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If all you wanted to know about American politics is how our leaders are chosen and
the ways in which they operate, you could close this book now. But if you are inter-
ested in how our public policies get made, you should keep reading because not all

policies are made the same way.
Of course, some people claim that big business, or top bureaucrats, or powerful in-

terest groups decide everything. But the Marxist, the Weberian, and the pluralist views
are only partially correct.

Consider some outcomes that need to be explained if we are to understand the po-
litical influence wielded by just one kind of institution—the business corporation. Cer-
tain oil companies were once able to persuade the government to restrict sharply the
amount of foreign oil imported into the United States, to give them preferential tax
treatment, and to permit them to drill for new oil just about anywhere they liked. To-
day the restrictions on foreign oil imports have ended, the tax breaks the oil companies
enjoy have been reduced considerably (though they still exist), and their freedom to
drill in certain places, particularly offshore locations, has been restricted.

Automobile manufacturers once faced virtually no federal controls on the products
they manufactured; now they face many. In the past some corporations have been reg-
ulated in ways that have increased their profitability (the airlines), reduced it (the rail-
roads), or had no appreciable effect one way or the other (electric utilities). These
outcomes of government action or inaction are complicated. To understand why they
happen, we need some theory of policy-making. This chapter will provide one; subse-
quent chapters will apply it.

★ Setting the Agenda
The most important decision that affects policy-making is also the least noticed one:
deciding what to make policy about, or in the language of political science, deciding
what belongs on the political agenda. We take for granted that politics is about certain
familiar issues such as taxes, energy, welfare, and civil rights. We forget that there is
nothing inevitable about having these issues—rather than some other ones—on the
nation’s agenda. At one time it was unconstitutional for the federal government to levy
income taxes; energy was a nonissue because everybody (or at least everybody who
could chop down trees for a fireplace) had enough; welfare was something for cities and
towns to handle; and civil rights were supposed to be a matter of private choice rather
than government action. Until the 1930s the national political agenda was quite short,
and even in the 1950s many people would have been astonished or upset to be told that

★

W H O  G O V E R N S ?
1. Does some political elite dominate

American politics?
2. Do powerful interest groups decide

what policies our government
should adopt?

★

T O  W H A T  E N D S ?
1. Why are Social Security payments

popular but welfare payments to un-
wed mothers unpopular?

2. Why were government regulations
on certain industries repealed over
the objection of those industries?
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the federal government was supposed to worry about
the environment, consumerism, or civil rights.

“He who decides what politics is about runs the
country.”1 This is a statement of profound significance,
though it exaggerates the extent to which some-
body—some person—actually “decides” what politics
is all about. The statement correctly suggests that at
any given time certain shared beliefs determine what
is legitimate (proper, right) for the government to do.
This legitimacy is affected by several forces:

• Shared political values—for example, if many
people believe that poverty is the result of individ-
ual failure rather than social forces, then there is
no reason for a government program to combat
poverty.

• The weight of custom and tradition—people will
usually accept what the government has customar-
ily done, even if they are leery of what it proposes
to do.

• The impact of events—wars, depressions, and the
like—alter our sense of the proper role of govern-
ment.

• Changes in the way political elites think and talk
about politics.

The Legitimate Scope of 
Government Action

Because many people believe that whatever the gov-
ernment now does it ought to continue doing, and
because changes in attitudes and the impact of events
tend to increase the number of things that govern-
ment does, the scope of legitimate government action
is always getting larger. As a result the scope of what is
illegitimate for the government to do steadily gets
smaller. This means that today we hear far fewer de-
bates about the legitimacy of a proposed government
policy than we heard in the 1920s or the 1930s. The

existence of “big government” is
sustained by these expanded be-
liefs about legitimacy and is not
the consequence of some sinister
power grab by politicians or bu-
reaucrats. When President Gerald

Ford, a Republican, ran for election in 1976, a favorite
slogan of his was that a government big enough to
give you everything you want is also big enough to
take away everything you have. No doubt he thought
that he was criticizing liberal Democrats. But it was

his immediate predecessor, President Nixon, also a Re-
publican, who had imposed peacetime wage and price
controls and proposed a guaranteed annual income
for every family, working or not working. It was an-
other Republican president, Dwight Eisenhower, who
had sent federal troops to Little Rock, Arkansas, to en-
force a school-desegregation order. And it was yet an-
other Republican president, Ronald Reagan, who was
in office when federal payments to farmers grew to be
six times larger than they had been in the 1970s. For
better or worse, the expansion of government has been
the result, fundamentally, of a nonpartisan process.

Popular views on the legitimate scope of govern-
ment action, and thus on the kinds of issues that ought
to be on the political agenda, are changed by the im-
pact of events. During wartime or after a terrorist
attack on this country, the people expect the govern-
ment to do whatever is necessary to win, whether or
not such actions are clearly authorized by the Consti-
tution. (As we saw in Chapter 15, the federal bureau-
cracy enjoys its most rapid growth in wartime.) A
depression, such as the one that began in 1929, also
leads people to expect the government to do some-
thing. As we shall see in Chapter 19, public opinion
favored federal action to deal with the problems of
the unemployed, the elderly, and the poor well in ad-
vance of the actual decisions of the government to
take action. A coal mine disaster leads to an enlarged
role for the government in promoting mine safety. A
series of airplane hijackings leads to a change in pub-
lic opinion so great that what once would have been
unthinkable—requiring all passengers at airports to
be searched before boarding their flights—becomes
routine.

But sometimes the government enlarges its agenda
of policy issues, often dramatically, without any crisis
or widespread public demand. This may happen even
at a time when the conditions at which a policy is di-
rected are improving. There was no public demand
for government action to make automobiles safer be-
fore 1966, when a law was passed imposing safety stan-
dards on cars. Though the number of auto fatalities
(per 100 million miles driven) had gone up slightly just
before the law was passed, the long-term trend in high-
way deaths had been more or less steadily downward.
The Occupational Safety and Health Act was passed
in 1970 at a time when the number of industrial deaths
(per 100,000 workers) had been steadily dropping for
almost twenty years.2 Programs to combat urban pov-
erty and unemployment were adopted in the mid-

464 Chapter 17 The Policy-Making Process

political agenda
Issues that people
believe require
governmental action.



1960s at a time when the number of persons, black as
well as white, living below the poverty line was de-
clining and when the adult unemployment rate—for
blacks as well as whites—was lower than it had been
at any time in the preceding ten years.3 Affirmative
action programs were introduced to increase the flow
of minorities into jobs and colleges at a time when
minorities were already making rapid progress.

It is not easy to explain why the government adds
new issues to its agenda and adopts new programs
when there is little public demand and when, in fact,
there has been an improvement in the conditions to
which the policies are addressed. In general the expla-
nation may be found in the behavior of groups, the
workings of institutions, the opinions of political
elites, and the action of state governments.

Groups Many policies are the result of small groups of
people enlarging the scope of government by their
demands. Sometimes these are organized interests (for
example, corporations or unions); sometimes they are
intense but unorganized groups (urban minorities).
The organized groups often work quietly, behind the
scenes; the intense, unorganized ones may take their
causes to the streets.

Organized labor favored a tough federal safety law
governing factories and other workplaces not because
it was unaware that factory conditions had been im-
proving but because the standards by which union
leaders and members judged working conditions had
risen even faster. As people became better off, condi-
tions that once were thought normal suddenly be-
came intolerable. When Alexis de Tocqueville sought
to explain the French Revolution, he observed that
citizens are most restless and easily aroused not when
they are living in abject poverty or under grinding re-
pression but when they have started to become better
off.4 Social scientists sometime refer to this as a sense
of “relative deprivation.”

On occasion a group expresses in violent ways its
dissatisfaction with what it judges to be intolerable
conditions. The black riots in American cities during
the mid-1960s had a variety of causes, and people par-
ticipated out of a variety of motives. For many, riot-
ing was a way of expressing pent-up anger at what they
regarded as an unresponsive and unfair society. This
sense of relative deprivation—of being worse off than
one thinks one ought to be—helps explain why so large
a proportion of the rioters were not uneducated, un-
employed recent migrants to the city, but rather young

men and women born in the North, educated in its
schools, and employed in its factories.5 Life under these
conditions turned out to be not what they had come
to expect or what they were prepared to tolerate.

The new demands of such groups need not result
in an enlarged political agenda, and they do not when
society and its governing institutions are confident of
the rightness of the existing state of affairs. Unions
could have been voted down on the occupational safety
bill; rioting blacks could have been jailed and ignored.
At one time exactly this would have happened. But
society itself had changed: many people who were not
workers sympathized with the plight of the injured
worker and distrusted the good intentions of business
in this matter. Many whites felt that a constructive as
well as a punitive response to the urban riots was re-
quired and thus urged the formation of commissions
to study—and the passage of laws to deal with—the
problems of inner-city life. Such changes in the values
and beliefs of people generally—or at least of people
in key government positions—are an essential part of
any explanation of why policies not demanded by
public opinion nonetheless become part of the polit-
ical agenda.

Institutions Among the institutions whose influence
on agenda-setting has become especially important
are the courts, the bureaucracy, and the Senate.

The courts can make decisions that force the hand
of the other branches of government. When in 1954
the Supreme Court ordered schools desegregated,
Congress and the White House could no longer
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ignore the issue. Local resistance to implementing the
order led President Eisenhower to send troops to Lit-
tle Rock, Arkansas, despite his dislike for using force
against local governments. When the Supreme Court
ruled in 1973 that the states could not ban abortions
during the first trimester of pregnancy, abortion sud-
denly became a national political issue. Right-to-life
activists campaigned to reverse the Court decision or,
failing that, to prevent federal funds from being used
to pay for abortions. Pro-choice activists fought to
prevent the Court from changing its mind and to get
federal funding for abortions. In these and many other
cases the courts act like tripwires: when activated, they
set off a chain reaction of events that alters the polit-
ical agenda and creates a new constellation of politi-
cal forces.

Indeed, they are more than tripwires. As the gov-
ernment agenda has expanded, the courts have be-
come the favorite method for doing things for which
there is no popular majority. There may be no elec-
toral support for allowing abortion on demand, elim-
inating school prayer, creating affirmative action,
ordering school busing, or attacking tobacco compa-
nies, but in the courts elections do not matter. The
courts are the preferred vehicles for the advocates of
unpopular causes.

The bureaucracy has acquired a new significance
in American politics not simply because of its size or
power but also because it is now a source of political
innovation. At one time the federal government re-
acted to events in society and to demands from seg-
ments of society; ordinarily it did not itself propose
changes and new ideas. Today the bureaucracy is so
large, and includes within it so great a variety of ex-
perts and advocates, that it has become a source of
policy proposals as well as an implementer of those
that become law. Daniel Patrick Moynihan called this
the “professionalization of reform,” by which he meant,
in part, that the government bureaucracy had begun
to think up problems for government to solve rather
than simply to respond to the problems identified by
others.6 In the 1930s many of the key elements of the
New Deal—Social Security, unemployment compen-
sation, public housing, old-age benefits—were ideas
devised by nongovernment experts and intellectuals
here and abroad and then, as the crisis of the depres-
sion deepened, taken up by the federal government.
In the 1960s, by contrast, most of the measures that
became known as part of Lyndon Johnson’s “Great
Society”—federal aid to education, manpower devel-
opment and training, Medicare and Medicaid, the“War

on Poverty,” the “safe-streets” act providing federal aid
to local law enforcement agencies—were developed,
designed, and advocated by government officials, bu-
reaucrats, and their political allies.

Chief among these political allies are U.S. senators
and their staffs. Once the Senate was best described as
a club that moved slowly, debated endlessly, and re-
sisted, under the leadership of conservative southern
Democrats, the plans of liberal presidents. With the
collapse of the one-party South and the increase in
the number of liberal activist senators, the Senate be-
came in the 1960s an incubator for developing new
policies and building national constituencies.7 As the
Senate became more conservative in the 1980s, it re-
tained the initiative, but now on behalf of reversing
some of the changes wrought earlier. The Senate has
thus become one of the sources of political change
rather than, as the Founders intended, a balance wheel
designed to moderate change.8

Media The national press can either help place new
matters on the agenda or publicize those matters placed
there by others. There was a close correlation between
the political attention given in the Senate to propos-
als for new safety standards for industry, coal mines,
and automobiles and the amount of space devoted to
these questions in the pages of the New York Times.
Newspaper interest in the matter, low before the issue
was placed on the agenda, peaked at about the time
that the bill was passed.9 It is hard, of course, to de-
cide which is cause and which effect. The press may
have stimulated congressional interest in the matter
or merely reported on what Congress had already de-
cided to pursue. Nonetheless, the press must choose
which of thousands of proposals it will cover. The be-
liefs of editors and reporters led it to select the safety
issue. In later chapters we shall discuss the kinds of is-
sues for which the national press is important.

In short, the political agenda can change because
of changes in popular attitudes, elite interest, critical
events, or government actions. An overly simple but
essentially correct generalization might be this: pop-
ular attitudes usually change slowly, often in response
to critical events; elite attitudes and government ac-
tions are more volatile and interdependent and thus
change more quickly, often in response to each other.

Action by the States

National policy is increasingly being made by the ac-
tions of state governments. You may wonder how.
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After all, a state can only pass laws that affect its own
people. Of course, the national government may later
adopt ideas pioneered in the states, as it did when
Congress passed a “Do Not Call” law to reduce how
many phone calls you will get from salespeople while
you are trying to eat dinner. The states had taken the
lead in this.

But there is another way in which state governments
can make national policy directly without Congress
ever voting on the matter. The attorneys general of
states may sue a business firm and settle the suit with
an agreement that binds the industry throughout the
country. The effect of that suit may be to raise prices
for consumers and create a new set of regulations. This
is what happened in 1998 with the tobacco agreement
negotiated between cigarette companies and some state
attorneys general. The companies agreed to raise their
prices, pay more than $240 billion to state govern-
ments (to use as they wished) and several billion dol-
lars to private lawyers, and to agree to a massive
regulatory program.

★ Making a Decision
Once an issue is on the political agenda, its nature af-
fects the kind of politicking that ensues. Some issues

provoke intense interest group conflict; others allow
one group to prevail almost unchallenged. Some issues
involve ideological appeals to broad national constitu-
encies; others involve quiet bargaining in congressional
offices. We all know that private groups try to influ-
ence government policies; we often forget that the na-
ture of the issues with which government is dealing
influences the kinds of groups that become politically
active.

One way to understand how an issue affects the
distribution of political power among groups and in-
stitutions is to examine what appear to be the costs
and benefits of the proposed policy. The cost is any
burden, monetary or nonmonetary, that some people
must bear, or think that they must bear, if the policy
is adopted. The costs of a government spending pro-
gram are the taxes that it entails; the cost of a foreign
policy initiative may be the increased chance of hav-
ing the nation drawn into war.
The benefit is any satisfaction,
monetary or nonmonetary, that
people believe they will enjoy if
the policy is adopted. The bene-
fits of a government spending
program are the payments, sub-
sidies, or contracts received by
some people; the benefits of a
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Highway safety was always a problem, but it became a national issue after policy advo-
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foreign policy initiative may include the enhanced se-
curity of the nation, the protection of a valued ally, or
the vindication of some important principle such as
human rights.

Two aspects of these costs and benefits should be
borne in mind. First, it is the perception of costs and
benefits that affects politics. People may think that the
cost of an auto emissions control system is paid by
the manufacturer, when it is actually passed on to the
consumer in the form of higher prices and reduced
performance. Political conflict over pollution control
will take one form when people think that Ford and
GM pay the costs and another form when they think
that the consumers pay.

Second, people take into account not only who
benefits but also whether it is legitimate for that group
to benefit. When programs providing financial assis-
tance to women with dependent children were first
developed in the early part of this century, they were
relatively noncontroversial because people saw the
money as going to widows and orphans who deserved
such aid. Later on giving aid to mothers with depend-
ent children became controversial because some people
now perceived the recipients not as deserving widows
but as sexually loose women who had never married.
Whatever the truth of the matter, the program had
lost some of its legitimacy because the beneficiaries
were no longer seen as “deserving.” By the same to-
ken, groups once thought undeserving, such as men
out of work, were later thought to be entitled to aid,
and thus the unemployment compensation program
acquired a legitimacy that it once lacked.

Politics is in large measure a process of raising and
settling disputes over who will benefit or pay for a pro-
gram and who ought to benefit or pay. Since beliefs
about the results of a program and the rightness of
those results are matters of opinion, it is evident that
ideas are at least as important as interests in shaping
politics. In recent years ideas have become especially
important with the rise of issues whose consequences
are largely intangible, such as abortion, school prayer,
and racial integration.

Though perceptions about costs and benefits change,
most people most of the time prefer government pro-
grams that provide substantial benefits to them at low
cost. This rather obvious fact can have important im-
plications for how politics is carried out. In a political
system based on some measure of popular rule, pub-
lic officials have a strong incentive to offer programs
that confer—or appear to confer—benefits on people

with costs that are either small in amount, remote in
time, or borne by “somebody else.” Policies that seem
to impose high, immediate costs in return for small
or remote benefits will be avoided, enacted with a min-
imum of publicity, or proposed only in response to a
real or apparent crisis.

Ordinarily no president would propose a policy that
would immediately raise the cost of fuel, even if he were
convinced that future supplies of oil and gasoline were
likely to be exhausted unless higher prices reduced cur-
rent consumption. But when a crisis occurs, such as the
Arab oil cartel’s price increases beginning in 1973, it be-
comes possible for the president to offer such propos-
als—as did Nixon, Ford, and Carter in varying ways.
Even then, however, people are reluctant to bear in-
creased costs, and thus many are led to dispute the pres-
ident’s claim that an emergency actually exists.

These entirely human responses to the perceived
costs and benefits of proposed policies can be organ-
ized into a simple theory of politics.10 It is based on
the observation that the costs and benefits of a policy
may be widely distributed (spread over many, most, or
even all citizens) or narrowly concentrated (limited to
a relatively small number of citizens or to some iden-
tifiable, organized group). For instance, a widely dis-
tributed cost would include an income tax, a Social
Security tax, or a high rate of crime; a widely distrib-
uted benefit might include retirement benefits for all
citizens, clean air, national security, or low crime rates.
Examples of narrowly concentrated costs include the
expenditures by a factory to reduce its pollution, gov-
ernment regulations imposed on doctors and hospitals
participating in the Medicare program, or restrictions
on freedom of speech imposed on a dissident political
group. Examples of narrowly concentrated benefits
include subsidies to farmers or merchant ship com-
panies, the enlarged freedom to speak and protest
afforded a dissident group, or protection against com-
petition given to an industry because of favorable
government regulation.

The perceived distribution of costs and benefits
shapes the kinds of political coalitions that will form—
but it will not necessarily determine who wins. A
given popular majority, interest group, client, or en-
trepreneur may win or lose depending on its influ-
ence and the temper of the times.

In the remainder of this chapter we shall describe
the politics of four kinds of policies and then illus-
trate each kind with examples drawn from govern-
ment efforts to regulate business.
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★ Majoritarian Politics:
Distributed Benefits,
Distributed Costs
Some policies promise benefits to large numbers of
people at a cost that large numbers of people will have
to bear (see Figure 17.1). For example, almost every-
body will sooner or later receive Social Security bene-
fits, and almost everybody who works has to pay Social
Security taxes. Similarly, defending the nation against
military attack benefits everyone, and every taxpayer
contributes to its cost. If government-sponsored re-
search to find cures for cancer and heart disease is
successful, a large proportion of the citizenry will
benefit from a program that all taxpayers have been
obliged to support.

Such majoritarian politics are usually not domi-
nated by pulling and hauling among rival interest
groups; instead they involve making appeals to large
blocs of voters and their representatives in hopes of
finding a majority. The reason why interest groups
are not so important in majoritarian politics is that,
as we saw in Chapter 11, citizens rarely will have
much incentive to join an interest group if the policy
that such a group supports will benefit everybody,
whether or not they are members of the group. This
is the “free-rider” problem. Why join the Committee
to Increase (or Decrease) the Defense Budget when
what you personally contribute to that committee
makes little difference in the outcome and when you

will enjoy the benefits of more (or less) national de-
fense even if you have stayed on the sidelines?

Majoritarian politics may be controversial, but the
controversy is usually over matters of cost or ideol-
ogy, not between rival interest groups. When Con-
gress passed three laws to reduce drug use, this was a
majoritarian issue (that is, there were no interest
groups active on behalf of drug dealers). The argu-
ments were over matters such as the desirability of
the death penalty for big traffickers. The military
budget went up during the early 1980s, down in the
late 1980s, and up again after 2001; the changes re-
flected different views on how much we should spend
and the relationship between military spending and
arms-control negotiations.

★ Interest Group Politics:
Concentrated Benefits,
Concentrated
Costs
In interest group politics, a pro-
posed policy will confer benefits
on some relatively small, identifi-
able group and impose costs on
another small, equally identifiable
group. For example, when Con-
gress passed a bill requiring com-
panies to give sixty days’ notice of
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a plant closing or a large-scale layoff, labor unions
(whose members would benefit) backed the bill, and
many business firms (which would pay the costs) op-
posed it.

Issues of this kind tend to be fought out by organ-
ized interest groups. Each side will be so powerfully
affected by the outcome that it has a strong incentive
to mobilize: union members who worry about layoffs
will have a personal stake in favoring the notice bill;
business leaders who fear government control of in-
vestment decisions will have an economic stake in
opposing it.

Interest group politics often produces decisions
about which the public is uninformed. The bitter de-

bates between television broadcast-
ers and cable companies over who
may send what kind of signals to
which homes hardly draws any
public notice—until after a law is
passed and people can see what
their cable charges will be. Simi-

larly, the long struggle to give banks the right to sell
insurance involved not the public, but banks and in-
surance companies. In time the public will discover
whether they like the results.

Though many issues of this type involve monetary
costs and benefits, they can also involve intangible con-
siderations. If the American Nazi party wants to march
through a predominantly Jewish neighborhood car-
rying flags with swastikas on them, the community
may organize itself to resist out of revulsion against
the disgraceful treatment of Jews by Nazi Germany.
Each side may hire lawyers to debate the issue before
the city council and in the courts.

★ Client Politics:
Concentrated Benefits,
Distributed Costs
With client politics some identifiable, often small
group will benefit, but everybody—or at least a large
part of society—will pay the costs. Because the bene-
fits are concentrated, the group that is to receive those
benefits has an incentive to organize and work to get
them. But because the costs are widely distributed, af-
fecting many people only slightly, those who pay the
costs may be either unaware of any costs or indiffer-
ent to them, because per capita they are so small.

This situation gives rise to client politics (some-
times called clientele politics); the beneficiary of the
policy is the “client” of the government. For example,
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bank hoping to get their savings out.
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Texas high school students protest against smoking
during an event sponsored by Teens Against Tobacco
Use, a peer-based tobacco use prevention program.



many farmers benefit substantially from agricultural
price supports, but the far more numerous food con-
sumers have no idea what these price supports cost
them in taxes and higher food prices. In the same way,
airlines for a long time benefited from the higher prices
that they were able to charge on certain routes as a re-
sult of government regulations that restricted compe-
tition over prices. But the average passenger was either
unaware that his or her costs were higher or did not
think that the higher prices were worth making a fuss
about.

Not all clients are economic interests. Localities can
also benefit as clients when,for example,a city or county
obtains a new dam, a better harbor, or an improved
irrigation system. Some of these projects may be worth-
while, others may not; by custom, however, they are re-
ferred to as pork-barrel projects. Usually several pieces
of “pork” are put into one barrel—that is, several
projects are approved in a single piece of pork-barrel
legislation, such as the “rivers and harbors” bill that
Congress passes almost every year. Trading votes in this
way attracts the support of members of Congress from
each affected area; with enough projects a majority
coalition is formed. This process is called logrolling.

Not every group that wants something from gov-
ernment at little cost to the average citizen will get it.
Welfare recipients cost the typical taxpayer a small
amount each year, yet there was great resistance to in-
creasing these benefits. The homeless have not organ-
ized themselves to get benefits; indeed, most do not
even vote. Yet benefits are being provided (albeit in
modest amounts so far). These examples illustrate the
importance of popular views concerning the legitimacy
of client claims as a factor in determining the success
of client demands. As we shall see in Chapter 19, wel-
fare recipients have never enjoyed much legitimacy in
the public’s eye, and so programs to increase their ben-
efits were hard to sell to Congress. The plight of the
homeless, on the other hand, has aroused a good deal
of sympathy and produced bipartisan agreement on
a bill providing emergency aid. Moreover, that agree-
ment seems to have persisted.

By the same token, groups can lose legitimacy that
they once had. People who grow tobacco once were
supported simply because they were farmers, and were
thus seen as both “deserving” and politically impor-
tant. But when people began worrying about the health
risks associated with using tobacco, farmers who pro-
duce tobacco lost some legitimacy compared to those
who produce corn or cotton. As a result it became

harder to get votes for maintaining tobacco price
supports and easier to slap higher taxes on cigarettes.

★ Entrepreneurial Politics:
Distributed Benefits,
Concentrated Costs
In entrepreneurial politics society as a whole or some
large part of it benefits from a policy that imposes
substantial costs on some small, identifiable segment
of society. The antipollution and
safety requirements for automo-
biles were proposed as ways of
improving the health and well-
being of all people at the expense
(at least initially) of automobile
manufacturers. Similarly, Con-
gress enacted the Brady bill, which
requires a background check on
gun buyers before they can pur-
chase a firearm.

It is remarkable that policies
of this sort are ever adopted, and
in fact many are not. After all, the
American political system creates
many opportunities for checking
and blocking the actions of oth-
ers. The Founders deliberately
arranged things so that it would
be difficult to pass a new law; a
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determined minority therefore has an excellent chance
of blocking a new policy. And any organized group
that fears the loss of some privilege or the imposition
of some burden will become a very determined mi-
nority indeed. The opponent has every incentive to
work hard; the large group of prospective beneficiar-
ies may be unconvinced of the benefit or regard it as
too small to be worth fighting for.

Nonetheless, policies with distributed benefits and
concentrated costs are in fact adopted, and in recent
decades they have been adopted with increasing fre-
quency. A key element in the adoption of such poli-
cies has been the work of people who act on behalf of
the unorganized or indifferent majority. Such people,
called policy entrepreneurs, are those both in and
out of government who find ways of pulling together
a legislative majority on behalf of interests that are
not well represented in the government.

These policy entrepreneurs may or may not repre-
sent the interests and wishes of the public at large, but
they do have the ability to dramatize an issue in a
convincing manner. Ralph Nader is perhaps the best-
known example of a policy entrepreneur, or as he
might describe himself, a “consumer advocate.” But
there are other examples from both ends of the polit-
ical spectrum, conservative as well as liberal.

Entrepreneurial politics can occur without the lead-
ership of a policy entrepreneur if voters or legislators
in large numbers suddenly become disgruntled by the
high cost of some benefit that a group is receiving (or
become convinced of the urgent need for a new pol-
icy to impose such costs). For example, voters may not
care about government programs that benefit the oil
industry when gasoline costs only one dollar a gallon,
but they might care very much when the price rises to
three dollars a gallon, even if the government benefits
had nothing to do with the price increase. By the
same token, legislators may not worry much about
the effects of smog in the air until a lot of people de-
velop burning eyes and runny noses during an espe-
cially severe smog attack.

Likewise, most legislators did
not worry very much about toxic
or hazardous wastes until 1977,
when the Love Canal dump site
near Buffalo, New York, spilled
some of its toxic waste into the
backyards of an adjacent residen-
tial neighborhood and people were
forced to leave their homes. Five

years later anyone who had forgotten about Love
Canal was reminded of it when the town of Times
Beach, Missouri, had to be permanently evacuated be-
cause it had become contaminated with the chemical
dioxin. Only then did it become widely known that
there were more than thirty thousand toxic waste sites
nationwide that posed public safety risks. Although re-
searchers have yet to find any conclusive evidence of
health damage at either site, the Superfund program
was born in 1980 of the political pressure that devel-
oped in the wake of these and other highly publicized
tales of toxic waste dangers. Superfund was intended
to force industries to clean up their own toxic waste
sites. It also authorized the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) to act speedily, with or without cooper-
ation from industries, in identifying and cleaning up
any sites that posed a large or imminent danger.

Superfund has suffered a number of political and
administrative problems, and only a few of the 1,300
sites initially targeted by the EPA have actually been
cleaned up since the program went into effect.11 How-
ever, Superfund is a good illustration of entrepreneur-
ial politics in action. Special taxes on once largely
unregulated oil and chemical companies have funded
the program. Previously these companies enjoyed
special tax privileges as beneficiaries of client politics;
today they face special tax burdens as the targets of
entrepreneurial politics.

For many reasons—including the enlarged political
role of the media, the decentralization of Congress,
and a change in the attitudes of many citizens—
entrepreneurial politics has become more common
and policy entrepreneurs more visible in recent
decades.

★ The Case of Business
Regulation
Efforts by government to regulate business not only
illustrate these four kinds of policy-making processes,
but also shed light on an issue that many people think
is central to the study of politics—namely, the rela-
tionship between wealth and power.

To some observers the very existence of large cor-
porations is a threat to popular rule. Economic power
will dominate political power, they believe, for one or
more of three reasons: first, because wealth can be used
to buy influence; second, because politicians and busi-
ness leaders have similar class backgrounds and thus
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similar beliefs about public policy; and third, because
elected officials must defer to the preferences of busi-
ness so as to induce corporations to keep the economy
healthy and growing. Karl Marx, of course, proposed
the most sweeping version of the view that econom-
ics controls politics; for him the state in a capitalist
society was nothing more than the executive commit-
tee of the propertied classes.12 But there are other non-
Marxist or neo-Marxist versions of the same concern.13

To other observers politics, far from being subordi-
nate to economic power, is a threat to the very existence
of a market economy and the values—economic
growth, private property, personal freedom—that they
believe such an economy protects. In this view politi-
cians will find it in their interest, in their struggle for
votes, to take the side of the nonbusiness majority
against that of the business minority. The heads of large
corporations, few in number but great in wealth, fear
that they will be portrayed as a sinister elite on whom
politicians can blame war, inflation, unemployment,
and pollution. Defenders of business worry that cor-
porations will be taxed excessively to pay for social
programs that in turn will produce more votes for
politicians. Just as bad, in this view, is the tendency of
universities (on which corporations must rely for tech-
nical experts) to inculcate antibusiness values in their
students.14

The theory of the policy-making process presented
earlier in this chapter should suggest that neither of
these two extreme views of business-government re-
lations is entirely correct. These relations depend on
many things, including the kind of policy being pro-
posed. Instead of clenching our fists and shouting
probusiness or antibusiness slogans at each other, we
should be able, after applying this theory to the avail-
able facts, to make more careful and exact statements
of the following sort: “If certain conditions exist, then
business-government relations will take certain forms.”

Majoritarian Politics

Not all efforts to regulate business pit one group against
another. From time to time laws are passed that re-
flect the views of a majority of voters that is neither
imposing its will on a hostile business community
nor acceding to the desires of a privileged industry.

Much of the antitrust legislation passed in this
country, including the Sherman Act (1890) and parts
of the Federal Trade Commission Act (1914) and the
Clayton Act (1914), has been the result of majoritar-

ian politics. Toward the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury there arose a broadly based criticism of business
monopolies (then called trusts) and, to a lesser extent,
of large corporations, whether or not they monopo-
lized trade. The Grange, an organization of farmers,
was especially outspoken in its criticism, and popular
opinion generally—insofar as we can know it in an
era without pollsters—seems to have been indignant
about trusts and in favor of “trustbusting.” Newspa-
per editorials and magazine articles frequently dwelt
on the problem.15

But though antitrust feeling was strong, it was
also relatively unfocused: no single industry was the
special target of this criticism (the oil industry, and
especially the Standard Oil Company, came as close
as any), and no specific regulation was proposed.
In fact there was no general agreement about how to
define the problem: for some it was monopoly; for
others sheer bigness; and for still others the legal 
basis of the modern corporation. The bill proposed
by Senator John Sherman did not clarify matters
much: while it made it a crime to “restrain” or “mo-
nopolize” trade, it did not define these terms, nor did
it create any new regulatory agency charged with en-
forcing the law.16

No doubt some large corporations worried about
what all this would mean for them, but few felt suffi-
ciently threatened to try very hard to defeat the bill. It
passed the Senate by a voice vote and the House by a
vote of 242 to 0.

Laws are not self-executing, and vague laws are es-
pecially likely to lie dormant unless political leaders
work hard at bringing them to life. For the first decade
or so after 1890, only one or two antitrust cases a year
were filed in the courts. In 1904 President Theodore
Roosevelt persuaded Congress to provide enough
money to hire five full-time lawyers, and soon the
number of prosecutions increased to about seven a
year. Then in 1938 President Franklin Roosevelt ap-
pointed as head of the Antitrust Division of the Jus-
tice Department a vigorous lawyer named Thurman
Arnold, who began bringing an average of fifty cases
a year.17 Today over four hundred lawyers in the divi-
sion sift through complaints alleging monopolistic or
other unfair business practices. Though controversy
exists over the kinds of cases that should be brought,
there is no serious effort among either politicians or
business leaders to abandon the commitment to a
firm antitrust policy, the strongest such policy to be
found in any industrial nation.
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The antitrust laws were strengthened in 1914 by
bills that created the Federal Trade Commission and
made (via the Clayton Act) certain specific practices,
such as price discrimination, illegal. As with the ear-
lier Sherman Act, the advocates of these measures had
a variety of motives. Some proponents favored these
laws because they would presumably help consumers
(by preventing unfair business practices); other pro-
ponents supported them because they might help
business (by protecting firms against certain tactics
that competitors might employ).

President Woodrow Wilson endorsed both of these
bills and helped create a broad coalition on behalf of
the legislation; the Federal Trade Commission Act
and the Clayton Act passed Congress by lopsided ma-
jorities.18

As with the Sherman Act, there has been continual
controversy about how these laws should be adminis-
tered. But this controversy, like the debate over the
initial passage of the laws, has not been dominated by
interest groups.19 The reason for the relative absence
of interest group activity is that these laws do not di-
vide society into permanent and identifiable blocs of
proponents and opponents. Any given business firm
can be either helped or hurt by the enforcement of the

antitrust laws. One year the XYZ Widget Company
may be sued by the government to prevent it from un-
fairly advertising its widgets, and the next year the same
XYZ Company may ask the government to prosecute
its competitor for trying to drive XYZ out of business
by selling widgets at prices below cost.

The amount of money that the federal government
devotes to antitrust enforcement and the direction that
those enforcement efforts take are determined more
by the political ideology and personal convictions of
the administration in power than by interest group
pressures. For example, the Reagan administration de-
cided that the benefits of trying to break up IBM were
not worth the costs, and thus it ended its antitrust
prosecution of the giant computer firm. At the same
time, however, it decided that it was desirable to break
up American Telephone and Telegraph (AT&T), mak-
ing the local phone companies independent of AT&T
and forcing AT&T to compete with other long-
distance service providers. In the 1990s the Clinton
administration brought an antitrust suit against com-
puter software giant Microsoft.

In sum, as with most majoritarian policies, anti-
trust regulation tends to reflect broad philosophies of
governance more than interest group activity.

Interest Group Politics

Organized interest groups are very powerful, how-
ever, when the regulatory policies confer benefits on a
particular group and costs on another, equally dis-
tinct group.

In 1935 labor unions sought government protec-
tion for their right to organize, to bargain collectively
with industry, and to compel workers in unionized
industries to join the unions. Business firms opposed
these plans. The struggle was fought out in Congress,
where the unions won. The Wagner Act, passed that
year, created the National Labor Relations Board
(NLRB) to regulate the conduct of union organizing
drives and to hear complaints of unfair labor prac-
tices brought by workers against management.

But the struggle was far from over. In 1947 man-
agement sought to reverse some of the gains won by
unions by pressing for a law (the Taft-Hartley Act) that
would make illegal certain union practices (such as
the closed shop and secondary boycotts) and would
authorize the president to obtain a court order block-
ing for up to eighty days any strike that imperiled the
“national health or safety.” Business won.
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Business and labor fought round three in 1959
over a bill (the Landrum-Griffin Act) intended to pre-
vent corruption in unions, to change the way in which
organizing drives were carried out, and to prohibit cer-
tain kinds of strikes and picketing. Business won.

In each of these cases the struggle was highly pub-
licized. The winners and losers were determined by the
partisan composition of Congress (Republicans and
southern Democrats tended to support business,
northern Democrats to support labor) and by the ex-
istence of economic conditions (a depression in 1935,
revelations of labor racketeering in 1959) that affected
public opinion on the issue.

But the interest group struggle did not end with the
passage of the laws; it continued throughout their ad-
ministration. The National Labor Relations Board,
composed of five members appointed by the president,
had to adjudicate countless disputes between labor and
management over the interpretation of these laws. The
losing party often appealed the NLRB decision to the
courts, where the issue was fought out again. More-
over, each president has sought to tilt the NLRB in one
direction or another by means of whom he appoints
to it. Democratic presidents favor labor and thus tend
to appoint prounion board members; Republican pres-
idents favor business and thus tend to appoint pro-
management members. Since NLRB members serve
five-year terms, a new president cannot immediately
appoint all of the board’s members; thus there is of-
ten a split on the board between two factions.

A similar pattern of interest group influence is re-
vealed by the history of the Occupational Safety and
Health Act, passed in 1970. Labor unions wanted a
strict bill with tough standards set by a single admin-
istrator; business organizations wanted a more flexi-
ble bill with standards set by a commission that would
include some business representatives. After a long
struggle labor won, and the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration (OSHA), headed by a single ad-
ministrator, was set up inside the Department of Labor.

As with the NLRB, conflict did not end with the pas-
sage of the law, and OSHA decisions were frequently
appealed to the courts. The politics swirling about
OSHA were all the more contentious because of the
vast mandate of the agency: it is supposed to deter-
mine the safe limits for worker exposure to hundreds
of chemicals and to inspect tens of thousands of work-
places to see whether they should be cited for violat-
ing any standards. During the Carter administration
an OSHA administrator was appointed who was sym-

pathetic to the labor view and thus set many standards
and issued many citations; during the Reagan admin-
istration an administrator was selected who was ad-
mired by business because he set fewer standards and
issued fewer citations.

Client Politics

Many people suppose that when government sets out
to regulate business, the firms that are supposed to be
regulated will in fact “capture” the agency that is sup-
posed to do the regulating. But as we have already seen,
certain kinds of policies—those that give rise to ma-
joritarian and interest group politics—do not usually
lead to capture, because the agency either faces no well-
organized, enduring opponent (as with majoritarian
politics) or is caught in a crossfire of competing forces
(as with interest group politics).

But when a policy confers a benefit on one group
at the expense of many other people, client politics
arises, and so agency “capture” is likely. More precisely,
nothing needs to be captured at all, since the agency
will have been created from the outset to serve the in-
terests of the favored group. We sometimes think that
regulations are always resisted. But a regulation need
not be a burden; it can be a great benefit.

How this works can be seen close to home. State
and city laws regulate the practice of law and medi-
cine as well as a host of other occupations—barbers,
beauticians, plumbers, dry cleaners, taxi drivers, and
undertakers. These regulations are sometimes designed
and always defended as ways of preventing fraud, mal-
practice, and safety hazards. But they also have the ef-
fect of restricting entry into the regulated occupation,
thereby enabling its members to charge higher prices
than they otherwise might.20 Ordinarily citizens do
not object to this, in part because they believe, rightly
or wrongly, that the regulations in fact protect them,
and in part because the higher prices are spread over
so many customers as to be unnoticed.

Much the same thing can be found at the national
level. In the early 1930s the American dairy industry
was suffering from rapidly declining prices for milk.
As the farmers’ incomes fell, many could no longer
pay their bills and were forced out of business. Con-
gress responded with the Agricultural Adjustment Act,
which authorized an agency of the Department of
Agriculture to regulate the milk industry. This agency,
the Dairy Division of the Agricultural Marketing Ser-
vice, would issue “market orders” that had the effect
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of preventing price competition among dairy farmers
and thus kept the price of milk up. If this guaranteed
minimum price leads to the production of more milk
than people want to drink, then another part of the
Agriculture Department—the Commodity Credit
Corporation—stands ready to buy up the surplus
with tax dollars.21

Consumers wind up paying more for milk than
they otherwise would, but they have no way of know-
ing the difference between the regulated and unregu-
lated price of milk (economists estimate that it
amounts to between five and twenty-one cents per
gallon).22 Consumers have little incentive to organize
politically to do much about it. The total cost, how-
ever, can be very high; in 2006 it was over $4 billion.
Although consumers are not helped by high prices,
not every dairy farmer is helped either. More milk is
produced than people will buy, and so many dairy
farmers have gone out of business.

A similar system works with sugar. Sugar pro-
duced abroad, in countries such as Brazil and the
Philippines, costs much less than sugar produced here,
in states such as Louisiana. To keep the incomes of
U.S. sugar producers high, Congress decided to restrict
the importation of cheap foreign sugar by imposing
quotas. This costs the consumer money—maybe as
much as $3 billion a year—but the extra cost per
pound of sugar is not noticeable.23

From time to time various officials attempt to
change the regulations that benefit a client group. But
they must confront some sobering political facts. Dairy
farmers are found scattered through scores of con-

gressional districts; sugar beet growers are concen-
trated in southern states that are important in any
presidential election. Efforts have been made in Con-
gress to cut milk subsidies and sugar quotas, but with
only limited success.

In 1996 Congress passed and President Clinton
signed a bill that began, at least for wheat and corn
crops, to phase out the practice of paying farmers the
difference between what they can sell their crops for
and what the government thinks the crops ought to
be worth. It replaced these crop subsidies with direct
cash payments to farmers that they can use for any-
thing, including not farming.

But the 1996 plan to lure farmers into a free-market
economy did not last. Between 1996 and 2001, the
subsidies they got increased rather than decreased. In
2002 President Bush signed a new farm bill that did
away with the 1996 law and authorized paying farm-
ers $171 billion in new subsidies by 2012. Though de-
fended as a way of protecting “the little farmer,” most
of the money will go to big farmers who produce
wheat, corn, rice, cotton, and soybeans (but not to
those who produce cattle, hogs, poultry, fruits, or
vegetables).

Farm subsidies are justified by the fact that the
prices farmers earn swing wildly, but subsidies don’t
go to people who make computer chips or raise cattle
even though they also experience big swings in the
prices they can charge. The existence of farm subsi-
dies is the result of history (a legacy of the time, dur-
ing the Great Depression, when the government
wanted to help nearly one-fourth of all employed
Americans who then worked on farms) and politics
(farmers are key and changeable voters in many im-
portant states).

Client politics has become harder to practice in
this country unless a group is widely thought to be a
“deserving”client. Dairy farmers, sugar producers, and
tobacco growers struggle (sometimes successfully,
sometimes unsuccessfully) to keep their benefits, but
the struggle relies on “insider politics”—that is, on
dealing with key Washington decision-makers and not
on building widespread public support. By contrast,
when a devastating flood, tornado, earthquake, or hur-
ricane strikes a community, the victims are thought
to be eminently deserving of help. After all, people
say, it was not their fault that their homes were de-
stroyed. (In fact in some cases it was, because they built
homes in areas they knew were at high risk for hurri-
canes or floods.) They receive client benefits.
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Although client politics for “special interests” seems
to be on the decline, that is true mostly for programs
that actually send certain groups money. Pietro Nivola
reminds us of a different form of client politics: using
regulations instead of cash to help groups. For exam-
ple, regulations encourage the use of ethanol (a kind of
alcohol made from corn) in gasoline, which benefits
corn farmers and ethanol manufacturers. Clients that
might not be thought legitimate increasingly get their
way by means of regulations rather than subsidies.24

But regulation that starts out by trying to serve a
client can end up hurting it. Radio broadcasters sup-
ported the creation of the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC), which would, broadcasters and
telephone companies thought, bring order and stabil-
ity to their industries. It did. But then it started doing
a bit more than the industries had hoped for. It began
reviewing efforts by companies to merge. When one
telephone company tried to merge with another, the
FCC said that it would have to review the consolida-
tion even though the law did not give it the power to
do so. After long (and secret) negotiations, it extracted
concessions from the companies as a condition of
their merger. Because there was no law requiring such
concessions, the firms accepted them “voluntarily.”
But if they had not agreed, they would have been in
deep trouble with the FCC in the future.

Regulatory agencies created to help clients can be-
come burdens to those clients when the laws the
agencies enforce are sufficiently vague so as to provide
freedom of action for the people who run them. For a
long time most of these laws were hopelessly vague.
The FCC, for example, was told to award licenses as
“the public interest, convenience, and necessity” re-
quired. In time such language can give an agency
wide, undefined powers.

Entrepreneurial Politics

During the 1960s and 1970s some two dozen con-
sumer- and environmental-protection laws were
passed, including laws that regulated the automobile

industry, oil companies, toy manufacturers, poultry
producers, the chemical industry, and pharmaceuti-
cal companies.*

When measures such as these become law, it is of-
ten because a policy entrepreneur has dramatized an
issue, galvanized public opinion, and mobilized con-
gressional support. Sometimes that entrepreneur is
in the government (a senator or an outspoken bureau-
crat); sometimes that entrepreneur is a private per-
son (the best known, of course, is Ralph Nader). The
motives of such entrepreneurs can be either self-
serving or public-spirited; the policies that they em-
brace may be either good or bad. (Just because some-
one succeeds in regulating business does not mean
that the public will necessarily benefit; by the same
token, just because business claims that a new regula-
tion will be excessively costly does not mean that
business will in fact have to pay those costs.)

An early example of a policy entrepreneur inside the
government was Dr. Harvey Wiley, a chemist in the
Department of Agriculture, who actively campaigned
for what was to become the Pure Food and Drug Act
of 1906. Later Senator Estes Kefauver held hearings
that built support for the 1962 drug laws (and inci-
dentally for his presidential bid), and Senator Ed-
mund Muskie called attention to the need for air and
water pollution control legislation (and incidentally
to his own 1972 presidential aspirations).

When a policy entrepreneur is outside the govern-
ment, he or she will need a sympathetic ear within it.
Occasionally the policy needs of the entrepreneur and
the political needs of an elected official coincide. When
Ralph Nader was walking the corridors of the Capitol
looking for someone interested in auto safety, he found
Senators Abraham Ribicoff and Warren Magnuson,
who themselves were looking for an issue with which
they could be identified.

The task of the policy entrepreneur is made easier
when a crisis or scandal focuses public attention on a
problem. Upton Sinclair’s book The Jungle25 drama-
tized the frightful conditions in meatpacking plants
at the turn of the century and helped pave the way for
the Meat Inspection Act of 1906. The stock market
collapse of 1929 helped develop support for the Secu-
rities and Exchange Act. When some people who had
taken a patent medicine (elixir of sulfanilamide) died
as a result, the passage of the 1938 drug laws became
easier. Oil spilled on the beaches of Santa Barbara,
California, drew attention to problems addressed by
the Water Quality Improvement Act of 1970.
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The dramatic event need not be an actual crisis;
in some cases a political scandal will do. Highway
fatalities were not a matter of great concern to most
citizens when Congress began considering the auto-
safety act in 1965–1966, but support for the bill grew
when it was revealed that General Motors had hired a
private detective who made a clumsy effort to collect
(or manufacture) gossip harmful to Ralph Nader,
whose book Unsafe at Any Speed had criticized the
safety of certain GM cars.

In some cases no dramatic event at all is required
for entrepreneurial politics to succeed. Most of the
air and water pollution control bills were passed de-
spite the absence of any environmental catastrophe.26

Support for such measures was developed by holding
carefully planned committee hearings that were closely
followed by the media. For example, by drawing at-
tention to the profits of the pharmaceutical companies,
Senator Kefauver was able to convince many people
that these firms were insensitive to public needs. By
drawing on information made available to him by
environmentalists, Senator Muskie was able to capi-
talize on and help further a growing perception in the
country during the early 1970s that nature was in
danger.

Because political resistance must be overcome with-
out the aid of a powerful economic interest group, pol-
icy entrepreneurs seeking to regulate an industry often
adopt a moralistic tone, with their opponents por-
trayed as devils, their allies viewed with suspicion, and
compromises fiercely resisted. When Senator Muskie
was drafting an air pollution bill, Ralph Nader issued
a highly publicized report attacking Muskie, his nom-
inal ally, for not being tough enough. This strategy
forced Muskie—who wanted acclaim, not criticism,
for his efforts—to revise the bill so that it imposed even
more stringent standards.27 Other allies of Nader, such
as Dr. William Haddon, Jr., and Joan Claybrook, got
the same treatment when they later became adminis-
trators of the National Highway Traffic Safety Ad-
ministration. They came under attack not only from
the auto industry, for designing rules that the com-
panies thought were too strict, but also from Nader,
for devising rules that he thought were not strict
enough.

Once a policy entrepreneur manages to defeat an
industry that is resisting regulation, he or she creates—
at least for a while—a strong impetus for additional
legislation of the same kind. A successful innovator
produces imitators, in politics as in rock music. After

the auto safety law was passed in 1966, it became eas-
ier to pass a coal mine safety bill in 1969 and an occu-
pational safety and health bill in 1970.

The great risk faced by policy entrepreneurs is not
that their hard-won legislative victories will later be
reversed but that the agency created to do the regulat-
ing will be captured by the industry that it is supposed
to regulate. The Food and Drug Administration (FDA),
which regulates the pharmaceutical industry, has fallen
victim during much of its history to precisely this kind
of capture. Once the enthusiasm of its founders had
waned and public attention had turned elsewhere, the
FDA seemed to develop a cozy and rather uncritical
attitude toward the drug companies. (In 1958 the head
of the FDA received an award from the Pharmaceuti-
cal Manufacturers’ Association.)28 In the mid-1960s,
under the spur of renewed congressional and White
House attention, the agency was revitalized. During
the Reagan administration environmentalists worried
that the leadership of the Environmental Protection
Agency had been turned over to persons who were
unduly sympathetic to polluters.

There are at least five reasons, however, why the
newer consumer and environmental protection agen-
cies may not be as vulnerable to capture as some crit-
ics contend. First, these agencies often enforce laws
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that impose specific standards in accordance with
strict timetables, and so they have relatively little dis-
cretion. (The Environmental Protection Agency, for
example, is required by law to reduce certain pollutants
by a fixed percentage within a stated number of
years.) Second, the newer agencies, unlike the FDA,
usually regulate many different industries and so do
not confront a single, unified opponent. The Occupa-
tional Safety and Health Administration, for exam-
ple, deals with virtually every industry. Third, the
very existence of these agencies has helped strengthen
the hand of the “public interest” lobbies that initially
demanded their creation. Fourth, these lobbies can
now call upon many sympathetic allies in the media
who will attack agencies that are thought to have a
probusiness bias.

Finally, as explained in Chapter 16, it has become
easier for groups to use the federal courts to put pres-
sure on the regulatory agencies. These groups do not
have to be large or broadly representative of the pub-
lic; all they need are the services of one or two able
lawyers. If the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
issues a rule disliked by a chemical company, the
company will promptly sue the EPA; if it issues a rul-
ing that pleases the company, the Environmental De-
fense Fund will sue.

★ Perceptions, Beliefs,
Interests, and Values
The politics of business regulation provides a good il-
lustration of the theory of policy-making offered in
this book, but the reader should not be misled by a
discussion of costs and benefits into thinking that all
or even most of politics is about getting or losing
money or that it is an easy matter to classify the costs
and benefits of a policy and thus put it into the cor-
rect pigeonhole.

For one thing, what constitutes a cost or a benefit
is a matter of opinion, and opinions change. We have
already said that it is the perception of costs and ben-
efits that affects politics. If people think that laws re-
quiring factories to install devices to remove from
their smokestacks chemicals that contribute to acid
rain can be implemented in ways that make the com-
panies but not the consumers pay the bills, they will
favor such measures, and the affected industries will
oppose them. But if people believe that the cost of
preventing acid rain will be borne by them—in the

form of fewer jobs or higher prices—then these citi-
zens may be less enthusiastic about such measures.

Some people favor having the government regu-
late the price of natural gas, and others oppose it.
One reason for the conflict, obviously, is that people
who use natural gas in their homes want to buy it
cheaply, whereas people who work in the natural gas
industry want gas prices to go up so that they can earn
more. Interests are clearly in conflict.

Yet some users may oppose regulating the price of
gas because they believe that keeping the price of gas
artificially low now will discourage exploration for
new gas fields, thereby creating shortages—and much
higher prices—in the future. Thus beliefs are also in
conflict; in this case some users believe that it is more
important to take the long view and worry about gas
shortages ten years from now, while others believe
that what counts is how much you have to pay for
natural gas today.

A political conflict is in large measure a struggle to
make one definition of the costs and benefits of a
proposal prevail over others; that is, it is a struggle to
alter perceptions and beliefs. Material interests do
play a part in all this: the more you stand to gain or
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Though many economists question the value of the
Small Business Administration, it remains popular be-
cause it loans money to a lot of voters. 



lose in hard cash from a proposal, the harder it will be
for someone else to change your mind about your
position. But many, perhaps most, government pro-
posals will not have an immediate, unambiguous im-
pact on your pocketbook, and so your perceptions
and beliefs about what will happen in the future be-
come the prize for which political activists compete.

In that competition certain arguments enjoy a nat-
ural advantage over others. One might be called the
here-and-now argument. What happens now or in the
near future is more important to most people than
what happens in the distant future. (Economists refer
to this as the human tendency to “discount the future.”)
Thus most users of natural gas probably care more
about present prices than future shortages, and so
many will tend to favor price regulation today.

Another political tactic that enjoys a natural ad-
vantage might be called the cost argument. People seem
to react more sharply to what they will lose if a policy
is adopted than to what they may gain. Thus there
will usually be strong opposition to putting a tax on
imported oil, even if the benefit gained will be to re-
duce our dependence on foreign oil.

Politicians know the value of the here-and-now and
the cost arguments and so try to present their propos-
als in ways that take advantage of these sentiments.
Regulations aimed at new drugs, for example, will em-
phasize the harm that will be prevented now from
keeping dangerous drugs off the market, not the harm
that may come later if lifesaving drugs with some dan-
gerous side effects are kept off the market. Plans to
solve the problems of our Social Security system stress
keeping intact the benefits now received by people al-
ready retired, postponing into the future the tax in-
creases necessary to pay for these benefits.

Policies are affected not only by our perceptions
and beliefs about where our interests lie but also by
our values—that is, by our conceptions of what is good
for the country or for our community. Many whites,
for example, want to see opportunities increased for
minorities, not because such opportunities will make
whites better off but because they think that it is the
right thing to do. Many citizens worry about political
conditions in the Middle East, not because they fear
having to fight a war there or because they work for a
company that does business there but because they
wish a better life for people who live in that region
and want them to be free of terrorists and dictator-
ships. Some citizens oppose restrictions on the sale of
obscene magazines and others favor those restric-

tions; neither group stands to benefit—those who
oppose censorship usually don’t plan to read the pub-
lications, and those who favor it would not thereby
have their own lives improved—yet both groups of-
ten advocate their opposing views with great passion.

All this may seem obvious, but the reader should
recall how often he or she assumes that people are only
“looking out for themselves” and so politics is only
about “who gets what.” We all have a tendency to be a
bit cynical about government—that is, to impute self-
seeking motives to whoever is involved. Since there is
plenty of self-interest in politics, this assumption is
often a pretty good one. But following it blindly can
lead us to ignore those cases in which ideas—beliefs,
perceptions, and values—are the decisive forces in
political conflict.

Deregulation

In the 1980s several industries were deregulated over
the objections of those industries. Airline fares were
once set by the Civil Aeronautics Board. The airlines
liked it that way—it kept competition down and prices
up. But today airline fares are set by the market, with
the result that in some (but not all) areas fares are lower
than they once were. Not only did most airlines fight
tooth and nail to prevent this deregulation from occur-
ring, but some couldn’t adjust to the new era of com-
petition and, like Eastern Airlines, went bankrupt.

Long-distance telephone services were once pro-
vided on a monopoly basis by AT&T; its prices were
set by the Federal Communications Commission. To-
day there are several long-distance telephone systems—
MCI, Sprint, AT&T—and prices are heavily influenced
by competition. AT&T was not eager to have this hap-
pen, but it couldn’t prevent it.

Once, the number of trucking companies and the
prices they charged were set by the Interstate Com-
merce Commission (ICC). The trucking companies
and the Teamsters Union favored this pattern of reg-
ulation—as with the airlines, the system kept compe-
tition down and prices up. But then Congress changed
the law, and in January 1996 the ICC was abolished.

People who think that politics is simply the result
of deals struck between certain favored industries
and friendly or “captured” agencies would have a hard
time explaining this period of deregulation. Client
politics—the cozy relationship (or “iron triangle”)
between a private client, a government agency, and a
supportive Congress—was ended. How did it happen?
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Martha Derthick and Paul Quirk, two political sci-
entists, answered the question in their book The Poli-
tics of Deregulation.29 The key to that answer is the
power of ideas. Academic economists were in agree-
ment that regulating prices in industries that were
competitive, or could easily be made so, was a bad idea;
the regulations hurt consumers by keeping prices ar-
tificially high. But academic ideas by themselves are
powerless. In the three cases described above, key po-
litical leaders—Presidents Carter, Ford, and Reagan,
and Senators Edward Kennedy and Howard Cannon—
accepted and acted on these ideas, albeit for very dif-
ferent reasons. The regulatory commissions—the Civil
Aeronatics Board (CAB), the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC), the ICC—were led by people who
wanted to deregulate. In one case, the breakup of AT&T,
a federal judge made many of the key decisions. The
public did not support deregulation, but it was con-
cerned about inflation, and deregulation could be de-
fended as a way of bringing prices down. Finally, the
industries that fought to save their client relationships
with government—the airlines, the trucking compa-
nies, the phone company—were not wildly popular
businesses; once they were subjected to political crit-
icism, they found that they had relatively few allies.

Since the mid-1970s every president has put in place
machinery to bring government regulation of indus-
try under more central review. President Ford in 1974
ordered all regulatory agencies to assess the inflation-
ary impact of their decisions. President Carter in 1978
directed each agency to consider alternative ways of
achieving the goals of regulation. President Reagan in
1981 created the Task Force on Regulatory Relief and
instructed those agencies under his control not to is-
sue a regulation if, in the judgment of the Office of
Management and Budget, its potential benefits to so-
ciety did not outweigh its costs.30 President Bush the
elder essentially continued the Reagan system.

Deregulation is opposed, of course, by groups that
benefit from it. But it is controversial in at least two
other ways. First, some members of the public do not

like the results, especially if the world becomes more
complicated as a result of relying on the market. Many
people liked CAB control of the airlines, for example,
because the higher prices kept the number of air trav-
elers down, and so airports were less congested. Sec-
ond, some people who favor deregulating prices oppose
deregulating processes. Process regulation (sometimes
called social regulation) includes rules aimed at im-
proving consumer or worker safety and reducing en-
vironmental damage. There are good and bad ways of
achieving these goals, and much of the dispute about
regulation concerns the question of means, not ends.
The intensity of that dispute shows how important
perceptions and beliefs are even when economic in-
terests are at stake.

The Limits of Ideas

Ideas can be powerful, but there are limits to their
power. There are many forms of client politics that per-
sist—some because people agree that the client de-
serves to benefit, others because the conditions do not
exist for mounting an effective challenge to the client.

Dairy, sugar, and other agricultural price supports
are paid for by tax payers. Regulations that increased
above market levels the prices charged by airlines and
trucking companies were successfully challenged; reg-
ulations that increased above market levels the prices
charged by oceangoing freighters were not. The wages
paid to airline pilots and truck drivers are no longer
protected by federal rules; the wages paid to mer-
chant seamen and construction workers employed
on federal projects still are.

It is not entirely clear why it is
easier to challenge client politics
in some industries and occu-
pations than in others. We can
say, however, why it is generally
harder to maintain client politics
free of challenge today than once
was the case.
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WHAT WOULD YOU DO?

M E M O R A N D U M

To: J. Peter, assistant to the president
From: Daniel Gilbert, special assistant to

the president
Subject: Department of Energy Nuclear

Waste Plan

The president must decide whether to
sign the bill allowing the department to
establish a safe repository for the
nation’s nuclear waste beneath
mountains in Nevada. The waste is
produced mainly by 131 commercial
nuclear reactors and by national defense weapons programs. It is presently stored at
126 sites in over three dozen states.

Arguments for:

1. For over fifty years, radioactive waste that remains deadly to humans for ten
thousand years has been accumulating in cities and towns throughout the country.

2. According to many experts, encasing the waste in well-engineered tunnels
beneath mountains in remote locations is both safer and more cost-effective than
such alternatives as storing it in ocean tunnels or propelling it into space.

3. The bill achieved a bipartisan majority. Polls find that most people know little
about the problem but believe that something should be done to increase safety.

Arguments against:

1. The department admits that transporting nuclear waste to the Nevada site
through dozens of states on trucks, trains, and barges would take decades and
pose safety risks.

2. Some experts argue that constructing a hundred-mile network of tunnels that 
safely stores nuclear waste in disposal canisters for ten thousand years will prove
technologically difficult and financially burdensome.

3. The plan is strongly opposed by many elected officials in Nevada and surrounding
states, and a coalition of environmental groups is threatening to challenge it in
court. 

Your decision:

Advise president to sign ������������ Advise president not to sign ������������

482 Chapter 17 The Policy-Making Process

Congress Approves Plan 
to Store Nuclear Waste 

in Nevada
July 23 LAS VEGAS, NEVADAYesterday the U.S. Congress approved a bill allowing the U.S. De-partment of Energy to proceed with a plan to site 70,000 tons ofhighly radioactive nuclear waste in Nevada. Under the plan, begin-ning in 2010, irradiated fuel from nuclear reactors would beshipped to Nevada from cities all over the country . . .
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★ S U M M A R Y ★

Policy-making involves two stages—placing an issue
on the governmental agenda and deciding what to do
about that issue once it is on the agenda. The agenda
steadily expands as the result of historical crises, in-
terest group activity, the competition for votes, and
the operation of key institutions, especially the courts,
the bureaucracy, and the mass media.

Decision-making requires that a majority coali-
tion be formed. The kinds of coalitions that form will
depend in large measure on the nature of the issue,
especially the perceived distribution of costs and ben-
efits. We have identified four kinds of coalitions, or
distinctive political processes: majoritarian, client, in-
terest group, and entrepreneurial.

Government regulation of business illustrates the
relationship between these four kinds of policies and
the sorts of coalitions that will form in each instance.
These case studies make clear that there is no single,
simple answer to the question of how much influence
business has over government (or vice versa).

The outcome of these political struggles will de-
pend not only on who gains and who loses but also
on the perceptions, beliefs, and values of key political
actors. The example of airline deregulation shows
that changes in how people think can make a big dif-
ference even in the case of policies where money in-
terests are at stake.

RECONSIDERING WHO GOVERNS?

1. Does some political elite dominate American
politics?
People active in politics are an elite in the sense
that they play a larger role than most citizens. But
there are so many American elections and so
many places where political action can be blocked
that no single elite can dominate. Business corpo-
rations, for example, are an important interest
group, but they only dominate client politics, and
even then their influences can be overcome by en-
trepreneurial politics.

2. Do powerful interest groups decide what policies
our government should adopt?
Over the last half century, there has been a sharp
increase in the number and variety of interest
groups so that in interest group politics there are
always rival organizations competing for influ-
ence. In client politics, one interest group can
dominate decision-making, but client politics is
becoming rarer as new interest groups emerge.

RECONSIDERING TO WHAT ENDS?

1. Why are Social Security payments popular but
welfare payments to unwed mothers unpopular?
For two reasons: First, people who get retirement
benefits have paid money into the program, while
those who get welfare benefits have not. Second,
many people think elderly people who have re-
tired are legitimate recipients of payments but
that unwed mothers are not.

2. Why were government regulations on certain in-
dustries repealed over the objection of those in-
dustries?
There were several reasons, but the most impor-
tant were new ideas. When enough political lead-
ers became convinced that government-regulated
airfares, bank interest rates, and trucking charges
made people pay more money than would fares,
rates, and charges set by the market, government
regulation was abandoned.
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WORLD WIDE WEB RESOURCES

Nonpartisan reviews of public policy issues:
www.policy.com
www.publicagenda.org

For partisan discussion of issues, use the World Wide
Web addresses of the Washington, D.C., think tanks
listed in Chapter 11.
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