supra-

national regulators that still follow something like the least-feasible-risk criterion and
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hence are reluctant to accept the need for setting rational regulatory priorities.

For example, it can be shown that the precautionary approach adopted by the

European Union is equivalent to that criterion, with the same negative implica-

tions for the setting of rational priorities within the regulatory agenda of the EU

(Majone 2003).

4. Agenda Setting in the Era

of Globalization

.......................................................................................................................................................................................

Growing economic and political interdependence among nations aVects the sub-

stance and procedures of national policy making, including of course the agenda-

setting process. The question which concerns us here is whether it is true that

deepening economic integration must result in a more constrained national agenda,

and thus in fewer channels for the expression of democratic preferences. An alter-

native hypothesis is that deepening economic integration may actually improve the

quality of policy making by making national leaders more aware of the international

impacts of their decisions, more willing to engage in international cooperation, and

more open to ideas and suggestions coming from their foreign counterparts, from

international institutions, and from non-governmental organizations. It is clear that

in an integrating world economy the eVectiveness of certain policy instruments may

be seriously eroded. For example, the greater the degree of openness of a national

economy, the less eVective Keynesian demand management will be as an instrument

of domestic stabilization policy. This is because some portion of any additional

government expenditure will be spent on imports from the rest of the world, so

that some of the demand-creating eVect of the expenditure is dissipated abroad.

The obsolescence of particular policy instruments or approaches does not, how-

ever, imply that democratic polities are no longer able to satisfy the demands of their

citizens, as some critics of globalization maintain. In fact, the demand for more

transparency in public decision making, the search for new forms of accountability,

and the growing reliance on persuasion rather than on traditional forms of govern-

mental coercion can be shown to be related, at least in part, to growing economic and

political interdependence (World Bank 1997; Majone 1996a). Moreover, it is some-

times possible to transfer policy-making powers to a higher level of governance, so

that what can no longer be done at the national level may be achieved through

international cooperation. These, then, are the two polar positions to be discussed in

this section: on the one side, the ‘‘diminished democracy’’ thesis, according to which

international economic integration, absent a world government, inevitably results in

a restricted national policy agenda; on the other side, the more optimistic view which

sees international integration and cooperation as an opportunity not only to expand
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the scope of consumer choice, but also to enrich the national agenda. Globalization,

i.e. international economic integration, certainly imposes constraints on national

policy makers, but these often turn out to be more enabling than limiting. I conclude

that future studies of agenda setting will have to pay much more attention to

exogenous inXuences on national agendas.

4.1 The Diminished Democracy Thesis

According to a familiar result of international economics known as the Mundell–

Fleming theorem or, more informally, the ‘‘open-economy trilemma,’’ countries

cannot simultaneously maintain an independent monetary policy, capital mobility,

and Wxed exchange rates. If a government chooses Wxed exchange rates and capital

mobility it has to give up monetary autonomy. If it chooses monetary autonomy and

capital mobility, it has to go with Xoating exchange rates. Finally, if it wishes to

combine Wxed exchange rates with monetary autonomy it has to limit capital

mobility (Lindert and Kindleberger 1982). Harvard economist Dani Rodrik has

argued that the open-economy trilemma can be extended to what he calls

the political trilemma of the world economy (see Fig. 11.1). The elements of Rodrik’s

political trilemma are: integrated national economies, the nation state, and ‘‘mass

politics,’’ i.e. a democratic system characterized by a high degree of political mobil-

ization and by institutions that are responsive to mobilized groups. The claim is that

it is possible to have at most two of these things. To quote Rodrik: ‘‘If we want true

international economic integration, we have to go either with the nation-state, in

which case the domain of national politics will have to be signiWcantly restricted, or

else with mass politics, in which case we will have to give up the nation-state in favor

of global federalism. If we want highly participatory political regimes, we have to

choose between the nation-state and international economic integration. If we want

to keep the nation-state, we have to choose between mass politics and international

economic integration’’ (Rodrik 2000, 180).

Politics would not necessarily shrink under global federalism since economic

power and political power would then be aligned: all important political and policy

issues would be treated at the global level. A world government is not in the domain

of the politically possible, now or in the foreseeable future, but the price of main-

taining national sovereignty while markets become international is that politics has

to be exercised over a much narrower range of issues: ‘‘The overarching goal of

nation-states . . . would be to appear attractive to international markets . . . Domestic

regulations and tax policies would be either harmonized according to international

standards, or structured such that they pose the least amount of hindrance to

international economic integration. The only local public goods provided would

be those that are compatible with integrated markets’’ (Rodrik 2000, 182).

In essence, this is the diminished democracy thesis which has found wide, if

uncritical acceptance among critics of international (or even regional, e.g. European)
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integration. The core of this thesis is an argument about the declining ability

of democratic policy makers to produce public policies that depart from market-

conforming principles. Typical of this school of thought is the assertion that

‘‘European economic integration has signiWcantly reduced the range of policy ins-

truments available, and the range of policy goals achievable, at the national level. To

that extent, the eVectiveness as well as the responsiveness of government, and

hence democratic legitimacy, are seen to have been weakened’’ (Scharpf 2001, 360).

However, numerous empirical studies cast serious doubts on the accuracy of any

simple correlation, much less a causal link, between increasing economic inte-

gration and a ‘‘diminished democracy’’ syndrome. Thus, a recent econometric

analysis using annual data from 1964 to 1993 for sixteen OECD countries Wnds little

evidence that international capital mobility exerted systematic downward pressure

on the public sector, the welfare state, and the provisions of public goods (Swank

2001).

According to another version of the diminished democracy thesis, capital becomes

more footloose because of increasing economic integration and, as a result, countries

begin to compete to attract it by cutting their tax rates. The process may reach a point

where a country is forced to provide a lower level of public services than its citizens

would otherwise wish. Given this scenario, tax harmonization seems a reasonable

proposition. At a minimum, if tax cutting is matched by all nations, no country gains

a comparative advantage. In fact, one observes relatively little tax harmonization,

even among countries whose economies are undergoing a process of deep integra-

tion, such as the members of the European Union. It has often been predicted that a

failure to harmonize taxation in the EU will result in destructive competition among

member states which will ultimately undermine Europe’s generous welfare systems,

but after Wfty years of European integration, no such ‘‘race to the bottom’’ can be

observed. While barriers to trade and to capital mobility have been falling almost

continuously since the late 1950s, EU countries have not experienced any signiWcant

degree of tax competition and consequent fall in tax rates. On the contrary, the

average tax rates were climbing between the mid-1960s and the end of the 1990s both

Integrated National Economies

Nation State Mass Politics

Fig. 11.1. Rodrik’s political trilemma

(Source: Rodrik 2000, 181)
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in the original member states—the Benelux countries, Germany, France, and Italy—

and in the countries of the European ‘‘periphery’’—Spain, Portugal, Greece, and

Ireland. Moreover, tax rates have always been higher in the richer than in the poorer

countries, showing that the growing integration of Europe did not make the richer

members of the EU feel constrained by tax competition from low-wage countries.

Since the late 1970s the diVerence between the tax rates of these two groups of

countries has narrowed. However, this narrowing has gone in the opposite direction

to that predicted by the tax-competition view, with average tax rates in the peripheral

countries approaching those of the richer countries. There are also few signs that a

race to the bottom in the provision of public services is taking place in the EU.

Rather, as in the case of taxation, the race has been in the other direction, with the

southern countries upgrading to northern levels of expenditure on service provision

(Barnard 2000). In sum, even in a deeply integrated EU, ‘‘the nation-state is still the

principal site of policy change, and there remains ample scope for political choi-

ce . . . if institutional arrangements and policy mixes are suitably modiWed, then the

core principles of the European social model can be preserved and in many respects

enhanced in their translation into the real worlds of European welfare’’ (Ferrera,

Hemerijck, and Rhodes 2001, 164).

A third version of the diminished democracy thesis is that the rules of inter-

national trade restrict the autonomy of national policy makers, making it impossible

for them to provide the public goods their citizens demand. In fact, members of the

World Trade Organization (WTO) not only enjoy domestic policy autonomy but

must also respect the exercise of that autonomy by other members. This basic

principle is reXected in the most-favored-nation (MFN) principle, the fundamental

function of which is to ensure that each WTO member accords access to its markets

independently of any of the policies of the trading partner, including domestic

policies. For example, the critics assert that under WTO rules a government cannot

protect from import competition those domestic industries that have to bear the

costs of environmental or other regulations not applied by other countries. As

Roessler (1996) has convincingly shown, however, WTO rules do permit member

states to take a domestic regulatory measure raising the cost of production in

combination with subsidies or tariVs that maintain the competitive position of the

domestic producers that have to bear these costs. The only restriction is that if the

compensatory measures adversely aVect the interests of other WTO members,

procedures designed to remove the adverse eVects of those measures on third

countries must be observed. It is precisely the combination of rigid rules with Xexible

safeguards that has permitted the liberalization of international trade to proceed so

far without any domestic policy harmonization—or undue interference with the

national agenda. This subtle compromise makes possible the coexistence of the two

apparently opposing principles of domestic policy autonomy and the globalization

of trade.

Of course, to say that the rules of the world trade regime, the liberalization of

capital markets, and even EU-style deep economic integration do not signiWcantly

restrict the national policy agenda is not to imply that domestic policies do not have
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to be adapted to changing economic, political, and technological conditions. Every-

where welfare states face serious problems, but the causes of the current diYculties

are mostly related to factors that have little to do with the growing integration of the

national economies: the impact of demographic changes, domestic opposition to

high tax rates and excessive bureaucratization, the failure of traditional social policies

to respond to new needs and risks generated by socioeconomic and technical change,

and ideological and political shifts reXecting all these changes. International eco-

nomic integration per se does not seem to constrain signiWcantly national agendas.

What is even more important, the constraints created by a rule-based approach to

economic integration—not only within the WTO and EU frameworks, but also in

the North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA), and dozens of similar arrangements

throughout the world—may actually improve the transparency, fairness, and cred-

ibility of policy making at the national level.

4.2 Enabling Constraints

Part of the intuitive appeal of the diminished democracy thesis derives from a

misunderstanding of the nature of constraints in general, and of their role in policy

making, in particular. Constraints often turn out to be blessings in disguise because

once a constraint has been identiWed it is often possible to take advantage of it

(Majone 1989). Learning depends on the recognition and skillful exploitation of

constraints. All organisms can learn and adapt only to the extent that their environ-

ment is constrained. In this respect the laws of the state are entirely analogous to the

laws of nature since they provide Wxed features in the environment in which an

individual has to move. Similarly, constitutional rules do not merely restrict the

substantive and procedural choices of policy makers; they are also enabling in that

they can enhance the eVectiveness of the policy makers’ actions or the credibility of

long-term commitments. For example, the principle of separation of powers can

enhance governmental authority by, inter alia, helping overcome a paralyzing con-

fusion of functions. As a political version of the division of labor, separation of

powers is enabling to the extent that specialization enhances sensitivity to a diversity

of public problems (Holmes 1995, 165).

Under international economic integration, national policy makers are constrained

also by supranational rules, such as the treaties and laws of the European Union, and

the agreements and rules of the World Trade Organization or NAFTA. Consider for

example the inXuence of European law on the agenda of national policy makers. The

creation of a common European market and the attendant rules of market liber-

alization meant that governments could no longer pursue protectionist policies vis-

à-vis other members of the EU, nor continue to protect public or private monopolies

within the national borders. The discipline imposed on state subsidies and on the

criteria of public procurement further reduced the discretionary powers of national

executives—and the various forms of rent seeking and political corruption which
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usually accompany administrative decisions in these areas. Similarly, WTO rules have

made it increasingly diYcult for the European Union and the United States to pursue

protectionist policies at the international level, notably in the area of agriculture.

NAFTA has strengthened the independent role of national courts, and improved the

transparency of national policy making.

It should not be assumed that supranational rules only favor economic interests.

European law, for example, has also assisted individuals and public interest groups in

their struggle against many forms of discrimination on the grounds of sex, nation-

ality, religion, age, or physical disability. The best instance in the area of individual

rights is Article 119 of the founding Treaty of Rome, which requires application of the

principle of equal pay for male and female workers, for equal work or work of equal

value. The European Court of Justice (ECJ) used this article in the Defrenne case

(decided in 1976) to determine that the policy of the Belgian airline Sabena—forcing

stewardesses to change job within the company (accepting a loss in wages) at the age

of forty, but imposing no such requirement on cabin stewards doing the same

work—was discriminatory, and required Sabena to compensate Mrs Defrenne’s

loss of income. In the Bilka case of 1986, the Court indicated its willingness, absent

a clear justiWcation, to strike down national measures excluding women from any

employer-provided beneWts, such as pensions. These and many other ECJ rulings

show the positive impact supranational law can have on national legislation and legal

practice by outlawing direct and indirect discrimination both in individual and in

collective agreements. They also suggest that today international courts can have a

major inXuence on the national agenda. For example, in another well-known case

(the Barber case decided in 1990), the European Court extended the meaning of

Article 119 to cover age thresholds for pensions eligibility. Mr Barber, a British

national, having been made redundant at age fifty-two, was denied a pension that

would have been available immediately to female employees of the same age. Instead,

he received a lump-sum payment. The court held that this treatment violated

European law since pensions are pay and hence within the scope of Article 119 of

the Treaty of Rome. The decision required massive restructuring of pension schemes,

and implications for future pension plans in all the member states of the EU are

considerable. The issues raised by the Barber case became an important item on the

agenda of European leaders in preparation for the 1992 Treaty on European Union.

Although the strong institutions of the European Union are not easily replicated at

the international level, it is a remarkable fact that the international community and

international law today accept the principle that the protection of basic human rights

cannot stop at the national borders. Hence the growing acceptance of the principle of

‘‘universal jurisdiction,’’ which allows the prosecution of gross human rights viola-

tions even in a country where the crime did not take place. Also the threat of trade

sanctions has proved to be an eVective instrument for protecting basic human rights

at the international level. It should be noted that the credibility of this threat is

enhanced by the growing integration of national economies. This is another example

of enabling constraints, in that the rules of free trade are used by democratic
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governments and human rights groups to put pressure on authoritarian states, and

even to redeWne the diplomatic agenda.

4.3 Other Exogenous InXuences

As shown by the example of the international protection of human rights, inter-

national law and judicial decisions are not the only exogenous inXuences on national

agendas. A good deal of the work of international bodies like the Organization for

Economic Cooperation and Development, the International Monetary Fund, and

specialized agencies of the United Nations like the Food and Agriculture Organiza-

tion and the World Health Organization is aimed at inXuencing the process of

agenda setting in the member countries. Sometimes the aim is not simply to raise

certain issues to the governmental agenda, but even to change the priorities of the

decision agenda—as in the case of the AIDS epidemic, or the urgent need for reform

of the pension systems of industrialized countries. A signiWcant inXuence is exercised

also by transnational nongovernmental organizations on issues such as human rights

or protection of the global environment (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Risse, Ropp, and

Sikkink 1999).

Policy externalities and the requirements of information exchange are other

inXuences on the formation of national agendas. Globalization has the eVect of

strengthening the impact of domestic policies on other countries. Exchanges of

information among policy makers of diVerent countries are useful for assessing the

extent of policy externalities, understanding the mechanisms through which they are

transmitted, and planning remedial action. Students of economic policy coordin-

ation have come to the conclusion that the major beneWt of discussions among

national policy makers derives not from explicit coordination, but rather from

making governments aware of the consequences of their actions for other countries.

Such awareness is often important in shaping the alternatives for governmental

action. An example is the ‘‘least-restrictive means’’ principle of international eco-

nomic law. This is the requirement that policy objectives be achieved in the manner

that imposes least costs on a country’s trading partners. National health or safety

measures, for example, should be so designed as to minimize negative externalities

for other countries. Notice, comments, and publication requirements—on which the

WTO system, the European Union, and NAFTA extensively rely—are mechanisms

for implementing the least-restrictive means principle. The idea is to give advance

warnings of new measures which may have signiWcant transboundary externalities,

and to delay their implementation brieXy while other countries have an opportunity

to comment on them.

Recently, the European Union has introduced a rather elaborate method—known

as Open Method of Coordination (OMC)—which, if successful, will have a sign-

iWcant impact on the national agenda of the member states. The new method has

been pushed by EU leaders in order to favor some convergence of national policies in
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areas, such as social policy, employment, and pension reform, that are too politically

sensitive to be handled by the traditional, more centralized approach. The OMC is a

means of spreading best practice, a learning process that should lead to policy

convergence in the long run. Its main elements are: general guidelines for the

Union, combined with speciWc timetables for achieving the short-, medium-, and

long-term goals set by the member states themselves; quantitative and qualitative

indicators and benchmarks derived from best practice worldwide, but tailored to the

needs of individual countries and sectors; policy reform actions of the member states

to be integrated periodically into their National Action Plans; periodic monitoring,

evaluation, and peer review of the results. The European Council—the highest

policy-making institution of the EU—guides and coordinates the entire process. It

sets the overall objectives to be achieved, while sector-speciWc committees of national

experts undertake the technical aspects of the work, notably the selection of indica-

tors and benchmarks. The progress made in each area is reviewed annually, during

the spring session of the European Council that is devoted to economic and social

questions (Scott and Trubek 2002; Borras and Greve 2004).

As was said in the introduction, the aim for this chapter was not to survey the

existing literature on agenda setting, but rather to introduce certain themes which

that literature has largely neglected. The reasons for the neglect are methodological,

conceptual, and substantive. The issue of agenda control, for example, has been

investigated mostly by political scientists adopting a rational choice approach to

institutional analysis, and the inXuence of this brand of institutionalism on policy

analysis has remained rather limited so far. Yet, the two examples given in Section 1—

the control of the legislative agenda by the committees of the US Congress, and the

monopoly of legislative and policy initiative by the Commission of the European

Union—should suYce to demonstrate the importance of this mode of agenda

setting. Another case of neglect due to methodological reasons is the issue of priority

setting within a given agenda. As was argued in Section 3, the correct selection of

priorities is especially important in areas such as risk regulation, where the oppor-

tunity cost of a wrong selection of priorities can be quite high. But risk regulation

relies on probabilistic reasoning and on the theory of decision making under

uncertainty—methodologies which have not been used even by students of the

agenda-setting process who emphasize its random nature. Conceptually, the rele-

vance of agenda setting to the theory and practice of democracy is well understood.

Recall that Dahl has made the criterion of full agenda control by the demos a crucial

test of full-Xedged (rather than merely procedural) democracy. Yet, democratic

theory has many other stimulating insights and problems to oVer to students of

agenda setting. I am thinking in particular of recent discussions about the role of

democracy in a world where important decisions are increasingly shifted to the

supranational level—what Dahl has called the third transformation of democracy,

after the direct democracy of the Greeks and the representative democracy of the

modern nation state. In the preceding pages I have argued against the diminished

democracy hypothesis—the idea that because of globalization, democratic policy

makers are no longer able to provide the public goods the citizens demand. To reject
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this pessimistic hypothesis is not to suggest that the institutions and processes of

democracy do not have to be adapted to the ‘‘third transformation,’’ just as repre-

sentative democracy was an adaptation of direct democracy to the rise of the nation

state. From a substantive point of view, I would argue that the greatest payoVs in the

future will come from the study of exogenous inXuences on the domestic agenda, and

of agenda setting at the international level. In the past, policy analysis has been state-

centric almost by deWnition, and most of our ideas and techniques of analysis reXect

our own national experiences. However, the idea of governance is much broader than

that of government, and it is this broader reality that policy analysis in general, and

the study of agenda setting in particular, will have to address in order to remain

relevant to new generations of private and public policy makers.
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