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The Garbage Can Model 
& the Study of Policy Making: 
A Critique 

Gary Mucciaroni 
College of William and Mary 

John Kingdon adapted the "garbage can model" of organizational 
choice to explain the agenda-setting process in the making of public 
policy. While this use of the model has many virtues, this article 
argues that it is ultimately too indeterminate to provide fully satisfac- 
tory explanations for why some problems receive serious consideration 
by government while others do not. Using tax reform and deregulation 
as illustrative cases, the author points to several sources of the model's 
indeterminacy and suggests how these problems can be overcome while 
preserving the strengths of the model. 

Gary Mucciaroni is Assistant Professor of Government at the College 
of William and Mary. He is author of The Political Failure of 
Employment Policy, 1945-1982, and The Myth of Special Interest 
Politics (forthcoming). 

Over a decade ago, Gabriel Almond and Stephen Genco cautioned polit- 
ical scientists about the pitfalls of developing a discipline in the image of 
the natural sciences.1 Borrowing a metaphor from Karl Popper, they 
argued that human societies fall somewhere between resembling the 
irregularity, disorderliness, and unpredictability of "clouds," at one 
extreme, and the regularity, orderliness, and predictability of "clocks," 
at the other. Because the ontological properties of political affairs differ 
from those of physical reality, models and methodologies that insist 
upon studying political phenomena exclusively as clock-like mechanisms 
will develop only a limited understanding of them. They called for 
balancing the search for hard regularities and physicalistic causal rela- 

1. Gabriel A. Almond and Stephen J. Genco, "Clouds, Clocks, and the Study of Poli- 
tics," World Politics, 29 (1977): 489-522. 
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460 The Garbage Can Model 

tionships with recognition that (1) elements of chance, human creativity, 
and choice play a crucial role in politics, and (2) most regularities that are 
found will be "soft" and at relatively low levels of generalization. 

In this context, we might view as promising the development of the 
"garbage can model" of organizational choice and its importation into 
political science by John Kingdon to explain the agenda-setting process.2 
The garbage can model conceives of government as an "organized anar- 
chy," conjuring up the image of a system that manifests both order and 
disorder. At any given time, the particular items on the agenda are a 
function of the mix of "garbage" in the can. The can's contents consist 
of three separate "streams": problems, solutions, and politics. Issues get 
on the agenda when "a problem is recognized, a solution is available, 
and the political climate makes the time right for change."3 A problem 
becomes salient when a crisis or "focusing event" attracts attention to it, 
or when widely respected social indicators signal a change. Solutions 
refer to "the gradual accumulation of knowledge and perspectives 
among specialists in any given area" and the generation and diffusion of 
policy proposals by them. Moreover, the political environment is con- 
stantly undergoing change, which facilitates or blocks problems and 
solutions from getting on the agenda. "Swings of national mood, vaga- 
ries of public opinion, election results, changes of administration, turn- 
over in Congress" may be relevant, as well as other kinds of political 
change. 

The confluence of these streams at critical junctures or "policy win- 
dows," which are open only for a short time when conditions are right, is 
the precondition for getting a matter on the agenda. Because change in 
each stream takes place largely independent from changes in the others, 
what gets on the agenda depends upon fortuitous timing. If the problem 
is not salient, and/or a solution is not available, and/or political condi- 
tions are inhospitable, it will not get on the agenda. Once the three 
streams are favorably aligned, the next critical element is their coupling. 
There must be deliberate efforts to seize the opportunity and push the 
problem onto the agenda before conditions change. This is done by 

2. Michael Cohen, James March, and Johan Olsen, "A Garbage Can Model of Organi- 
zational Choice," Administrative Science Quarterly, 17 (March 1972): 1-25; John W. King- 
don, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies (Boston: Little, Brown, 1984). Kingdon 
distinguishes between a "governmental agenda," the list of subjects that are getting atten- 
tion within government, and the "decision agenda," the list of subjects within the govern- 
ment agenda that are up for an active decision. All references to "the agenda" in this article 
refer to the latter. 

3. Kingdon, Agendas, p. 93. 
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"policy entrepreneurs"-highly knowledgeable, committed individuals 
in or out of government-who are willing to invest their resources to join 
the streams together. 

While the garbage can model is formulated at a higher level of gen- 
eralization than Almond and Genco probably had in mind, it avoids the 
determinism of the closed-system, clock-like approach to the study of 

politics. First, the constraints (determinants) are very broad and porous. 
What gets on the agenda is constrained by the existing mix of problems, 
solutions, and political conditions, but the range of what could conceiv- 
ably reach the agenda is expansive. Second, while it recognizes the exis- 
tence of constraints, it also allows for opportunities. The model views 

agenda changes as contingent rather than automatic outcomes, and 

specifies probabilistic rather than necessary and sufficient conditions.4 
Third, the relationship between the variables is loose and independent. 
The existence of a problem has little influence on whether a solution is 
available or on whether political conditions are favorable to getting it on 
the agenda. The existence of a solution has little influence on the kinds of 
problems regarded as salient or on political conditions. Political condi- 
tions change according to their own dynamics without much regard to 
problems or solutions. 

Finally, there is plenty of room for chance, human creativity, and 
choice to influence outcomes. What gets on the agenda at given points in 
time is the result of a fortuitous conjunction-whatever the combination 
of salient problems, available solutions, and political circumstances that 
exist. Events, such as the opening of a window of opportunity, are often 
unpredictable, and participants often are unable to control events once 
they are set in motion.5 Yet, individual actors are not completely without 
an ability to affect outcomes. Entrepreneurs decide which problems to 
dramatize, choose which solutions to push, and formulate political 
strategies to bring their issues onto the agenda. Actors in the process 
develop problem definitions and solutions that are plausible and com- 
pelling, link them together, and make them congruent with existing polit- 
ical conditions. 

4. According to Kingdon, "the probability of an item rising on the decision agenda is 

dramatically increased if all three streams-problems, policies, and politics-are joined. 
. . None of the streams are [sic] sufficient by themselves to place an item firmly on the 
decision agenda" (ibid., p. 187). "Hard-and-fast rules and the specification of conditions 
that must be met seem less fruitful than a quotation of odds. Constraints, for instance, are 
not absolutes. Instead, there are conditions that make some events highly unlikely and 
other events more likely to occur" (ibid., p. 218, emphasis in original). 

5. Ibid., pp. 184-86. 
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This article evaluates the usefulness of the garbage can model for 
understanding agenda change, i.e., for providing a satisfactory explana- 
tion for why some issues receive serious consideration by government 
while others do not. Specifically, we explore whether, by successfully 
capturing the "cloud-like" qualities of political life, the model is too in- 
determinate. Three questions guide our evaluation. First, does the model 
provide (or lead to) a set of testable propositions for predicting the direc- 
tion of agenda change? Second, does it have sufficient appreciation for 
the impact of historical and institutional constraints on agenda-setting? 
Finally, is the model's assumption of a very loose and independent rela- 
tionship between problems, solutions, and politics warranted? 

As vehicles for doing this, we examine how two relatively recent issues 
-tax reform and deregulation-reached the national policy agenda. The 
selection of these cases is not arbitrary. First, they are two of the most 
significant policy changes in recent times at the federal level. Tax reform 
involved eliminating and curtailing many "tax expenditure" provisions 
in the tax code that provided benefits to particular groups by reducing 
the amount of taxes they owed, or by encouraging investment in their 
enterprises. Under reform, roughly $324 billion in "loophole closing" 
was accomplished over five years.6 These savings were translated directly 
into tax rate cuts for individual and corporate taxpayers as a whole. In 
addition, corporations were to pay about $120 billion more and individ- 
uals the same amount less in income taxes. In place of fourteen income 
brackets, there would now be just two. Deregulation of industries like 
the airlines, telecommunications, and trucking involved eliminating bar- 
riers to entry, rate-setting, and other "protective" regulations. With 
deregulation, formerly protected industries no longer were assured of the 
profitability and market share that they enjoyed under regulation. The 
anticipated benefits for consumers from a more competitive market 
included lower prices and greater choice of services. 

Second, apart from their substantive importance, these cases are 
appropriate because they exhibit very much the kind of irregularity, un- 

6. This figure represents the additional revenue that would have been collected by the 

government if individual and corporate rate reductions equivalent to the level of loophole- 
closing had not been legislated simultaneously. See U.S. Congress, Joint Committee on 

Taxation, General Explanation of the Tax Reform Act of 1986, H.R. 3838, 99th Cong., 
2nd sess., 1987. For detailed examinations of the Act's provisions see Alan Murray, 
"Individuals' Top Rate Would Plunge to 28 Percent: Tax Break Curbs Offset Benefits to 

Wealthy," Wall Street Journal, 18 August 1986, pp. 6-10; Alan Murray, "Industry-by- 
Industry Review of Tax Bill Shows Loss of Special Deductions Offsets Rate Cut," Wall 
Street Journal, 19 August 1986, pp. 6-8. 
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predictability, and innovation that marks the "cloud-like" features of 

political affairs. Tax reform and deregulation flew in the face of much of 
the received wisdom about American politics. They were hardly the kinds 
of outcomes expected from a political system usually depicted as one in 
which organized client groups possess overwhelming political superiority, 
where strong, effective leadership is scarce, and where building consen- 
sus in favor of fundamental policy change is made increasingly difficult 
under a system of divided government. In short, the cases show how gen- 
eralizations about political phenomena are highly mutable and often 
quickly decay. 

Third, Kingdon argues that the garbage can model is superior to its 
leading rival model-incrementalism-precisely because it explains non- 
incremental policy change, which he finds characterizes many of the 
cases he observes.7 Tax reform and deregulation were, if anything, non- 
incremental changes, and therefore should be explained well by the gar- 
bage can model. In addition, excellent, rich, detailed empirical studies of 
tax reform and deregulation already exist.8 

I. Level of Specification 

Because political reality is complex and heterogenous, the more of it one 
tries to explain by using a single abstract model, the less of it one is 
actually able to explain. The garbage can model illustrates this paradox. 
To say that something gets on the agenda when a problem is recognized, 
people believe something can be done about it, and political conditions 
are favorable to give it serious consideration comes close to stating a 
truism. After all, how could it be otherwise? The independent variables 
(problems, solutions, and political climate) are too gross and encompass- 
ing. As a result, the variables serve as conceptual slots that one fills with 
facts concerning the substantive attributes of problems and solutions and 

7. Kingdon, Agendas, pp. 83-91. 
8. My account of tax reform is from a set of interviews conducted in Washington, DC 

during 1988, and from Timothy J. Conlan, Margaret T. Wrightson, and David R. Beam, 
Taxing Choices: The Politics of Tax Reform (Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly, 
1990); and Jeffrey H. Birnbaum and Alan S. Murray, Showdown at Gucci Gulch: Law- 
makers, Lobbyists and the Unlikely Triumph of Tax Reform (New York: Random House, 
1987). For a comprehensive treatment of tax politics in the pre-reform decades see John 
Witte, The Politics and Development of the Federal Income Tax (Madison, WI: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1985), chs. 13-15. For the deregulation cases I rely upon Martha 
Derthick and Paul J. Quirk, The Politics of Deregulation (Washington, DC: The Brook- 
ings Institution, 1985); and Dorothy Robyn, Braking the Special Interests (Chicago: Uni- 
versity of Chicago Press, 1987). 
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the circumstances of the political environment. The model by itself does 
not allow us to predict what kinds of problems are likely to be coupled 
with what kinds of solutions and, in turn, the kinds of political condi- 
tions that make it more likely for them to get on the agenda. What is 
needed, then, is a classification scheme of problems and solutions that 
are logically related to political and institutional variables so that middle- 
level propositions or hypotheses can be derived. 

To explain how tax reform and deregulation reached the agenda, for 
instance, we begin by noting that in both cases the problems faced by 
policy makers are essentially similar: they had to do with the diffuse 
financial burdens borne by the public at large coupled with a vague dis- 
satisfaction with the growth and performance of government. While the 
particular problems addressed in each case are different (such as infla- 
tion in deregulation and the fairness of burdens in tax reform), the over- 
riding task in both is to find ways to increase real disposable income by 
decreasing price and tax burdens. It is apparent that one solution to the 
problem is the curtailment or elimination of those policies that conferred 
high per capita benefits on various client groups and whose costs were 
distributed diffusely (through either higher prices or taxes) throughout 
society. Stated as a proposition: The salience of problems entailing dif- 
fuse economic burdens and discontent with government generally, leads 
to efforts to reduce policies with concentrated benefits and diffuse costs. 
That is, faced with such problems, policy makers endeavor to transform 
"client" policies into "entrepreneurial" policies, whose costs are con- 
centrated and whose benefits are diffuse.9 

The solution, in turn, is more likely to reach the agenda if a particular 
set of political-institutional conditions exist or emerge. Hence, a second 
proposition: Reductions in client politics reach the agenda when (1) the 
solution is congruent with or can be accommodated by the missions of 
government organizations, e.g., bureaucracies, that are able to achieve 
sufficient autonomy from client groups; (2) a broad-based coalition of 
conservatives and liberals emerges for whom the solution is congruent 
with electoral and ideological objectives; and (3) institutional actors with 
incentives and capacities to champion diffuse over specific interests, e.g., 
leaders, are committed to act. 

These propositions are admittedly crude, and we will have more to say 
about the politics of these reforms later. The point here is that to develop 
meaningful explanations and predict agenda change, one needs to go 

9. James Q. Wilson, American Government: Institutions and Policies, 3rd ed. (Lexing- 
ton, MA: D.C. Heath, 1986), pp. 430, 622. 
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beyond the abstract formulation of the garbage can model. Building 
typologies of Kingdon's conceptual categories and formulating middle- 
level propositions about the relationship between variables are important 
strategies for overcoming this limitation of the model. 

II. Structural Constraints 

How research questions are framed affects where the search for answers 
leads. It matters whether we ask "why do certain items reach (or fail to 
reach) the agenda at certain times but not at others?" or alternatively, 
"why do certain items reach (or fail to reach) the agenda ever or at all?" 
The garbage can model is better able to answer the first qustion than the 
second because it is conceptualized at what we might call the "situa- 
tional" or temporal level of analysis. It conceives of politics as the 
"political climate," referring to such things as shifts in public mood, 
changes in the preferences of policy makers, party turnover in Congress, 
changes of administration, the emergence of new interest groups, and so 
forth-in short, all the fluid, changeable aspects of politics.10 The prob- 
lem with viewing constraints solely in situational terms is that it neglects 
those aspects of political life that either do not change, change infre- 
quently, or change very slowly. The emphasis on fluid situational fac- 
tors, on the constantly flowing streams of problems, solutions, and poli- 
tics, ignores structural factors that may not affect the timing of an 
agenda change, but figure in a full explanation of how many issues get on 
the agenda. We can think of instances where solutions to pressing prob- 
lems appeared available, the political climate seemed ripe for change, but 
the problem failed to reach the agenda and nothing happened, or where 
certain solutions have been preferred over others consistently. In such 
instances structural factors were probably at work. 

These structures are political, economic, and social in nature. They 
constitute the taken-for-granted "rules of the game" as well as specific 
organizational forms. The former help to determine the kinds of prob- 
lems societies develop, which problems are considered legitimate for gov- 
ernment to address, and the kinds of solutions appropriate for considera- 
tion. Kingdon does identify one important structural constraint-polit- 
ical culture. He found that certain solutions in the health and transporta- 
tion policy communities were never seriously considered, such as public 
ownership and operation, and that others faced great skepticism and 
resistance, such as a national health service. These he attributes in large 

10. Kingdon, Agendas, p. 93. 
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part to the stress in American political culture on the virtues of private 
enterprise and individualism, beliefs that are deeply embedded in the 
nation's history. " 

Political institutions are structures with perhaps the greatest impact on 
policy. Kingdon's garbage can model views the role of institutions almost 
exclusively in situational terms. They constitute part of the changing 
"political climate," which leaves untheorized the role of their structural 
characteristics and decision-making processes in the model. They are 
identified as "players in the game" and "participants in the streams." 
But institutions also make up the topography, the banks and riverbeds 
that channel and shape participant behavior. They consist of decision- 
making rules and procedures, roles, authority structures, norms, and 
routines, which are largely resilient to the turnover of individuals and 
that have impacts independent of the personal attributes of those who 
occupy particular positions. The ways in which institutions distribute 
authority and shape conflict help determine whether solutions reach the 
agenda, if they are blocked from doing so, and how they might be modi- 
fied. They provide the organizational capacity that allows government to 
undertake some activities but not others. 

Perhaps the mode of policy-making depicted by the garbage can model 
is itself embedded in a particular institutional structure. Put another way, 
the model may be better at depicting decision making in certain polities 
than in others, and in certain institutional settings within polities than in 
others. It may be more useful for describing policy making in the United 
States, where the institutional structure is fragmented and permeable, 
participation is pluralistic and fluid, and coalitions are often temporary 
and ad hoc. By contrast, policy making in other countries takes place 
among institutions that are more centralized and integrated, where the 
number of participants is limited and their participation is highly struc- 
tured and predictable. In Sweden, for example, the most important 
policy-making institution is the investigative commission, which is a 
highly centralized arena bringing together experts, officials, and interest 
group representatives in the on-going study of issues and consensus- 
building. The result has been a process described as "stable, predictable, 
orderly,""2 "rationalistic," "deliberative," and "planned,"'3 quite 

11. Ibid., pp. 140-45; Anthony King, "Ideas, Institutions, and the Policies of Govern- 
ments," British Journal of Political Science, 3 (July and October 1973): 291-313 and 
409-23. 

12. Hugh Heclo and Henrik Madsen, Policy and Politics in Sweden (Philadelphia, PA: 
Temple University Press, 1987), p. 9. 

13. See Thomas Anton, "Policy-making and Political Culture in Sweden," Scan- 
dinavian Political Studies (New York: Columbia University Press, 4, 1969), pp. 103-16; and 
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unlike the garbage can model's image of decision making that is more 
open, fluid, unpredictable, and ad hoc. 

Second, even if we assume the existence of a process that resembles the 
garbage can model, we still need to trace out specifically what kinds of 
institutional structures facilitate or constrain various problems and solu- 
tions from reaching the agenda. In the cases of tax reform and deregula- 
tion, the alignment of Kingdon's three streams may have been necessary, 
but probably was not sufficient for the reforms to reach the agenda. 
There had to be a pre-existing institutional capacity that underpinned the 
efforts of reformers when the situational variables (problems, solutions, 
and political conditions) were favorable for pushing their ideas forward. 

Two of these may be cited as critical. First, the missions of the relevant 
executive agencies were congruent with the reforms or at least were suffi- 
ciently malleable to accommodate them. This encouraged the bureauc- 
racy to act as a proponent of change, precluding the formation of "iron 
triangles"-close alliances between agencies, congressional committees, 
and client groups-that would have posed formidable obstacles. 
Bureaucracies have a great advantage in initiating this kind of reform for 
the obvious reason that, unlike elected officials, bureaucrats are not sub- 
ject to the immediate threat of removal from office by disgruntled con- 
stituencies. Most of the regulatory reform was accomplished through 
administrative fiat, with Congress acting only after the changes were well 
underway. The formal independent status of regulatory commissions 
and "the broad, flexible grants of statutory authority" they enjoy 
"emboldened reform-oriented chairmen to fundamentally reverse long- 
standing practices and presumably would have helped [them] to with- 
stand court tests if congressional action had not made most of those tests 
moot."14 

While it was impossible to accomplish tax reform administratively, the 
Treasury Department was nevertheless a key actor in getting it on the 
agenda. Its mission historically has been to "guard the revenue base."15 
This mission is consistent with reform, which is inherently base-broaden- 
ing. The congruence between the Treasury's mission and reform was 
reinforced by the presence of pro-reform economists on the Treasury's 
staff. After the 1984 election, the Reagan Administration was searching 

Thomas Anton, Administered Politics: Elite Political Culture in Sweden (Boston: Martinus 
Nijhoff Publishing, 1980), pp. 1-13. 

14. Derthick and Quirk, Politics of Deregulation, pp. 243-44; Robyn, Braking, pp. 
29-34, 39-41. 

15. Roy Blough, The Federal Taxing Process (New York: Prentice-Hall, 1952); John F. 
Manley, The Politics of Finance (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1970). 
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for a major domestic policy initiative for its second term to deflect atten- 
tion from the budget deficit problem. The Treasury stepped into this 
vacuum by proposing a radically reformist tax overhaul plan called 
"Treasury I." This pushed the issue into the headlines and into the Presi- 
dent's lap. Eventually Treasury Secretary Donald Regan persuaded the 
President to support reform. 

Second, those who hold leadership positions played a key role in get- 
ting these issues on the agenda. 16 It was only when key leaders backed the 
reforms that they were elevated from causes championed by a few com- 
mitted advocates to leading items on the agenda. Deregulation and tax 
reform became the top priority of the President, committee chairmen, 
and the leaders of the agencies involved. It was leaders who pushed and 
persuaded reluctant majorities in Congress to address the issues and 
approve the measures. 

Leaders have a greater capacity and stronger incentives than non- 
leaders to champion reforms that benefit diffuse over special interests for 
several reasons: They are better positioned to resist group pressures in 
that they are more insulated than are other officials. Access to the Presi- 
dent is very limited, committee chairmen enjoy seniority and safe seats, 
the heads of executive agencies need not worry about reelection. They 
have resources at their disposal that non-leaders rarely have, such as 
greater access to the mass media, control over procedures, and the 
wherewithal to grant and withhold favors. The actions of leaders are 
more visible, and in many cases their constituencies are larger than those 
of non-leaders. Well-organized and relatively narrow interests will have 
more influence in smaller jurisdictions than in larger ones where their 
influence is likely to be diluted and counterbalanced. The President and 
party leaders, in particular, may be expected to direct their reelection ap- 
peals to broad, national audiences.17 The presidency and parties seek to 
represent broad, inclusive interests. Thus, unlike interest-group politics, 
presidential and party politics tends to expand the scope of conflict.18 
Leaders also seek to gain the respect of colleagues and other elites who 
expect them to act responsibly, i.e., take broader and more long-term 
perspectives on policy issues, and to be skilled and effective. Defeating 
reputedly powerful interests is one way to gain respect because it 
demonstrates skill and effectiveness. Finally, competition and imitation 

16. On tax reform see Conlan, Wrightson, and Beam, Taxing Choices, pp. 252-55. On 
deregulation see Derthick and Quirk, Politics of Deregulation, pp. 102-04. 

17. Derthick and Quirk, Politics of Deregulation, p. 103. 
18. E. E. Schattschneider, The Semi-Sovereign People (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 

Winston, 1960). 
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among leaders serve as incentives for prompting leaders to work for 
reform by meeting the challenges posed by each other.19 

Senator Edward Kennedy, for example, embraced deregulation in part 
because he lacked a significant record of achievement in 1974 as sub- 
committee chairman. Because he was a potential presidential candidate 
and a highly visible political personality, he was in an excellent position 
to initiate reform. Kennedy's well-publicized hearings on airline deregu- 
lation launched the issue and helped capture President Gerald Ford's 
attention. Kennedy's actions also prodded Jimmy Carter to adopt truck- 
ing deregulation as an issue. The two were locked in a bitter rivalry dur- 
ing the 1980 primaries and both claimed credit during the campaign for 
the reform movement-Kennedy calling himself the "father of deregula- 
tion." Carter had seized on deregulation in part because Ford had pre- 
pared the issue for action. Kennedy's initiatives also threatened the juris- 
diction of the Commerce Committee, chaired by Senator Howard Can- 
non. Cannon was not initially a crusader for deregulation, but he wanted 
to defend his committee against any loss of prestige and sought to build a 
record of legislative achievement like his predecessor, Warren Mag- 
nuson, had done in the area of consumer safety. So he too got behind 
deregulation.20 Similarly, competition developed between the chairmen 
of regulatory commissions and the subcommittee chairs in Congress. 

President Reagan was first attracted to tax reform because he thought 
that Walter Mondale would use the issue in the 1984 election. The com- 
petition between the two impelled Reagan to preempt his challenger by 
adopting the issue himself.21 For White House chief-of-staff Donald 
Regan, reform served as a vehicle for regaining the spotlight in the 
administration's economic policy deliberations. For Treasury Secretary 
James Baker, pushing reform was an expression of his loyalty to the 
president. When Reagan, Regan, and Baker established tax reform as the 
administration's chief domestic priority for the second term, they had 
staked it out as a major test of their leadership skills. Their reputations 
were viewed as greatly hinging on their ability to get it through Congress. 

Daniel Rostenkowski, the Ways and Means Committee chairman, got 
on board because Reagan had thrown down the gauntlet to him and his 

19. Derthick and Quirk, Politics of Deregulation, pp. 240-41, 106-11. 
20. Robyn, Braking, p. 37. 
21. Mondale, as it turned out, avoided embracing tax reform and instead called for 

higher taxes. In part, this is because Mondale's campaign was based on building a coalition 
of special interests. Tax reform went directly against that logic, and threatened the interests 
of several groups the candidate was courting, including labor, real estate, and heavy 
industry. 
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fellow Democrats. He knew that he could not let Reagan outflank him 
on a traditional Democratic issue, particularly at a time when Reagan 
was accusing the Democrats of being wedded to the past and the captive 
of "special interests." The issue also held out the chance to be the chief 
legislative architect of the most important tax legislation in forty years. 
Rostenkowski had yet to make his own mark with a significant legislative 
accomplishment, and was still considered somewhat as a Chicago ward 
politician rather than a leader on Capitol Hill. Finally, Senate Finance 
Committee chairman Robert Packwood felt that he would be blamed for 
"dropping the ball" and yielding to interest group pressure, if he did not 
go along with Reagan and Rostenkowski. 

Hence, the reforms afforded leaders an opportunity to enhance their 
reputations. By fundamentally redirecting policy in a way that entailed 
defeating reputedly powerful interests, these issues permitted them to 
demonstrate superior political skills. By the same token, reform con- 
stituted a major test of their individual influence because the leaders were 
compelled to meet the challenge of one another. This does not mean that 
all leaders at all times will choose to champion diffuse over specific inter- 
ests. The relevant problems may not be salient, no solution may be avail- 
able, and the prevailing political conditions may not be hospitable, or 
leaders may perceive circumstances as such. The point is that leaders are 
more likely to do so than are non-leaders, and their support is necessary 
if reforms of this kind are to reach the agenda. 

In sum, which institutional actors become active participants in a 
policy arena matters in whether certain items reach the agenda or not. 
Moreover, there is something of a predictable logic to agenda change 
that is related to the internal organizational characteristics of the various 
actors. 

III. Historical Antecedents and Patterns 

Items that reach the agenda in any given period have their roots in the 
conditions, events, and choices of the past. The past does not determine 
the future, but it does make certain outcomes more likely and others less 
so. In addition, agenda changes reflect broad historical regularities. 
Changes in the agenda will reflect somewhat the unique circumstances of 
time and space, yet it is also the case that problems and solutions tend to 
cluster together, moving on and off the agenda roughly during the same 
time periods. It was hardly coincidental, for instance, that issues like 
poverty, structural unemployment, urban decay, health care, and civil 
rights-all having to do with redistributing resources and opportunities 
-were on the agenda in the 1960s; or that deregulation, privatization, 
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cutting taxes, and nondiscretionary forms of macro-economic manage- 
ment, e.g., monetarism-all solutions designed to rationalize or roll back 
government intervention-were on the agenda in the 1980s. 

Nothing in the garbage can model excludes examining the impact of 
historical antecedents or of embedding particular agenda changes in 
broader, underlying historical patterns. Yet, neither does the model go 
very far in developing historically grounded explanations. At best, it 
focuses on more or less recent trends and immediate events, in the prob- 
lem or politics stream, that serve as catalysts for pushing items onto the 
agenda. Kingdon is concerned with how problems "capture the atten- 
tion" of people in and around government, viewing social indicators and 
crises as critical. In explaining how regulations and tax expenditures 
came to be viewed as problems, for instance, we would note that in the 
early 1980s the media were awash in scandalous reports of how many 
profitable corporations were getting away with paying little or no income 
tax and also that the inflation rate and energy crisis focused attention on 
the aggregate costs of regulation. 

Yet, we not only want to know that these problems existed and how 
they caught people's attention, but also how the problems got to be that 
way and why people came to think of them as problematic. This requires 
showing how problems evolve over time, rather than how they suddenly 
"get hot," and how they are grounded in previous choices and events. In 
tax reform, we would trace the sources of the steady growth in tax expen- 
ditures, which include: a preference on the part of many policy makers to 
use government to attain economic and social goals through means other 
than increasing spending; the high inflation and slowdown in real wage 
growth of the 1978-81 period, which increased the pressure to find ways 
to shelter income; an upsurge in lobbying on the part of business in 
response to environmental, consumer, and civil rights movements; 
reforms in Congress that opened up the policy-making process; and weak 
leadership on the Ways and Means Committee and in the White House. 
To note simply that the issue became salient when a crisis occurred and 
indicators signaled trouble is inadequate. 

With regard to historical patterns, cycles are among the most com- 
mon. A number of scholars have noted that the history of government 
intervention in the U.S. reveals a continual shift between periods when 
government is turned to as a solution to problems followed by periods 
when there is a turn away from government, when government itself is 
seen as "the problem."22 Periods of rapid expansion of governmental 

22. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Cycles of American History (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1986); Albert 0. Hirschman, Shifting Involvements: Private Interest and Public 
Action (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1982). 
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responsibilities are followed by periods when governmental growth 
slows, is perhaps even reversed, and when efforts shift to consolidating 
and improving the management of existing commitments. Each phase of 
the cycle coincides roughly with the appearance of a new issue agenda. 
Problems that did not exist, or went largely unrecognized or neglected, 
become salient, and problems that are already on the agenda become 
redefined. Consequently, the kinds of solutions seriously considered 
available for adoption also change. 

In this context, our two cases can be viewed as manifestations of 
Washington's turn away from affirmative government that began in the 
mid-1970s. Both were anti-government responses to problems that dom- 
inated the issue agenda of the 1970s and 1980s. As the U.S. economy was 
buffeted by stagflation, productivity declines, and energy crisis, the dif- 
fuse economic costs of governmental favoritism toward a series of indus- 
tries came to be seen as contributing to these problems. Clientelism had 
resulted in an "organizational sclerosis" that robbed the economy of 
dynamism,23 created inequities, and overloaded government's capacity 
to govern. Policy makers' search for feasible courses of action to deal 
with these problems led to a series of "rationalizing policies,"24 among 
them deregulation and tax reform. 

Thus, just as there seems to be an institutional logic of agenda change, 
there also would appear to be a developmental logic of agenda change. 
Adopting an historical perspective allows us to trade the impact of pre- 
vious events and choices on future ones and discern the rhythm of change 
over time. 

IV. Relationship Between the Variables 

As already mentioned, the key to agenda-setting in the garbage can 
model is the simultaneous occurrence of a salient problem, an available 
solution, and hospitable political conditions.25 Furthermore, the model 
assumes a loose and independent relationship among the three variables: 

23. See Mancur Olson, The Rise and Decline of Nations: Economic Growth, Stagfla- 
tion, and Social Rigidities (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1982). 

24. Lawrence Brown, New Policies, New Politics: Government's Response to Govern- 
ment's Growth (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 1983). 

25. Kingdon never says that all three conditions are absolutely necessary for a subject to 
reach the agenda, but comes close: "None of the streams are [sic] sufficient by themselves 
to place an item firmly on the decision agenda. ... If one of the three elements is missing 
... then the subject's place on the decision agenda is fleeting" (Agendas, p. 187). 
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Each with a life of its own . . . develop[s] and operate[s] largely 
independently of one another. . . . Problems are recognized and 
defined according to processes that are different from the ways 
policies are developed or political events unfold. Policy proposals 
are developed according to their own incentives and selection 
criteria, whether or not they are solutions to problems or respon- 
sive to political considerations. Political events flow along on their 
own schedule and according to their own rules, whether or not they 
are related to problems or proposals.26 

While change in each stream, taken separately, reveals patterns that limit 
randomness,27 the simultaneous occurrence of a salient problem, avail- 
able solution, and hospitable political conditions (and therefore what can 
get on the agenda) is largely fortuitous. A problem may become recog- 
nized and salient whether or not a solution is available and political con- 
ditions are right; a solution may be available whether or not a problem 
exists or political conditions are right, and so forth. Deliberate efforts to 
join the streams takes place during the "coupling" stage of the process. 
Yet, because coupling occurs only after a problem already has become 
salient, a solution is available, and political conditions are right and 
because the streams develop independently of one another, again, what 
gets on the agenda is in good measure serendipitous. Kingdon does con- 
cede that the three streams "are not absolutely independent," noting 
that there are "hints of connection" between them.28 Yet, the degree of 
interdependence among the streams is considered clearly modest and less 
significant than the separate, internal dynamics within each stream. 

An alternative conception of the process would stress the importance 
of the linkages among the three variables for understanding what gets on 
the agenda. By stressing the mutual interdependence of the streams and 
tracing them out, agenda-setting seems less indeterminate and random 

26. Ibid., pp. 92-93 and 210. 
27. For instance, "within the problems stream, not every problem has an equal chance 

of surfacing. Those conditions that are not highlighted by [statistical] indicators, focusing 
events [i.e., crises, scandals], or feedback [e.g., program evaluations], are less likely to be 
brought to the attention of governmental officials than conditions that do have those 
advantages" (ibid., p. 216). 

28. For instance, the turnover of personnel in government and changes in the public's 
mood may be related to concern with particular problems facing the country. Likewise, in 
formulating proposals, experts and advocates tailor them with an eye toward their political 
acceptance and feasibility; and policy entrepreneurs "soften up" the public, specific con- 
stituencies, and politicians by launching education campaigns and trial balloons (ibid., 
p. 93). 
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and more purposive and strategically based. Those items that reach the 
agenda are precisely those that exhibit (or have the potential for exhibit- 
ing) stronger linkages and greater congruence among the streams. 
Changes in one stream can trigger and reinforce changes in the others, 
increasing the probability that coupling will take place. From this per- 
spective, the coupling of problems, solutions, and political conditions 
takes place (or fails to take place) throughout the process rather than at a 
final stage. Finally, for items that are able to reach the agenda, there 
appear to be closer linkages between certain pairs of streams than be- 
tween others. Solutions and political conditions seem to be most closely 
linked, followed by problems and political conditions, and problems and 
solutions. Let us examine these points by discussing the three variables in 
pairs in the context of tax reform and deregulation. 

The Solution-Politics Link 

Solutions that make it onto the agenda have a "good fit" with the per- 
ceived needs and goals of policy makers. These may include reelection, 
influence with colleagues, or the desire to make "good" public policy.29 
Senator Bill Bradley and Congressman Jack Kemp, for instance, the two 
most important entrepreneurs responsible for tax reform, had ambitions 
for the presidency and saw reform as an issue that could appeal to a dif- 
fuse, national audience. Similarly, the Reagan Administration turned to 
tax reform because it had no major domestic initiative for its second term 
in office and needed an issue that would divert attention from the federal 
budget deficit. President Gerald Ford and his economic advisers were 
first drawn to deregulation because of a double-digit inflation rate, and 
they were convinced that government was a chief cause of inflation. 
Additional examples were presented earlier in our discussion of the vari- 
ous leaders and agencies that supported the reforms. The interests of the 
various political actors, in turn, were congruent with the interests of tax- 
payers and consumers who would gain from reform. Ultimately, the 
satisfaction of these diffuse interests weighed heavily in the minds of a 
majority of rank-and-file Congressmen. 

Solutions that reach the agenda are not automatically congruent with 
the lay of the political land. Neither solutions nor politics are "givens" in 
the environment. Those who develop and disseminate solutions do so in 
ways calculated to bolster and encourage political allies, disarm or pla- 
cate opponents, and persuade those who are indifferent or ambivalent. 
Furthermore, the cognitive maps, values, and goals that policy makers 

29. Richard F. Fenno, Congressmen in Committees (Boston: Little, Brown, 1973). 
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bring to their task are to some degree malleable. Solutions embody ideas 
that can capture the imagination of political actors, shaping their percep- 
tions of how the world works and of what is possible and desirable. 

Note that there is an important difference in the mechanism through 
which solutions were linked to politics in the two cases. Tax reform advo- 
cates focused mostly on the design of their proposal-on the way its 
specific elements were manipulated and on the packaging of its costs and 
benefits. By contrast, the design of a solution was less important in the 
deregulation case than was information gathering, analysis, and dis- 
semination, through which a strong empirically grounded case could be 
built showing the benefits that would accrue from reform, as well as 
reducing the uncertainty about the possibility of undesirable conse- 
quences from it. The reasons for the difference are twofold. First, the 
benefits from deregulation would flow to the public automatically from 
the greater competition anticipated by abolishing regulations. On the 
other hand, the benefits that would accrue to taxpayers needed to be 
explicitly legislated in the form of tax rate cuts. Second, the salient prob- 
lem in tax reform was inequity, while in deregulation it was inflation and 
inefficiency. In the latter, economic analysis was indispensable for mak- 
ing a convincing case favoring reform. By contrast, a reduction in tax 
preferences clearly would make the tax code fairer by almost anyone's 
standard. No elaborate analysis of probable economic impacts was 
necessary to build a credible case that a reformed tax code would en- 
hance fairness.30 

The original tax reform proposal, whose basic features eventually 
became the Tax Reform Act of 1986, was crafted by Senator Bill Bradley 
and the experts he consulted. Knowing that tax reform was traditionally 
a liberal Democratic cause, Bradley's challenge was to garner sufficient 
support from moderates and conservatives. "Sacred cows," e.g., the 
deductibility of home mortgage interest payments, were preserved 
because of their widespread popularity, and because previous reform 
efforts were viewed skeptically by conservatives as "Robin Hood redis- 
tributions," Bradley left unchanged the distribution of the tax burden 
between income groups.31 The most important feature of the plan was its 
"revenue neutrality," i.e., the reformed tax code would raise neither 

30. While tax reform advocates emphasized equity and deregulation proponents aggre- 
gate economic benefits, the case for each was greatly helped by the fact that neither case 
was perceived in terms of a trade-off between equity and efficiency. 

31. Bradley clearly thought that, despite giving up the idea of a more progressive income 
tax, liberals would support reform because it would eliminate prized tax breaks for business 
and wealthy investors and would take millions of the working poor off the tax rolls. 



476 The Garbage Can Model 

more nor less revenue than the existing tax system. Earlier efforts foun- 
dered because they entailed either raising revenues or cutting them. 
Revenue neutrality avoided an ideological battle over higher taxes or big- 
ger deficits that had become a polarizing issue between Congress and the 
White House. Revenue neutrality afforded conservatives a way to cut tax 
rates further without worsening the federal deficit. Most important, 
revenue neutrality would be achieved by directly converting the revenue 
gains from closing loopholes into dramatic tax rate cuts. The pain of tak- 
ing away loopholes would be balanced by the pleasure of lowering rates. 

The solution reflected the emergence of new thinking in both parties. 
Bradley's plan was attuned to the growing popularity of supply-side tax 
cuts among conservatives, which at that time had supplanted the older 
notion that incentives were needed to promote capital formation. 
Because loophole closing was linked to rate cuts, a fresh impetus would 
be given to the "supply-side Revolution"-a way to boost work, savings, 
and investment by cutting rates and reducing social engineering through 
the tax code. President Reagan's support rested on the supply-side 
argument. Lowering taxes was an article of faith to Reagan, and for 
the first time a conservative Republican president saw a reason for sup- 
porting reform. Congressman Jack Kemp developed a Republican pro- 
posal very similar to Bradley's. Bradley, the so-called "neo-liberal," 
wanted a return to an earlier time when Democrats had taken the lead on 
economic growth, and when they were not identified with high taxes and 
"pandering" to organized interests. Reform was an issue that could re- 
capture middle class support. Similarly, Kemp, the "populist conserva- 
tive," wanted to transform the Republicans into a majority party by 
shedding its image as a party of the rich and big business. Both shared 
a belief in the superiority of market incentives, and rejected "social 
engineering." Hence, Bradley's solution produced a convergence in elite 
opinion, cementing a broad alliance that cut across the branches of gov- 
ernment and political parties. 

In the deregulation case, proponents of reform mustered substantial 
empirical evidence showing that: (1) the existing system produced exces- 
sive prices, wasted scarce resources, e.g., fuel, limited consumer choice, 
and led to senseless restrictions; (2) deregulation would do away with 
such restrictions, allocate resources more efficiently, increase competi- 
tion, and as a consequence, lower prices and increase consumer choice; 
and (3) accomplishing these objectives would not lead to market chaos, 
monopoly, reduced safety and service to small communities. But it was 
not simply the quantity and quality of the empirical evidence that de- 
regulation advocates arrayed that impressed policy makers. It was also 
the politically strategic ways in which it was deployed. Many of the 
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economists who helped develop the solution were the same ones who 
engaged in campaigns to educate politicians and the public on the folly of 
regulation and the wisdom of deregulation. Sophisticated economic 
analyses were conveyed in ways that were understood by laymen, com- 
bining statistical evidence with dramatic anecdotal evidence, and there 
was effective coordination and communication between the analysts and 
the political operatives. The dissemination of analysis was well timed and 
tailored to the specific concerns of policy makers.32 

The idea of deregulation also dovetailed with consumerism, which had 
become a major vehicle for disseminating a liberal-populist critique of 
regulation. Indeed, it was consumerism that attracted Kennedy to the 
issue.33 As a subcommittee chairman, he launched hearings that were an 
outstanding dramatic success.34 But if the academic critique of regulation 
was congruent with the interests of an important liberal constituency and 
politician, it also got liberals to think differently about regulation than 
they had previously. The older justifications for regulation-that it was 
needed to prevent chaotic markets and monopoly, or nurture infant 
industries-lost their appeal among liberals, who became convinced that 
big business had captured the regulatory agencies and was using them to 
charge consumers unreasonably high prices, provide inadequate service, 
and engage in anti-competitive behavior. 

As the critique of regulation was disseminated, it affected the regula- 
tory commissions.35 Some commission chairs and members came around 
to deregulation because of pressure on them from the President, Con- 
gress, and the courts. Others were converted by the force of the intellec- 
tual arguments and analyses. Policy makers occupying key positions in 
Congress also underwent intellectual conversion in favor of deregula- 
tion. From a state where Teamsters were a significant power, Senate 
Commerce Committee chairman Howard Cannon had always been sym- 
pathetic to the trucking industry. Yet he became sympathetic to the cause 
of deregulation, in part, because he was sufficiently convinced of the 
arguments in its favor.36 

The degree of fit between solutions and politics will be determined in 
some measure by judgments on the merits of alternative courses of 
action. Since politics is not simply a clash of interests but includes impor- 

32. Robyn, Braking, ch. 4. 
33. Derthick and Quirk, Politics of Deregulation, pp. 40-45. 
34. Robyn, Braking, pp. 27-29. 
35. Derthick and Quirk, Politics of Deregulation, pp. 64-74, 91-95. 
36. Robyn, Braking, p. 73. 
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tant elements of learning from experience to solve or ameliorate collec- 
tive problems, then solutions that are put forward will be inherently 
political.37 The "merits" refer both to the practicality and technical 
soundness of a solution for attaining some desired result, as well as 
whether people think that it advances some public interest. Particularly 
where a constellation of private interests is arrayed against a solution, it 
is critical that it taps into widely shared values and potent symbols. 

The success of tax reform and deregulation owed a great deal to their 
appeal as ideas and symbols, which was something apart from the vari- 
ous political interests to which they appealed.38 More than an element in 
its anti-inflation program, deregulation came to be viewed by the Ford 
Administration as an end in itself, consistent with conservative beliefs in 
the virtues of a competitive free enterprise system and reducing govern- 
ment growth.39 The appeal of tax reform and deregulation was less in the 
material benefits that they promised to deliver (relatively marginal 
decreases in per capita tax and price burdens) than in the principles for 
which they stood. The solutions lent themselves to framing the debate in 
populist terms that resonate with most Americans: as struggles between 
the average taxpayer and consumer seeking "fairness" versus the selfish, 
privileged "special interests" and a government that had grown too big 
and intrusive.40 It is clear, then, that solutions that reach the agenda are 
closely linked in a variety of important and complex ways to political 
change. 

The Problem-Politics Link 

It is obvious that, as Kingdon argues, "the political stream may change 
suddenly whether or not . . . the problems facing the country have 
changed." Yet over time, the political environment adjusts to new prob- 
lems. Sometimes political change follows fairly directly and immediately 
from the manifestation of a problem. The passage of the Economic 
Recovery Tax Act (ERTA) in 1981, for instance, created new loopholes 

37. Hugh Heclo, Modern Social Politics in Britain and Sweden (New Haven: Yale Uni- 
versity Press, 1975). 

38. As Derthick and Quirk put it: "the notion of deregulation itself, as prescription 
turned symbol turned fashion, had an influence on events that was to some degree indepen- 
dent of the resources deployed by particular advocates. It tended to subtly permeate the 
perceptions and beliefs of officeholders . . . constituted a powerfully enticing cue to polit- 
ical entrepreneurs ... and imposed ... an exceptionally heavy burden of proof" for those 
wanting to keep the status quo (Politics of Deregulation, p. 57). 

39. Ibid., pp. 45-47. 
40. On tax reform see Conlan, Wrightson, and Beam, Taxing Choices, pp. 244-47. On 

deregulation see ibid., pp. 39-53. 
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and widened existing ones. In the aftermath, it became apparent that the 
revenue losses were so large that if ERTA's loopholes were closed it 
would be possible to finance large tax rate reductions. The possibility of 
drastically cutting rates made reform highly enticing to politicians across 
the political spectrum. Hence, the worsening of the problem helped 
induce the formation of a pro-reform coalition. Similarly, the broad 
coalition of business interests that was brought together in 1981 to fight 
for ERTA fell apart soon afterwards when many businessmen realized 
that other businesses, rather than their own, had benefited most from the 
legislation. The primary beneficiaries were manufacturing and heavy 
industry. High-tech, service, and retail sectors, which were less able to 
take advantage of the incentives, now realized that they would come out 
ahead under Bradley's plan by garnering a net benefit from the lower 
rates. Moreover, they would have a more "level playing field" to com- 
pete for investment. Hence, the growth in tax expenditures itself served 
as a catalyst for splitting the solid business bloc that had supported loop- 
holes and mobilizing a pro-reform business constituency. 

A similar split developed in the case of trucking deregulation. The 
sharp rise in fuel prices in the mid-1970s prompted businesses that 
shipped their goods by truck to organize to fight against motor carrier 
regulation. Farm groups, the National Federation of Independent Busi- 
nesses, the National Association of Manufacturers, and others joined to 
fight for reform in an ad hoc coalition that included liberal-oriented con- 
sumer groups, conservative "public interest" organizations, and a vari- 
ety of others representing more specific organizations.41 

Other linkages between political and problem change are less direct 
and immediate, but no less important. During the 1970s the perception 
had grown widespread that while government had gotten bigger it had 
also grown ineffective, and that it was overburdened with demands. 
Three presidents-Ford, Carter, and Reagan-campaigned on an anti- 
government theme, with two of them running as "outsiders," position- 
ing themselves to govern over the heads of Congress and the established 
coalitions of interests, agencies, and legislative committees. Policy 
makers in Congress too were aware of the perception, if not reality, that 
their capacity to govern was being called into question. The ossified 
Democratic majority in Congress, in particular, was vulnerable to 
Republican criticisms of being wedded to the status quo and beholden to 
"special interests." 

Precisely because client policies externalize most of their costs, and can 

41. Robyn, Braking, pp. 96-97, 234-35. 
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do so over long periods of time, they become prime targets for reform 
when the salient problems facing policy makers are those with diffuse 
costs. The proliferation of tax expenditures was blamed for greater in- 
equity, complexity, economic distortion, and a larger federal deficit. 
Regulation, it was argued, contributed to inflation, inefficiency, anti- 
consumer behavior, and excessive government growth. Opinion polls in 
both cases tracked the public's loss of faith in these policies. There was a 
growing sentiment that regulations were doing more to help industry 
rather than the public and that businesses were exercising great influence 
over government agencies.42 Likewise, as tax expenditures grew (more 
than doubling as a proportion of GNP from 1970-85), polls revealed a 
sharp rise in the number of people who deemed the income tax unfair 
and excessively complicated.43 Having grown increasingly conscious of 
these costs, policy makers were ready for solutions that afforded the 
chance to reduce them. In short, the reforms were the product of learn- 
ing-of changing behavior in light of experience, adaptive responses to 
political and economic change, and a successful search for innovations 
that were technically and politically feasible. 

Whether direct and immediate or less so, the linkages between politics 
and problems are close and mutually reinforcing. As problems appear, 
disappear, and perhaps reappear again, the fortunes and strategies of 
parties and other political actors, the state of public opinion, and other 
aspects of the political world change. Conversely, political changes have 
a great impact on which problems will be recognized as appropriate for 
government action, whether they are designated as being of overriding 
importance, and how they are defined. 

The Solution-Problem Link 

In the garbage can model, Kingdon observes, "people do not set about to 
solve problems ... more often, solutions search for problems."44 This, 
of course, is the reverse of rational notions of how the world works. In 
our two cases, the record is mixed on this point. Deregulation fits the 
pattern of a solution being developed and then linked later to problems 
that it was not originally intended to address. The economists who advo- 

42. See the data cited in Derthick and Quirk, Politics of Deregulation, p. 43. 
43. See The Roper Organization, Inc., The American Public and the Income Tax 

System, Summary Report, vol. 1, 1978, p. 45; The Roper Organization, Inc., ThirdAnnual 
Tax Study, Summary Report, vol. 1, 1979, p. 37; see also Witte, Politics and Development, 
pp. 341-42. 

44. Kingdon, Agendas, p. 91. 
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cated deregulation long before it reached the agenda saw it as a way to 
reduce the social costs of inefficient markets. It got placed on the 
agenda, however, because it was viewed as a response to inflation, to 
help consumers, reduce the size of government, and restore free enter- 
prise. By contrast, restoring fairness to the income tax had always been 
the principal objective of tax reform, starting with Henry Simons's base- 
broadening proposal in the 1930s, which was brought to Washington by 
Stanley Surrey in the 1960s, and then resurrected and refashioned by 
experts associated with Senator Bradley in the 1980s. To be sure, other 
goals such as increased efficiency and simplification were attached to tax 
reform over the years, but the goal of fairness had been paramount and 
explicit for decades. 

Problems and solutions are closely linked in other ways. First, prob- 
lems have a way of contributing to their own solutions. As the tax prob- 
lem (revenue losses from loopholes) grew worse, the more it was possible 
to fashion a politically attractive solution (converting the revenue gains 
from closing the loopholes into large tax rate reductions). Second, many 
solutions do not need to "search" for problems because they are re- 
garded as having intrinsic, rather than instrumental, merit. Tax reform 
and deregulation were appealing, in part, because many policy makers 
believe that competitive markets, minimizing government interference, 
and "horizontal equity" are good in principle. Likewise, if the existing 
policy itself is essentially seen as "the problem," the solution is obvious: 
repeal the policy. Needless regulations and the accumulation of tax pro- 
visions did not involve searching for a solution as much as simply doing 
away with the regulations and tax provisions. 

In sum, our two cases suggest that items that reach the agenda evince 
important linkages between the manifestation of problems, the develop- 
ment of solutions, and the receptivity of the political environment. There 
is a good fit between the three variables or "streams" precisely because 
their relationship is interdependent and symbiotic. Changes in one varia- 
ble reflect, reinforce, and help contribute to favorable changes in the 
others. When certain problems worsen and become more salient, certain 
prescriptions emerge as plausible and attractive ideas whose time has 
come. Likewise, changes in the political climate make such prescriptions 
more politically feasible than they had been previously. Conversely, in 
reformulating, disseminating, and advocating prescriptions, experts and 
reformers are deliberately attempting to capitalize on shifting political 
currents. 
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V. Conclusion 

Our general argument has been that the garbage can model's depiction of 
the agenda-setting process is overly indeterminate or "cloud-like." This 
indeterminacy has three sources: (1) the model's specification at too high 
a level of generalization; (2) its almost exclusive focus at the situational 
or temporal level of analysis, while neglecting structural factors; and (3) 
its emphasis on the independence of problems, solutions, and politics 
rather than the linkages between them. Nevertheless, these shortcomings 
do not diminish the strengths of the garbage can model. It captures much 
of the complexity, fluidity, and unpredictability of agenda-setting and 
highlights the important role of chance, innovation, and human agency 
in policy making. 

We have not argued for a more mechanistic model of agenda-setting, 
for a crude determinism, or for exclusively searching for hard regulari- 
ties. Instead, we have suggested ways in which the garbage can model's 
shortcomings can be corrected or at least mitigated without abandoning 
its strengths. The model should be used as a general framework, a start- 
ing point for developing more middle-level propositions that allow us to 
predict the kinds of political and institutional conditions that need to 
exist or emerge for getting particular kinds of problems and solutions on 
the agenda. Second, the model's focus at the situational level of analysis 
ought to be complemented by a focus on structural factors. This means 
exploring how the organizational structures and decision-making pro- 
cesses of institutions shape, constrain, and facilitate problems and solu- 
tions in reaching the agenda. It also means building explanations that 
trace the impact of historical antecedents and that embed agenda change 
in broader historical patterns. Finally, the model should be reformulated 
to stress the importance of the linkages and interdependence of prob- 
lems, solutions, and politics rather than their independence. 
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