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Summary

This thesis 1s concerned with approaches to policymaking analysts. It argues that
dominant neo-pluralist theories of policymaking have limited explanatory force.
This arises from the method of inquiry, which necessarily limits the scope of

analysis. The emphasis on inductive methods, coupled with a narrow focus on non-

formalised sub-state networks, produces a model which 1s a useful way of
identifying non-state policy actors, but which has no explanatory capacity outside
such networks.

In particular two weaknesses in network analysis are highlighted as significant. The
first 1s that neo-pluralism does not account for the possible constraint on meso-level

activity by the state. The state’s ability to constrain individual agency may arise
either from its position as a distinct social actor, or from it being an aspect of
structural constraint. As this latter point implies, the second key weakness with
neo-pluralist network analysis is owing to its structural indeterminism.

The thesis argues that an adequate account of the policymaking process must
recognise the possibility of limits to actor autonomy which arise from individual
interaction with structure. Although the argument is made for a structural
dimension to policymaking analysis, it concedes the dangers of functionalism and
determinism which can arise from the application of structural frameworks.
Consequently, the thesis argues for a duality of structure and agency as the core of
political analysis. This argument is made on theoretical grounds, and via discussion
of an empirical case study of the EU Task Force Environment: Water.

The argument then is for a dual approach to policymaking which utilises both
inductive and deductive methods. It is argued (a) that a Marxist analysis of the state
and the structural constraints of capitalism can be combined (although not
integrated) with networks analysis in a dual approach, and (b) that this
combination provides the best model of policymaking,
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Introduction

This thesis is about policymaking. Political decisions have a significant impact on
society, on the lives of people who comprise it and on the environment in which
they interact. Given the importance political choice has, 1t has been considered

important to understand the means by which political decisions are reached, or 1n

other words to understand the policymaking process.

Political inquiry into the nature of policymaking has produced a variety of
interpretations of the process of political decision making which have resulted in
rather different conclusions about the transparency, legitimacy, accessibility and
fairness of that process. Despite being directly concerned with the meso-level,
investigations into policymaking necessarily involve judgements about the power
of policy actors, and thus are concerned with the capacity of groups and individuals
to affect political processes. This capacity for individuals to effect change may or
may not be conditioned by the structure of the environment within which social
action occurs. In other words, although policymaking analysis has a particular
focus, the different interpretations of the nature of that process reflect a

fundamental conflict within social science about the autonomy of social actors

from the social system.
Contemporary explanations of the policymaking process have been
dominated by a perspective in which the explanatory capacity focuses on the role

of society-based groups as policy actors. These type of approaches, therefore,



emphasise the non-formalised interactions of core groups and individuals in
policymaking. They propose that networks of interested and policy relevant
eroups, individuals and organisations are powerful policy actors such that political
choices will ultimately reflect the concerns of the dominant policy network actors.
In addition policy interaction is seen as relatively open and competitive, with

dominant groups able to be challenged, for example by new cohorts of actors or by

new expertise which may effect a policy change.

Network type theories are very much society-centred accounts which have
their foundations in pluralism. Consequently, network approaches perceive social
actors as being able act relatively unconstrained by formal political arrangements,
and they also view the range of political possibilities as being open. Further,
networks are policy specific and their composition will change over time. In other
words, on this view, policymaking and politics in its broadest sense, is not
dominated by an elite or a class, but instead reflects the changing and competing
demands of groups and individuals in society.

Significantly this indicates that policy reflects something of the dynamics of
society, fragmented by the sheer diversity of needs and preferences. Consequently
each policy domain warrants its own investigation as at different moments, in
different contexts, the policy outcomes in a given domain could reflect changed
preferences. So there is no singularity of means, ends or purpose in this perspective
on policy formation. This presents a reasonably democratic picture of the political
process - only encumbered by some resourcing constraints on network actor

capacity which may be economic, political, expertise-based or similar. This points



to a second important feature identified for this type of perspective, that political
outcomes do not reflect the continued dominance of a single set of preferences (for
example, a class interest).

The difficulty with this type of network formulation is twofold. Firstly,
eiven that it is a society-based account, neo-pluralist network approaches do not
recognise the potential constraint on network actor autonomy by the state.
Constraints by the state may arise from either its importance as a key social actor,
or as being identified as part of any structural constraints on network autonomy.
The analysis of preference competition is limited to groups forged in society, with
little or no attention paid to the potentially decisive role played by the state in
determining political outcomes.' Two alternative interpretations of policy
formulation are possible then, one which places the state (as a key social actor) at
the centre of its analysis, and one which theorises structural context and thus
locates the state as a part of potential structural constraints on actor autonomy.

Political inquiry which emphasises the state as a key actor - statism - has

provided a counterweight to the dominance of society-centred accounts of

' In later chapters (Five and Six) I shall discuss several different theories of the state. There 1s a sense
in which each of these theories defines the state differently, and I shall allgue that we should adopt a
version of Marxism in which class struggle is seen as central. However, for present purposes, we
need a working definition of the state which does not presuppose this later conclusion. Hence I shall
adopt Giddens’s definition: ‘A state can be defined as a political organization whose rule 1s
territorially ordered and which is able to mobilize the means of violence to sustain that rule.’
(Giddens, 1985: 20) Defined in this way the state 1s not identical to, but is partly constituted by, the

government and the personnel of state institutions. For more on the state see chapters Five and Six.



policymaking, such as network theory. According to statists, although the state
may be subject to countervailing social preferences expressed by dominant socio-
economic groups, it has the capacity (autonomy) to implement its own, different,
preferences in the face of such opposition. However, most statist analysis concedes
that it is important to understand the state’s capacity more in relational terms (vis-
a-vis socio-economic groups) rather than in very strongly autonomous terms.
Statism gives a different interpretation of the political dynamic but retains the
notion that the process is reasonably democratic in ways not dissimilar to
pluralists. The definition of the state in terms of the officials of whom 1t is
comprised, makes it possible to make claims of diversity of interest which, in
addition, will change over time. Consequently state preferences do not conform to
a single interest or reflect any socio-economic bias.

The emphasis on diversity of interests found in both pluralism and statism
highlights a common difficulty in the application of both of these type of
approaches. The notion of a fragmentation of needs and preferences within society
or the state, any of which have potential to be converted into political reality
through the political process, is important for emphasising that political outcomes
do not necessarily reflect a dominant or sectional interest. This further provides a
basis for broader claims about the democratic nature of political outcomes.
Although neither position reflects true democracy (there are resourcing constraints
on interest groups within pluralism and within statism the possibility of state

bureaucrats being powerful enough to convert their preferences despite



countervailing social pressures is hardly an indicator of democracy), they can still
make claims that the process is more or less ‘good for democracy’.

Part of the explanation for the claims of pluralism and statism about the
multiplicity of interests which can be served by the political process, lies in the
method each uses. In both cases the use of an inductive approach results in the
omission of any analysis of the social organisation of the system, as a key variable.
The suggestion that capitalism, as a particular mode of production, can place
macro-level constraints on the autonomy of social actors - whether they be at the
level of society or at the level of the state - cannot be expolored. The strong belief
that sectional - or class - interests are not being served in policy formation (to the
exclusion of all other interests) is based on observations of the diversity of political
outcomes, state formation and state actions which are found in contemporary
capitalist societies. These differences in actually existing capitalist societies have
fuelled an on-going critique of Marxism as a valid interpretation of political
economy.

Despite this, it will be argued that Marxism provides a persuasive alternative
perspective on the political process which, additionally, entails a useful critique of
the limits of pluralism and statism. As an analysis of political economy which
inlcudes the use of deductive methods, the emphases within Marxism diverge from
those of both pluralism and statism. In the particular case of public policy
formation, Marxism has the potential to unfetter the analysis from the limited
conclusions which can be made through a pluralist or a statist perspective. As

already noted, the first area of weakness which can be identified within networks



approaches is the lack of an analysis of the state’s role in policymaking. This can be
partially solved by the statist perspective, which places the state at the centre of
political analysis. However, statism, by definition, tends to overestimate state
capacity vis-a-vis society. The application of both these models has shown that, in
fact, the roles of both socio-economic groups and the state are important in policy
analysis. Indeed the extent of the successful policy reach of either can, at least
partly, be explained by the strength and organisation of the other. In other words,
the key is to understand the relationship between the state and society.

It is possible through an integration of neo-pluralism and statism (in other
words through introducing a theory of the state into network analysis) that this
particular problem of network analysis can be successfully overcome. However,
the second area of weakness, that of structural indeterminism, can be found in both
pluralism and statism, and thus cannot be solved by the kind of integration of
theory noted above. Structural indeterminsim relates to the lack of analysis of any
potential structural constraints to the autonomy of any and all social actors. The
social organisation of the system, that 1s cap}talism, is not considered as a relevant
variable in shaping political outcomes in either the networks or the statist
formulations.

This lack of investigation of the system stems from the purely inductive
method used by both approaches. This creates problems for conceptualising

structural constraints in two ways. Firstly an inductive approach generates theory

from observation. This indicates that there is no prior theorisation of the social

structure. However, a deductive approach is necessary as the type of claims we may



wish to make about the impact of the social organisation of capitalism on
something like individual agency, may not be directly observable in the way
required by inductive approaches. The second problem arises from the findings
from the application of the inductive method. Direct observations of the
policymaking process or of state activity highlight the variability of group
dynamics and of state organisation and action. The discovery of such differences 1s
taken as evidence that capitalism does not shape outcomes (as the assumption that
they did, outcomes would be very similar in all capitalist economies) and thus
indicates that a particularised elaboration of states, policymaking, network
dynamics and so on, is needed. So application of the inductive method has the
further consequence of reinforcing assumptions about the validity of that method.
However, the existence of differences between contemporary capitalist societies 1s
clearly not evidence in itself that capitalism is not important in understanding the
nature of political outcomes in those societies. Specifically, the notion that
capitalism, as 2 mode of production with a unique social relation which underpins
it, may place macro level constraints on the autonomy of social actors, 1s not
properly explored in either case. The claim is made then for the necessity of a
theory of capitalism, within which to locate investigations of social actor

autonomy.

On this basis, Marxism has distinct advantages as a method of inquiry. Not
only can it provide an explanation of macro constraints on meso level autonomy,
but it also provides a framework for understanding the state-society relationship

which, it will be argued, holds the true explanatory force in policymaking analysis.



However, some caution is required, as Marxism has also encountered significant
criticism, notably from pluralists and statists. In particular critics claim that the
singularity of the explanation in sectional (class) terms (class struggle is the heart of
Marxist analysis) creates a simplistic economic functionalism and/or determinism.
Although it is possible for Marxism to fall into these traps, it is not inherent in the
framework itself. It should be possible to make use of a Marxist analysis of
capitalism without having simultaneously to assume that political outcomes are
predetermined by some intangible force. This point will be pursued in this thess.

Thus the centrai argument of this thesis, is that network theories of
policymaking are of limited utility. This arises from the omission of two key areas
of analysis: the state and structure. Although the strong society bias can be
countered by introducing a theory of the state to network analysis, a theorisation
of structure means stepping outside the inductive method. It is suggested that
Marxism provides the most appropriate solution to these two problems as
identified. Not only does Marxism have an historically-rooted analysis of structure
(which lends weight to the claims it makes about capitalism as a particular mode of
production) but, consequently, it can illuminate the possible constraints on agency
which arise from the logic of capital accumulation. In addition, given Marxism’s
conceptualisation of the social relations of production, this perspective can also give
substance to both the state and state-society relations. In other words, Marxism can
overcome both weaknesses identified in the networks approach.

Marxism has exhibited some difficulties in releasing itself from the charges

of functionalism and determinism. It is important that these tendencies are avoided



and, it is argued, that this can be achieved by highlighting the necessity of empirical
investigations as providing substance for the claims made about the significance of
the structural context of the social system. It 1s claimed, therefore, that in order to
fully understand the nature of political outcomes, both an assessment of the roles of
all social actors as well as an understanding of the macro context within which
social activity takes place is essential. In other words, a dual approach to
policymaking is desirable: one which harnesses the benefits of network type
approaches which uncover the detailed interactions of the meso-level; with the
necessity of a prior theorisation of capitalism which provides the context of
policymaking,.

It may be helpful to locate this contribution within the broader debate
about the validity of Marxist and pluralist assumptions in political science, the

argument for a dual approach reflects some of the more contemporary assessments
of the state of the discipline. It has been argued (see Marsh and Stoker, 1995) that
most recent contributions to political analysis represent something of a -
convergence between what have ordinarily been understood as the opposing camps
of pluralism and Marxism. Within neo-pluralism, the application of network type
approaches to policymaking, has presented a picture of a much more hierarchical
and regularised policy terrain than the vision found in classic pluralism. Neo-
Marxism, by contrast, has begun to introduce non-class social divisions into its
analysis, removing what should be an essential focus of Marxist analysis - the social

relations of production, or class struggle.



It would seem then that pluralists are increasingly factoring rigidities into
their analysis whilst Marxists are casting off their distinctly economic analysis in
the face of a perceived fragmentation of classes around gender, race and nationality
issues. However, it is argued here that in spite of these developments it 1s unlikely
that a true convergence between pluralism and Marxism is possible. As discussed 1n
the opening section of this Introduction, the method, and thus the ensuing
assumptions about (the power capacity) of structure and agency, indicate that the
convergence implied by Marsh cannot occur. Rather, political science is finding
ways to conceptualise seemingly new social divisions and social relationships,
which are thought to be difficult to account for within the established elitist,
pluralist and Marxist frameworks. This additional dimension to political science 1s
concerned to reflect the apparent (increasing) fracture of social and political life and
the complex variability of structures and outcomes as between capitalist societies
and within societies over time. In attempting to make sense of such difference, the

conclusions inevitably shift away from unidimensional explanation to ones which

account for the potential impact of any and all factors.

The organisation of the thesis

Chapter One discusses the range of network type approaches to policymaking

analysis. It considers the original, broader, formulation of issue networks and the

more focused analyses of policy communities and epistemic communities. The

10



chapter highlights two weaknesses of the networks approach which require some
adjustment to the model. Given the domination of policy domains by core groups
often found in network analysis, the policymaking picture looks more static than
dynamic. It is argued that a fuller elaboration of possible constraints on the meso-
level, fundamentally involving a theory of the state, may provide additional
explanatory space for both the means by which certain groups come to dominate
policy domains and, in light of this, how we might still observe policy change.
That is, the role of the state may be important in this regard either as a key social
actor or as a structural constraint on action. So, the first weakness of network
analysis 1s its lack of a theory of the state.

The second weakness of network approaches is argued to be its lack of
engagement with structure. In addition to a need to understand the state as a
potential facilitator or inhibitor of network policy impact, the macro context of
policymaking may also be relevant to the type of political outcomes achieved. This
partly challenges the method adopted by network type approaches. Consequently,
this chapter also considers the epistemological issues involved in pursuing an
alternative perspective: one which requires a prior theorisation of social structure,
and thus something which falls outside the remit of pluralist approaches.

In light of the claims made about the desirability of a broader analytical
framework than that provided by pluralism, Chapter Two considers the relevance
of debates about the conceptualisation of power, structure and agency. Given the
arguments made about the limitations of network analysis, the core of the critique

lies in network theory’s emphasis on individual agency rather than an assessment of
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potential structural constraints on social action. It is proposed that structure and
agency should be considered as relative terms, where social action 1s restricted 1n
part by existing ‘rules of the game’, but also that social structures can be changed
through social action. This duality of power, represented through the power
capacities of both structure and agency, adds weight to the arguments made for the
necessary analysis of social structure and its potential impact on the exercise of
agency.

Chapters Three and Four introduce a case study of policymaking from the
water policy sector. The precise case is a European Union Task Force which sought
to address the long run issues of water quality and water management, with the aim
of discovering the best means of exploiting future markets in these areas. The
purpose of the case study is to map out the contours of a policy domain in which
networks of interest were formally constituted to influence the EU’s agenda in this
area. In identifying the key network actors and the relationships between them 1n
the policy consultation process, it is possible to examine some of the claims made
by network theorists in terms of interest group hierarchies, insider groups and the
existence of epistemic communities.

In other words, the case study is a typical type of network investigation,
which thus serves to highlight the types of information that such approaches can
provide. In so doing, the case study also demonstrates the restricted nature of the
type of questions which can be asked within such a framework. That is, the case

study 1illustrates that observations of actor interaction in a given policy sphere

12



cannot be used to clarify the role of non-network actors such as the state or the
possible impact of structural constraints on the capacity of network interests to act.

The case study shows that network theory on its own does not have the
explanatory force which it is argued is necessary for a complete picture of the
policy process. In fact, the type of information gained through its application, may
be secondary to a comprehension of states as social actors and social structure as

providing macro constraints. Network analysis may be contingent on state action

and structural context.

In order to attempt to remedy the first significant weakness identified in
network theory, its omission of a theory of the state, Chapter Five examines the
contributions of state-centred approaches to political analysis. The statist
perspective has gained increasing currency in political analysis, successtully
challenging the dominance of society-centred accounts such as pluralism and
Marxism. Clearly the emphasis within statism is on the potentially decisive role
that states play in political outcomes. The identification of an autonomous state
with not only its own preferences but the capacity to implement its preferences
despite countervailing socio-economic pressure, is a particularly strong vision of the
state as a social actor.

Chapter Five contends that whilst statism provides a useful corrective to the

society-centred focus of network theory, the criticism of a lack of engagement with
structure can be applied equally to statism, as it has been to pluralism. That is, the
type of structural constraints which may limit the autonomy of network actors,

may similarly constrain the role of the state. If the definition of the state is one

13



which identifies the state as a distinct social actor (as is the case with statism) then
this dislocation of the state from structural context inevitably weakens the analysis.
This is due to the claim of significance made for the organisation of social structure.

Chapter Six therefore considers the contributions of Marxist theorists to
discussions of the state. The reason for this is that the critique of statism emphasises
the disengagement of the state from its structural context within these approaches.
Therefore, theory which considers the state not as a distinct actor, but as an
integral part of the social relations of which it is constituted, seems to respond to
this criticism. A number of different Marxist contributions to understanding the
state are considered, reflecting the variation in Marxist interpretations.
Functionalist and instrumentalist accounts are rejected for reproducing the same
problem of separating the state from its structural context which is found in non-
Marxist theory. Instead, theory which locates the state as a part of the social
relations unique to the capitalist mode of production is the preferred interpretation.
This 1s owing to the fact that only this type of formulation succeeds in avoiding the
criticism of analysing social action (including state activity) in a structural vacuum,

It is thus contended that Marxism is the analytical framework which is most
likely to address the two stated weaknesses of the pluralist method. It is conceded
that there can be dangers of functionalism and determinism in the application of
traditional Marxist analysis in political inquiry. In order to avoid these difficulties
as well as to conform to the stated advantages of a duality of structure and agency,
the thesis concludes that investigations of the meso-level (policymaking) must

attempt to operationalise this duality through a perspective which harnesses the

14



benefits of both agency-focussed and more structuralist accounts. That s, a theory

of capitalism (as the structural context of activity inside a capitalist system) is
logically prior to network type investigations of specific policy domains. The
information rendered from the application of networks models retains its
significance, since investigations of the operation of capitalism as a particular
productive system, require detail of policy practice in order to add substance to
claims made about the significance of capitalism for political outcomes, and to

make predictions about its future stages of development.
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Chapter 1. Pluralist Theories of Policymaking

1.1 Introduction

The following chapter will consider the range of pluralist and neo-pluralist
contributions to understanding the policymaking process. With much of the
original literature developed by American academics, it is perhaps no surprise that
one of the central points of focus for pluralist theories of policymaking 1s the
interaction of sub-state actors. Its translation into British politics in the late 1970s
and 1980s saw even greater elaboration of the nature of group dynamics and a more
open and competitive picture of policymaking than the entrenched politics of
corporatism which it replaced.

As policy networks analysis has developed, a range of interpretations of the
precise locus of power within networks of actors has also developed. In other
words, a sophistication of the approach has emerged through a more precise
identification of the power capacities of different types of policy actor.

This chapter will examine the development of policy networks, from the
initial broadly constructed issue networks to the more specific elaboration of
epistemic communities and technocracy, which identify ‘expertise’ as a key source
of power. The argument which will be pursued in relation to the networks method
is that, although a useful tool for identifying key actors and the nature of their

interactions 1ts limited identification of policy actors, in particular its omission of
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the state as a potential constraining factor, limits its utility. In addition, its reliance
on an inductive approach limits its explanatory capacity in relation to structure.
Both these factors, if found to be important, may indicate that the type of
information discovered through the networks empirical approach 1s in fact
secondary to assessments of the actions of the state and/or the structural context of
society more generally. That is, it will be argued that the study of networks needs
to be understood in a broader context than simply that of the policy domain under
discussion. Chapter Two will elaborate the importance of this type of theoretical
argument in respect of policymaking and will, therefore, provide the substance for
the claims to be made about the significance of concepts of power, structure and

agency for discussions of the policymaking process.

1.2 Pluralism and Policy Networks

Pluralism, as a method for explaining political phenomena, has always engaged on
an empirical level insofar as it looks to observable phenomena in order to generate
broader theoretical frameworks of understanding. The importance pluralism
registers in the actually existing differences between political phenomena (within
and between societies), points to an emphasis on particularisation and variability at
the heart of its explanation, as opposed to a more universal or holistic approach.
The tradition of pluralism then, is one 1n which empirical observation is the

focal point of political investigation. This results from a particular understanding of
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the nature of power and the way in which power is exercised through both agents
and structures. This is of particular importance in discussions of the policymaking
process, in which explanations of political outcomes are an exercise in identifying
and attributing power to some actors rather than others. With respect to the
networks method in particular, any prior theorisation about structural power
(rather than simply attributing power to agents) necessarily changes the assessment
of the capacity of the network to have a real impact on outcomes. However,
precisely as a result of the way in which power is operationalised within pluralism
and neo-pluralism, as well as its empiricist foundations, structural power cannot be
effectively factored in. This results in the actions of power holding agents being
interpreted as free and autonomous rather than constrained from without. This is
partly explained by understanding that the aim of pluralism is not to provide a
universal theory of capitalist society for example, rather it is to be continually
engaged in understanding how a particular part of it works, at a particular time, in
a particular context. Further in not attributing meaning to the nature of the
system, pluralism is concerned with observing political phenomena in order to
generate conclusions about, say, how democracy operates in practice. This can be
achieved because direct observation, within this method, is valid without prior
theorisation of structural context.

Policy networks as a manifestation of neo-pluralism 1n the 1nvestigation of

the policymaking process reflects these key characteristics. Policy networks 1s

clearly a meso-level concept which is intended to provide a link between the micro-

level and macro-level of political analysis. As it has developed, the networks
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method has highlighted the importance of increasingly specialised groups of policy
actors as having a more than equal input into the policymaking process. This
indicates a drift away from the original incarnations of pluralism which provided a
vision of truly plural politics in which access was possible by a wide range of
groups, through the access points provided within the political system. The more

recent neo-pluralist interpretations of political decision making, indicate something

of a more hierarchical system of resource (and thus power) distribution across
groups and, more particularly, access to decision makers is something which 1s
more restricted and implies political manoeuvring to an extent which you do not
find in the work of, say, Dahl (see Dahl 1957 and 1961).

From the initial issue network frameworks provided by American political
scientists one can find in more recent British contributions, a more closed picture
of policy access by relevant publics and group subgovernment than one might
expect from classic pluralism. However, the guiding principles of the conflictual
nature of the terrain of interest group lobbying and the dynamic, changing
character of the dominant groups over time, remain an essential part of the new
pluralism.

The evolution of issue networks, as already indicated, has produced a range
of variants which isolate a key characteristic of policy actors as a relevant resource
for gaining greater input into the policymaking process. This has included
professional interests, shared normative beliefs and policy relevant knowledge or
expertise. This chapter will now consider each of these variations in turn and will

indicate some of the continuing limitations of the networks method, despite its
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shift away from classic pluralist analysis. This will provide the foundations for the
discussion of the importance of prior theorisation in Chapter Two, in contrast to

the inductive approach used by neo-pluralists.

1.3 Issue Networks

. . . a group will [also] try to establish ongoing relationships with
policymakers to gain access more easily. Ideally, such efforts by the
interest group will evolve into a subgovernment in which a small group
of legislators, lobbyists, and administrators working by consensus will
make policy in a particular area. In contemporary Washington though,
many policy areas are populated by so many participants with such
tundamental disagreements that they cannot be controlled by a
subgovernment. In such a case, we’re likely to find an 1ssue network
instead. Issue networks are composed of organisations and individuals
who share expertise on a policy and frequently exchange information.

Berry, 1989: 164-5.

As a development from Heclo, the idea of issue networks was a reaction to the iron
triangle framework which placed its emphasis on the stability and predictability of

group-department-legislative committee relations. Instead, Heclo argued that
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political administration is ‘fragmented’ rather than ‘segmented’ (Jordan and
Richardson, 1987: 117).

Heclo claimed that ‘looking for the closed triangles of control we tend to
miss the fairly open networks of people that increasingly impinge upon
government’ (Jordan and Richardson, 1987: 121). Theories which developed in
response to the more rigid, hierarchical and power-centred explanations of public
policymaking, have thus tended to de-emphasise the notion of unequal power
relations in the political process. These approaches suggest that there exists an open
and competitive arena for the interaction of different sets of interests, which are
thus able to impact on political outcomes. Understanding the extent of the impact
of interests, and the interaction of different types of actor, can be uncovered
through an investigation of the relevant policy domain.

Following from the work developed by Beer, McConnell and Lowi, Jordan
and Richardson go further in their estimation, describing the participation of
groups in the policy process as ‘the structured, regularised participation of organised
interests in policy making’ (Jordan and Richardson, 1987: 107), but participation
which is not in any way corporatist. However, without a theory of the state it is
difficult for network theorists to conclude, beyond dispute, that the nature and
scope of the policy arena is not in some way determined from without. That s, it is
difficult to be confident about the extent of interest group impact on policy
outcomes without considering the potential constraint of, say, the state in this
regard. The fact that there is no investigation of the state nor of the context within

which policies are made, arguably limits the utility of the networks approach in
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general. Partly the difficulty arises from the unchallenged assumptions about the
macro-level - that it is more fluid, accessible and unrestrictive than other
perspectives may claim. Precisely because of what might be considered as two key
omissions from the neo-pluralist method, a theory of the state and an analysis of
the structural context of the polity, then it 1s likely that such an approach would
overestimate the power of individual agents.

In light of this possible interpretation, a central criticism of the 1ssue
networks construct is that its weakness lies in its adherence to a pluralist

interpretation of the distribution of power and resources. That 1s, the conclusions it

draws only make sense within a pluralist perspective:

The policy process is seen as more open, more decentralised, more
conflictual, more dynamic and broadly more participatory. In short,
issue networks come much closer to fulfilling the pluralist prescription

for democratic politics.

Berry, 1989: 195.

A turther criticism of Heclo’s very broad issue networks construct is that it is so

imprecise as to tell us very little about policy formulation. For example, even if we
were to accept the assumptions about the competitive and open nature of the
political arena, issue networks cannot explain why certain groups at different
points in time appear to exercise more influence 1n a policy sector than others. The

changing fortunes of interest organisations suggests that policymaking is not
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equally accessible by all groups and that resources, organisation, experience and
political relationships may restrict the interaction of policy actors in a network.
The recognition that policy impact is uneven resulted in attempts to move
away from the very open access implied by classic pluralism, and led to the
identification of sub-governments within the policy process. This is a less naive

approach than previous interpretations, in that it admits the possibility of different

types of access to policy or policymakers, by virtue of the type of interest or
network of interests represented. Clearly this development seems to imply a more
elitist picture of policy than had previously been envisaged. However, this
implication is tempered somewhat by the fact that it is not the identification of an

elite but of elites - fragmented according to the different policy areas and policy

areas over time — and thus is still evidence of democratic, plural politics.

Once the possibility of constraints on the effectiveness of interest groups
has been accepted, they can begin to be identified. This occurred within network
analysis insofar as there has been a recognition that, within each policy domain, it
is possible to identify some groups which seem to have privileged access to the
policy machine and thus have an increased chance of policy impact. The notion of
privileged access colours the work on policy communities and, additionally, has

formed the basis of major contemporary developments or trends within the
perspective: economically-derived privileged access (which can inform, potentially,
New Right or neo-Marxist accounts of policymaking); improved access derived

from close links between network actors and political brokers (civil servants) and

knowledge based privilege (fuelling work on epistemic communities and
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technocratic approaches). In each case, the range of groups with the ability to
influence policy is more limited as some groups come to dominate and,
consequently, other actors in the policy process are marginalised or reduced to

observer status. The following sections consider the main work of those concerned

with these two, more limiting, trends within network theory.

1.4 Policy Communities

The ideas of policy community (Jordan and Richardson, 1987) or group
subgovernment (McConnell, 1966: 7) see policy being made in specialist sectors of

substantial autonomy. This interpretation of the political process therefore dwells
on the ‘sectorised negotiations between government departments and their (often)
clientelistic groups rather than one which sees government as a single entity, facing
the full breadth of competing group demands’ (Jordan and Richardson, 1987: 8).
The implication here is that different government departments, potentially,
have differing levels of influence within the context of their own policy
negotiations. This may further imply that there is a greater degree of flexibility and
autonomy in policy formulation and negotiation for each government department
than is the case if one assumes a more unidimensional state actor. So, the policy
community is more coherent and has a closer relationship with decision makers in

the policy sector and thus is more influential than other, less well placed and less

coherent, interest networks. In addition, this formulation offers up more power to
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government officials, as the relevant government department has an interest in the

policy outcome as well as perhaps having to impose government limitations on
policy development, for example exercising budgetary constraint. This 1s a more

empowered vision of government than classic pluralist formulations which see

government more likely to be at the behest of pressure groups.

Policy communities are networks characterised by stability of
relationships, continuity of a highly restricted membership, vertical
interdependence based on shared service delivery responsibilities, and
insulation from both other networks and, invariably, the general public

(including parliament).

Marsh and Rhodes, 1992; 12-13.

However, the restricted nature of Jordan and Richardson’s definition of what
constitutes a policy community, allows little room for explanations of a changing
composition of membership, which may be part of an explanation of policy
change. Also, if policy communities are characterised as being stable with restricted
membership then one may have to assume that they would remain static rather
than dynamic. This limits both the possibility of policy change (or any explanation

of it) and marginalises the role of any competing interests in the policy domain.

In more general terms policy communities, as with the broader concept
of issue networks, is based on several assumptions which are open to direct

challenge. This is found in terms of the accessibility of decision makers, and the
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relationship between government officials and policy communities as a
partnership, rather than any notion that such officials may be able to pursue
their own interests without needing to court the relevant policy community.

A further interpretation of government-network relations is provided by
Grant, where more allowance is made for constraints on the pressure groups by
external factors and other parts of the state, and this is coupled with a more explicit
statement of the imbalance between groups in the policy process. Grant’s concept
of ‘insider groups’ (see Grant, 1995) establishes a slightly different power relation in
the political process, but still rests on a notion of policy development through
consultation with interest groups or policy networks. Thus it still fails to provide
explanatory space for a fundamental change in policy direction. Insider groups are
the dominant interest within policy negotiations as they have such a close
relationship with decision makers that they are brought inside the policymaking
process at this level. This prevents such groups from being very radical or
oppositional (relative to groups outside the formal policymaking process) as they
are keen to maintain their insider status and the thus the privileged access and
leverage that this implies. This concept retains a pluralist conception of state-

society relations, highlighted by Grant thus:

Pressure groups do make a significant contribution to democracy, one
which can be understood if we visualise a situation in which pressure

groups were either banned or disregarded.

Grant, 1995: 165.
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So despite acknowledging that the cards are often stacked in favour of established
insider groups, this interpretation of a democratic policymaking process, only
makes sense if one accepts the assumption that pressure groups can have negotiated
inputs into the policy process, and that this is evidence in itself that democracy is
being served. Again then, the notion that somehow the state is above ‘interests’,
does not, for example, have distinct preferences of its own, is open to a variety of
different agendas, and does not represent a structural constraint on actor agency,

runs throughout this line of argument.

1.5 Professional Networks

Professional networks are placed near the ‘highly integrated’ end of Rhodes’s
continuum of policy networks (Rhodes, 1992). They are similar to policy
communities in their composition which indicates that they also demonstrate
stability, restricted membership, vertical interdependence and limited horizontal
articulation. The added component is that their mobilisation is designed to serve
the interest of their profession. In this sense, professional networks are likely to be
more resistant to change, although the degree of change will be a function of the
salience of the particular issue.

It 15 assumed that professional groupings, by their very nature, are apolitical

as they organise and operate according to professional standards and ethics. There is
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a further assumption that the professional in a given policy area will provide the
best solution to a given problem, and can do so without the involvement of the
general public in a policy debate. These assumptions are, in fact, about perceptions
(or misperceptions) of the role which professionals play in the political process. As

Maloney points out, in an area such as the water sector:

Since the mid-1970s, professional hegemony has come under threat for
three main reasons. Firstly, the rise of the environmental movement.
Secondly, and closely allied to the first, is the growing disenchantment of
the role being fulfilled by professional groups in society and the validity
of their esoteric claims to competence. Thirdly, the financial
retrenchment from the mid-1970s, which became particularly acute from

the 1980s onwards in the water sector.

Maloney, 1995: 18.

Much of the literature on the reorganisation of the water sector describes
the significant role played by ‘water professionals’ both in the 1974 reorganisation
and again in the privatisation process in 1989. The legitimacy of their involvement
clearly lies in their perceived policy expertise as engineers, scientists and water
managers. But, in order to actively participate in what was essentially a politically
motivated organisational change, it 1s worth considering that the experts were
‘allowed 1n’, and these same professionals accepted that they were involved in

political decisions. In this way the notion of objective professional interests is
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compromised, allowing the government could ensure a technically efficient new

structure which accorded with a particular political framework of how the water

sector should be organised.

In this sense ‘professional networks’ may provide a useful template for how
one should approach epistemic communities and technocrats: professionalism or
expertise is no guarantee against being politically compromised. The fact that
professionals can be used as a means of communicating ‘what’s best’ for the policy
domain, implies that professionals and experts may not always be detached from
the political context (even if they would prefer to be). The status of professionals
and experts in the process of policy consultation delivers a veil of ‘best practice’ as
well as legitimacy for change, but the ‘end’ to which this 1s applied so often remains

wholly politically determined.

This leads us into more direct discussions of the role of particular interests

within the policy domain, in particular knowledge-based interests and expertise.

1.6 Advocacy Coalitions

Sabatier maintains that within policy subsystems advocacy coalitions
emerge. These are, as he puts it, aggregates of individuals who share a set
of normative beliefs, and who form groups in order to further their
policy objectives.

Hann, 1995: 20.
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Advocacy coalitions have consistently been defined as ‘people from a
variety of positions (elected and agency officials, interest group leaders,
researchers [)], who [1] share a particular belief system - 1.e. a set of basic
values, causal assumptions, and problem perceptions - and who [2] show

a non-trivial degree of co-ordinated activity over time’.

Sabatier, 1998: 115.

Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF), picks up from two of the
stronger elements of Heclo’s issue networks construct: policy subgovernments’
(communities) responsiveness to socio-economic change, and a context of ‘over
time’. It has five main elements which are set out in Policy Change and Learning’,
(Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993). These five main premises are: the need to
understand the impact or role of technical information 1n policy processes; a need
to understand policy change through a time perspective of a decade or more; a
focus on ‘policy subsystems’ which seek to influence government; government 1s
used to describe all levels of government; and, public policy can be conceptualised
as sets of value priorities and causal assumptions about how to realise them
(Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993: 16; Sabatier, 1998: 99).

All of these elements are instructive, and a positive development from those

types of networks already discussed. It is certainly important to consider policy

change over time, that is, to understand the changing context within which

decisions are taken, and to gain some insight into changing group dynamics and
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differences in the groups which dominate in a particular policy domain. ACF
subsystems are a useful means of focusing the analysis, in order to further clarify
whether all policy subgroups can have an observable policy impact, or whether it is
a particular kind of subgroup which is more effective. One of the most interesting
feature of Sabatier’s ACF however, is his point concerning policy options as value
priorities. Clearly public policy is a matter of political choice, something which is
informed by judgements about what is and 1s not an acceptable or desirable course
of action. This indicates, therefore, an idea of ‘interests’ and, as such, a choice of
which interests to serve. If policy options are considered as value priorities then
this, at least partly, demystifies the policymaking process as not one in which

‘what’s best’ always triumphs over ‘what do we want’.

In the same way that the concepts of issue networks and policy
communities attribute a degree of importance to a competition between subsystem
organisations in informing political debate, a similar element of the ACF construct
is the notion of opposing, or conflicting, coalitions operating in a given policy
sphere. Again the significance of the relative positions of such coalitions is
important. That is, as with other more restricted interpretations of the relationship
between interest groups (in this case, an Advocacy Coalition (AC)) and
government, if one AC, one policy community, or one issue network continues to
dominate then policy outcomes are likely to be more static and incremental than
dynamic and radical. This is problematic in all network approaches as a lack of
analysis of context limits their capacity to explain how new groups enter the policy

domain or replace the dominant group, but raises a particular difficulty for
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Sabatier. A key element of his Sabatier’s model is his incorporation of the concept
of policy oriented learning as a means of explaining policy change. The dominance
of a core group in a policy subsystem however, may undermine this essential part

of Sabatier’s framework. As Hann points out:

.. . within any given policy sub-system there is likely to be a dominant
advocacy coalition, and while this advocacy coalition remains dominant,
the basic attributes of government policy are unlikely to change
significantly. It follows from this that a minority advocacy coalition has
little hope of changing its place within the sub-system and that the expert
discourse which is so essential to Sabatier’s policy oriented learning may
also be dominated by a powerful group which has the abulity to

manipulate the flow and status of information coming into the system.

Hann, 1995: 21.

Policy change and the related idea of policy-oriented learning in Sabatier’s
construct are, according to Sabatier, two of the more compelling elements of the
ACEF 1dea and certainly provide an advantage over the more static picture of policy
arenas already discussed. However, the genuine capacity of the ACF to explain
these is questionable. In terms of explaining policy change, Sabatier lists two sets of
exogenous factors, which he considers to be relevant: ‘relatively stable parameters’

and the more dynamic ‘system events’ (Sabatier, 1998: 102). It is the latter group of
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variables which are described as essential prerequisites for major policy change, and

which are listed as:

1. Changes in socio-economic conditions

2. Changes in public opinion

3. Changing in systemic governing coalition

4, Policy decisions and impacts from other subsystems

Ibid. p.102

Other policy change can occur as a result of either policy learning (for example the
introduction of new evidence which challenges the initial perspective and cannot

easily be disputed), or can occur from the introduction of new AC members, which

can alter the political resources of the AC (Sabatier, 1998: 105)

The basic structure of Sabatier’s ACF looks like this:"

l ey @ & ] L] #» »
There are some non-affiliated actors, but these are considered unimportant because they will join

an AC or leave the subsystem.
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POLICY SUBSYSTEM

AC AC AC AC

individual actors  individual actors  individual actors  individual actors

where 1! (act of joining AC by individuals) is determined by:
(a) ‘share a set of normative and causal beliefs’, and

(b) ‘engage in a non-trivial degree of co-ordinated activity, over time’ (Sabatier,

1998: 103).

Figure 1: Characterising Sabatier’s policy subsystem.

In addition, each AC is organised according to a hierarchy of belief, as follows:

e DEEP CORE

(for example, individual freedom versus social equality)
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e POLICY CORE

(normative commitments and causal perceptions of policy domain)

e SECONDARY ASPECTS

(narrower beliefs, for example the seriousness of the problem)

This hierarchy represents a more to less rigid set of beliets which are, therefore,
more or less open to change (from deep core as most rigid to secondary aspects as
more open to change). This type of hierarchy may further indicate that policy

change is less likely to flow from ACs.

A final significant descriptive element of Sabatier’s ACF, which is also
relevant to the dynamic of policy change, are his conflict resolution actors. Once
the different ACs within the policy subsystem have chosen their instruments and
strategy for achieving the outcome they most want from the policy process, there is
pften likely to be a difference of perspective, on preferred outcomes, as between
ACs. In those situations Sabatier describes a mediating role by a third group of
actors, ‘policy brokers’, who find a compromise position in order to minimise
conflict. The outcome of this process is government programmes or policies

(Sabatier, 1998: 102).

Despite the more recent revisions to Sabatier’s framework, which he
undertook in response to problems or new findings in the application of the ACF,

difficulties remain particularly around the issue of policy dynamism. As indicated
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above, Sabatier places significant emphasis on the capacity for ACF to explain
policy change, which has been a problem in other network approaches. However,
it has been argued that the dominance of a particular AC in a policy subsystem 1s
likely to prevent the development of ACs who could challenge the dominant
eroup, particularly if that group can manage the process such that policy oriented
learning does not take place (as Hann argues). This therefore limits the potential for
internal shocks within the ACF to produce the desired change. That leaves external
shocks, which Sabatier describes as system events. If one has to rely on external
shocks as an explanation of policy change, then it is necessary to accept that the
ACEF or policy network itself has no explanatory capacity with regard to policy
change.

Other areas of difficulty in the ACF model, which resonate with network
type approaches more generally, are worth highlighting. Firstly, the overarching
framework of the policy subsystem may have a significant impact on the nature of
the ACs which form within it (in other words the terrain of policy domain may
determine the types of groups who emerge to challenge it). This affects Sabatier’s
framework in two dimensions: (a) the composition of ACs; and (b) the conflict
resolution as between two or more ACs in any given subsystem.

It is clear that with any set of competing ACs, one AC may come to

dominate the subsystem. The reason one AC may dominate could be as a result of
pre-existing relationships with precisely those decision takers whom the AC is
seeking to influence. Particularly given Sabatier’s ‘over time’ element (a decade or

more), internal subsystem relationships may significantly distort the competition
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between ACs (for example, the emergence of an AC with insider status). This has
further implications for competing ACs vis-a-vis the significance of policy brokers.
Sabatier does not provide any guarantees that this third group of actors are neutral

and, therefore, that the compromise achieved by their involvement 1s a genuine

one.

The second problem arises from the way in which individual actors and
organisations coalesce in order to form ACs. As noted in figure 2 above, one of the
key hierarchical features of the AC is sharing normative and causal beliefs. At the
highest level (‘deep core’ in Sabatier’s terminology), this is presented as a more
generally pervasive belief system, which Sabatier likens to religious belief but
which might equally be ideology. Even at the next level the idea of ‘policy core’

beliefs, which operate across a particular policy domain, seems to indicate
something more significant than just a set of beliefs to which any individuals or
groups can accede. In this way each AC seems to be self-selecting in terms of the
value system they share. This makes the AC more exclusive than inclusive.

Two points in Sabatier’s defence need to be made here: firstly, it seems clear that
without this type of value coherence, the AC would not be able to function as
effectively as a lobbying organisation. Secondly, a conflicting value system or
ideology can, within Sabatier’s framework, simply provide the focus for a separate
AC. However, if ACs operate on an ideological basis, then the role of the policy
brokers is significantly enhanced (so it becomes more important whether or not

they are objective), and the question of an overall agenda-led policy domain or any

established internal political relationships, between subsystem actors and decision
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makers, also becomes more significant. Further, the issue of the resources of ACs
becomes relevant if we consider that, as groups are organised around value systems,
the type and extent of their resources may affect their ability to lobby. In other
words, actors who coalesce around a more marginal (to the policy domain, society,
dominant political context) deep core or policy core beliefs, may be more limited
in their ability to effectively lobby within a policy subsystem by virtue of a limited

political and economic resource base.

Since coalition actors (by definition) share a set of policy core beliefs,
actors in different coalitions will perceive the world through different
‘lenses’ and thus often interpret a given piece of evidence in different
ways.

Sabatier, 1998: 109.

John Grin and his colleagues have criticized the ACF for focusing solely
on actors’ beliefs relating to public policy, forgetting that most actors have
a much more important belief system (which they refer to as

‘professional beliefs’).

Sabatier, 1998: 111.

So, the same two principal objections to the previously discussed network
theories could equally be applied to Sabatier’s ACF. In effect, the ACF as a whole

is only useful insofar as one accepts some baseline assumptions about the
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overarching framework of decision making. In other words, the ACF makes sense
and can provide useful information about subsystem actors (organised as ACs) only
within a more pluralist interpretation of the policymaking process: viz. that it 1s
open; ACs can compete with each other to lobby policy architects for their desired
outcomes; and that pre-existing relationships and/or agendas either do not exist or
do not have a significant impact on the outcomes of that process. The fact that
there is no attempt to give depth or shape to the context within which decisions are
taken (despite references to value systems, political resources and policy brokers)

nor any analysis of the nature and role of the state, places limits on the ACF’s

application within other perspectives.

Having considered some of the broader policymaking theories, the chapter
will now consider ones which concentrate even more exactly on the role and
power of particular groups within the policy domain. The following theories
emphasise the role of experts, thus they represent something of a new trend within
pluralism, which recognises the possibility that groups are not equal in the policy

domain by virtue of the extent of their policy ‘expertise’.

1.7 Epistemic Communities

The development of the notion of epistemic communities has been very usetul in

providing a better explanation of policy change, and in particular emphasising

learning as a policy dynamic. An on-going criticism of the variety of policy
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networks theories has been their emphasis on stability, and therefore their lack of a

satisfactory explanation of how new initiatives occur in a policy arena and, in
particular, how the direction of policy as a whole may change if the area 1s
dominated by a particular community of interests who have a shared vision.
Haas (1992) develops the concept of epistemic communities in the context
of international relations, using it to explain the cause and effect of international
policy co-ordination, and the more problematic area of changes in a nation state’s
interests. He explains that decision makers will refer, or even defer, to scientific
knowledge for policy resolution at times when they are unfamiliar with technical
aspects 1n a policy area. The significant context is ‘times of crisis’ or ‘political

uncertainty’:

The concept of uncertainty is (thus) important to our analysis for two

reasons. First, in the face of uncertainty, and more so in the wake of a
shock or crisis, many of the conditions facilitating a focus on power are
absent . . . And, secondly, poorly understood conditions may create
enough turbulence that established operating procedures may break

down, making institutions unworkable.

Haas, 1992: 14.

This is an understanding of the policy dynamic which is based on a different
conception of power than has been dealt with in the foregoing theories. Here

knowledge, or specialist knowledge, is seen as a potential power base and this has
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important implications for the identification of power and its distribution within
the system.

Haas is convincing in his analysis of an epistemic community’s ability to aid
policy formulation along established lines, as well as to change the goals of the
decision makers, through the exercise of their knowledge-centred power. As Haas
points out, epistemic communities do not equate with the scientific community,
but can apply to any specialist knowledge groups. A particular interest here 1s the
idea that the importance of a knowledge-based community is a function of the fact
that its power lies in its control of policy-relevant knowledge. That is, that
knowledge or expertise is in itself a power resource, which may be more significant
than others in a network.

Although Haas makes a useful point in emphasising the significance of
knowledge-based power, the concept of epistemic communities arguably attributes
too much importance to the possession of knowledge as opposed to the use of
knowledge. Policy relevant or expert knowledge in itself is not power rather, the
power lies in the ability to use and apply that knowledge in the policy process: the
ability of technical-rational expertise to be translated into, or applied in public
policy, stems from government. Choosing which knowledge to use, and putting
the knowledge into practice is a power that only government, not experts, have.

It is in this regard that the concept of epistemic communities, that policy
initiatives and possibilities for problem resolution stem from technical-rational
expert communities, is considered flawed as it is argued here that the application ot

the knowledge in practical terms, 1s a political function and therefore requires
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political power. That is, policy power still resides with the application of policy

proposals and expertise rather than in just ownership of knowledge.

1.8 Technocracy

. . . we argue that technocratic theory and practices are largely shaped at
the level of the organisation and that much of postindustrial politics can

be understood as an attempt to extend such technocratic managerial

practices to the state.

Fischer, 1990: 14.

The mystique of scientists and of doctors serves not only to reinforce
their role in the nuclear or health networks respectively, but also to
strengthen the relevant network’s claim of rendering policy free from the

‘irritating’ constraint of political, especially electoral, legitimacy.

Marsh and Rhodes, 1992: 265.

Technocratic theory has been useful in its illumination of the increasing role played
by technocrats or policy experts in the political process, and seems to be near the
front of the trend for highlighting the privileged role of expertise. Also,

technocracy has a broader application than epistemic communities as 1t tries to say

something about society as a whole, rather than just about the policymaking aspect
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of the political process. Although there seems, at yet, to be little agreement over
the precise details of a technocratic theory of government, the main strand in all
arguments 1s that, as a response to the crisis of government, the same kind of
technocratic rules which apply in the private sphere should be applied to the level
of the state. In other words, political problems should be resolved with reference to
technical solutions.

The 1dea of technocracy accepts that there are still three observable spheres
in the political process - a governing elite, a technocratic strata, and the general
public - but claims that technocrats are becoming more and more autonomous, or
independent from, the elite decision makers. Fischer (1990) makes clear that the
technocrats are not yet a class in themselves but, given the system of inducements
and rewards, do remain wedded to the dominant political and economic elites.
However it 1s this implicit acceptance of the evolution of a sub-government
technocratic strata into a dominant class which is less than convincing. Again, as
with the foregoing theories, it does not adequately account for any constraining
impact by the state, or the relative power positions of other elites, which may be
significant in assessing the political importance of technocrats.

In addition technocracy, given that it 1s driven by an acceptance of the
positive good which a technocratic system would deliver to the governing system,
surely accords experts a too beneficent role vis-a-vis the wider society. The role
outlined for such experts is not one in which they are interested in gaining political

power, just the ‘best’, most rational solution to the problems the system throws up.
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In a similar vein, technocratic theory seems to exaggerate the positives

involved in this end-product in our new postindustrial societies:

. . . this new social configuration is one in which capitalist values
associated with property, wealth, and production are steadily giving way

to values based on knowledge, education and intellect.

Fischer, 1990: 148.

Technocracy describes the decline of politics due to a preference for technical
solutions to what are, increasingly, technical problems. However, lacking a
thorough-going analysis of societal organisation, there seems to be little basis for
such a fundamental change in societal power relations.

A significant problem with technocracy then, is that it reduces political
problems to the fact that they have not been defined in scientific terms. One may
suggest that policy problems can occur as a result of political decisions being taken
irrespective of expert advice to the contrary, but to extrapolate that into a crisis of

governance is to deny the possibility of wider motivations for decision making.

1.9 Theory and Evidence in Political Science

Like other forms of pluralism, network analysis might be thought to gain support

from its implicit empiricism. Empiricists take an extreme view of the relationship
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between theory and evidence in science (including political science), arguing that
theoretical claims are valid only insofar as they summarise the results of empirical
observation. The widespread tendency of political scientists to adopt some form of
empiricist epistemology, if only implicitly, is one reason why they are often
suspicious of theoretical claims that are proposed on the basis of theoretical, rather
than inductive, arguments. However there are strong arguments against the
extreme and one-sided empiricist view of the relationship between theory and
evidence. This section briefly explains the view on this question which underpins
the theoretical claims made in later chapters.” Identifying the role of empiricist
assumptions in political science, and questioning their validity, helps to establish
the foundations of the argument pursued here.

We can identify four main epistemological views about knowledge in any

area. Thus with respect to political science, we can identify the following views:

(1) scepticism: the view that knowledge of political phenomena is impossible in

principle;

(i) empiricism: the view that knowledge of political phenomena is possible, but is

restricted to what we can directly observe;

* 1am grateful to Christopher Woodard for discussion of these issues.
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(111) idealism: the view that knowledge of political phenomena is possible, but is
significantly constructed by human minds, so that knowledge of the world ‘as it is

in itself’ 1s impossible;

(1v) realism: the view that knowledge of political phenomena is possible, is not

limited to what we can directly observe, and 1s genuine knowledge of the world as

1t 1s 1n 1tself.

Most political scientists are not completely sceptical about political knowledge -
although more limited forms of scepticism, for example about the possibility of
cross-cultural moral judgements, or knowledge of the ‘laws’ of history (Popper,
1957) have often flourished. These limited forms of scpeticism aside though, most
political scientists accept that knowledge of political phenomena is possible: the
disagreement is over the source of knowledge, and its character.

Although empiricism and idealism agree that knowledge of political facts is
possible, they argue that this knowledge is limited in important ways. Empiricism
restricts the scope of knowledge: it says that we can know only what we observe
directly, and what can then be derived from this knowledge. Idealism does not
claim that our knowledge is restricted in this way; but it says that the quality of our
knowledge is limited: we cannot know the world itself, only how it appears in our
minds.

In contrast, realism portrays our knowledge as not limited in principle in

either of these ways. Of course, any particular claim to *know’ some fact may be
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false, reflecting superstition, prejudice, bias, or other kinds of error. Realists are no

less critical of our views than empiricists are. According to realists however there 1s

no necessary limit in the scope or quality of our knowledge. In principle we can
know the world as it is in itself, and our knowledge can penetrate the surface
appearances which are ‘directly’ observable. On this 1ssue we can distinguish
between ‘deep’ and ‘shallow’ forms of realism, where shallow realism has some
similarities with empiricism (Collier, 1994: 6-12). Shallow realists are sceptical
about hidden structures or mechanisms, preferring explanations which do not
invoke these entities; deep realists on the other hand suppose that theoretical

arguments implying the existence of these entities can justify belief in them.

Perhaps the best-known form of ‘deep realism’ is the philosophy of science

developed by the Marxist philosopher Roy Bhaskar (Bhaskar, 1986; Collier, 1994:

chs. 1, 3, 5).

As Collier notes, the difference between these views can have important

political implications:

If history is just ‘one damned thing after another’, then all the politics we
need is a resolve to do better damned things than were done before. If, on
the other hand, societies and their institutions have inner structures
which generate and by the same token constrain their powers, then we
can ask, first of all, what sort of thing can be done given existing

structures and what cannot; second, what different sort of things could be
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done given different structures; and third, how one sort of structures can

be transformed into another.

Collier, 1994: 10.

The significance of structural constraints on human agency will be discussed in
Chapter Two, and is a theme of the whole thesis. For present purposes, however,
the important point has to do with the relationship between theory and evidence
which 1s implied by each of the four broad views identified above. Scepticism
implies that theory is always mere speculation, which can be justified neither by
evidence nor by independent theoretical arguments. Empiricism implies that
theory is justified only so far as it merely generalises inductively from direct
observation - that 1s, it implies that logically speaking evidence comes before
theory, which 1s justified only if it is supported inductively by evidence. Idealism
implies that theory is justified insofar as it articulates the necessary structure of the
mind or of language, and that this structure colours the ‘evidence’ provided by our
senses — that is, theory is logically primary, and evidence is logically secondary.
Realism in its most attractive forms, meanwhile, implies that theoretical claims can
be justified both inductively and by deductive (or ‘theoretical’) arguments - that is,
neither evidence nor theory is logically primary, but instead they are logically
interdependent.

If we leave aside scepticism and idealism, then, we have two different views
about the relationship between theory and evidence. Pluralists tend to adopt the

empiricist view that evidence is logically prior to theory, insofar as they do not
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accept anything other than inductive arguments for theoretical claims. However
this disregard of deductive arguments for theoretical conclusions - arguments
which may ultimately have some empirical basis but do not proceed directly from
observation - presupposes a controversial epistemological position. As we have
seen, there are well-developed alternatives to empiricism, not least the sophisticated
form of realism advocated by Bhaskar. It is beyond the scope of this thests to enter
into the philosophical debate between empiricism and realism; but the simple point
is that we should not assume that empiricist epistemology is the only epistemology
going, nor that it is the only epistemology which attributes due importance to
empirical investigation. The epistemological position assumed here conceives of
deductive and inductive arguments alike as capable of justifying theoretical claims,
and as being ultimately logically interdependent. Thus we should not accept
unreflectively the pluralists’ tacit suggestion that only inductive arguments can

justify theoretical claims, and indeed in Chapter Two we shall consider theoretical

arguments bearing on the analysis of policymaking,

1.10 Conclusion

It is clear that network approaches to policymaking have some capacity for
explaining political outcomes. Through their emphasis on the interactions of social
actors within a policy domain, they seek to highlight the importance of

relationships between actors as a means of understanding the nature of political
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outcomes. Network type approaches are a useful means of identifying core and
peripheral actors as well as providing insights into the type of resources which
allow cohorts of policy actors to maximise their input into the policymaking
process.

The evolution of neo-pluralist models of policymaking has seen the
development of concepts which point to a more closed picture of policy access than
that implied by classic pluralism. Rather than a very open and competitive political
arena, network approaches have found that policy hierarchies exist where the
extent of policy access can be determined by the resource foundation of different
actors. The type of resources which have been highlighted by neo-pluralists as
being relevant are not only economic, but can be the result of particularly close
relationships with government officials or the control of policy relevant knowledge
or policy expertise. In each case the type of resourcing allows some groups to
dominate the policy domain.

Consequently, one of the shortcomings of these approaches is that they are
limited in their capacity to effectively explain policy change. Given the tendency
towards network domination by a core group, these models seem to indicate a very
static picture of policymaking. This is exacerbated by a limited ability to explain
how membership of core groups changes or how new groups could challenge the
core. Internal network dynamics are not able to account for this type of change,
which indicates a need to refer to external shocks to the network, which might

provoke a directional change. Thus the networks themselves have a limited
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explanatory capacity in this regard, and only work well if used as a template for
identifying policy actors.

A further area of difficulty is that neo-pluralism 1s built on certain
assumptions about the distribution and exercise of power in society. As well as
having a strongly agency-based account of power (power is something which can
only be exercised by individuals), it is also very society-centred. This results in a
more limited range of actors being included in network analysis. In focussing on
groups and individuals, network approaches miss the potentially constraining
influence of the state. The significance of the state may be such that if we were to
define it as a distinct social actor, which may also have autonomous power, then we
might expect that at certain junctures the state could successtully pursue its own
agenda, irrespective (or in opposition to) the societal interests which surround it.
This may be, at least partly, an explanation of policy change. This would also
indicate that the autonomy of social, network actors could be constrained by the
actions of the state, indicating an even less open and competitive picture of the
policy process.

In addition, a further assumption of pluralism and neo-pluralism which may
be relevant to the types of political outcomes it recognises, s that it has no direct
engagement with structure. In other words, to discuss the possibility that capitalism
as a specific productive system may have some bearing on the types of political
outcomes we might expect, is difficult terrain. It certainly would not be plausible
within a pluralist context to make any assumptions about the nature of capitalism

being relevant to outcomes, such that actors were constrained in the same way by
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the social organisation of capitalism. At least part of the explanation for why this
type of assumption is invalid outside a more Marxist framework, can be found in
the method chosen by pluralist investigations.

The empiricism which underpins pluralist theories of policymaking means
that prior theorisation of the social structure is neither possible nor desirable. The
possible delimiting of individual agency by the social organisation of capitalism
does not fit into pluralist conceptions of policymaking and the operation of
democracy. It would be difficult, to discover through empirical investigation alone
the extent to which capitalism as a mode of production had inhibited actor
autonomy in specific ways. Further, by focussing on the observable interactions of
social actors, pluralists generate theoretical points about the contours of the meso-

level, but are unable to make statements about their applicability across nation

states, or even across the spectrum of domestic policy domains. Particularisation
and variation in outcomes is evidence enough of pluralism, and is further
interpreted as evidence that capitalism, as a mode of production, does not constrain
meso-level activity in uniform ways. Thus, the conclusion drawn is that capitalism
is not a relevant variable in the explanation of political outcomes.

In light of the fact that network approaches do not account for these two
possible constraining factors (the state and capitalism) they have limited utility for
political investigation. Although the information which can be discovered through
the application of the networks model is useful and interesting, it may be of
secondary importance if we consider that the impact individual policy actors can

have 1s not simply the product of meso-level competition, but is competition
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conducted at a level which may be constrained by the actions or organisation of the

macro-level. The next chapter will develop these points further, in part by

examining some of the relevant theoretical arguments in the literatures on power,

structure and agency.
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Chapter 2. A Critique of Pluralist Theories of Policymaking

2.1 Introduction

Chapter One provided an overview of the main developments within network
analysis. Throughout that overview, a number of points were made in relation to
the limitations of the networks method, particularly in being able to present an
overall picture of the policymaking process. The networks approach remains
strongly pluralist despite the new directions in which it has been developing
(epistemic communities and technocracy for example). The criticisms which are

levelled at network theory then can be understood as criticisms of this style of neo-

pluralism.

The criticisms are on three levels which extend from more specific points to

general difficulties with the neo-pluralist method. Firstly, in the specific case of the
most recent incarnations of networks models, we can criticise the notion of
expertise as the most significant power resource. This will be discussed 1n section
2.3 below. Secondly, as a result of the society-centred nature of neo-pluralism, there
are several points to be made about the identification and distribution of power
within these approaches. Section 2.4 will therefore give an overview of the power
debate within social science, with the aim of demonstrating the limited range of the
power concept used by pluralists and neo-pluralists. A different conception of

power would not only allow the possibility of introducing a wider range of actors
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into the investigation, but would also bring more depth to the analysis of the
relationships between actors.

Thirdly, the logical next step from a discussion of power is to one of
structure and agency. There is a general point to be made here about the
perspective on structure and agency found within pluralism. The analysis of
policymaking necessarily flows from the way in which one approaches the
relationship between structure and agency. Neo-pluralism is an agency based
approach and thus the focus of criticism here arises from its lack of engagement
with structure or notions of structural power. This is a much more fundamental
criticism of pluralist methodology, and the contemporary contributions to this area
will be discussed in section 2.5. The chapter will conclude by raising the possibility
of developing an approach which can successfully combine the flexibility to fully
investigate both the macro and the meso-levels of political economy. The
desirability of an approach which can successfully investigate these two levels
should be clear. It has already been stated that the type of information which
network models supply is useful, if limited. The argument has been that it may be
secondary to some other features of soc1al systems, such as state power or the social
organisation of those systems. In spite of this it is clearly important to be able to
identify key social actors and their interrelationships within the spectrum of policy
domains. Consequently, it is desirable to attempt to overcome the limitations of
neo-pluralism in developing a more integrated meso-macro approach rather than to

do away with pluralism altogether.
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2.2 Where are the constraints?

It has already been stated that the basis of pluralist investigations is one of open
politics, in which a wide range of outcomes are possible. Further, the way in which

those outcomes are reached is identifiable through an examination of the interplay

of actors in the policymaking process. In policymaking terms this indicates that
policy outcomes are not determined, insofar as the policymaking process 1s open to
the competing pressures of a spectrum of relevant lobbies, interest groups, policy
communities and other networks of interest. The policy outcome is therefore, to a
large extent, the product of the relative success of these policy networks, where
access to policy makers is only restricted by network specific hierarchies or limited
mobilisation abilities.

The picture then is one of an open interplay of various interests at the meso-
level, which thus does not identify the nature of the macro level as anything other
than fluid and open to the ebb and flow of plural politics. It 1s not the aim of
pluralist theory to characterise macro level concepts such as the state or structural
context, as these are not the focus of their investigations. Rather they are society-
centred accounts, which purposely seek to explain the less formalised relationships
in policymaking. Consequently, it is possible to claim that this limited type of
political inquiry into meso-level activity may in fact distort the explanation of
political outcomes. This claim would be premised on the potential of macro-level
factors to constrain the real autonomy of the meso-level. There are two points to

be made 1n relation to pluralist conceptions of meso-level autonomy. The first
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relates to the potential for constraints on the autonomy of the network (network
actors) by the state, and the second is a wider point about pluralist methodology.

The first point to make then is that the nature of network approaches as
society-centred accounts, is such that the state is not a central area of concern. As
part of the neo-pluralist reaction to state-centric approaches which preceded 1ts
development, the state has been removed from the analysis as a key social actor in
its own right or as a potential structural constraint. The state as distinct actor, even
if defined in more individualistic terms as the sum total of public officials, is not
considered as a social actor with either its own agenda or with the power to
translate its preferences into actions. If considered in such a way, the state could,
potentially, be able to limit the range of possibilities or may, 1n some instances,
change the preferences of organised interests in order to pursue its own agenda.
The state as a key social actor could therefore be considered as a significant
constraint on individual agency. It is possible, however, to reconcile this different
position on the state within the confines of the pluralist method, and this will be
the subject of Chapter Five.

The second point is more directly a criticism of pluralist methodology and,

if found to be persuasive, requires us to step outside the pluralist method and seek
further approaches to policymaking. It has been noted that the empiricist basis of
pluralism provides the explanation of the parameters of its analysis. At the same
time, empiricism provides a focus for a critical assessment of the impact of that
method on understanding the nature of the policymaking process and, thus, the

nature of political outcomes. It should be possible to theorise about the nature of
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the macro-level of the polity, and so provide some judgement of the context within
which the meso-level of policymaking is taking place. Not only should that be
possible but it is not unreasonable to claim, even at the outset, that a different
assessment of the nature of the macro-level may have a bearing on the meso-level of

political examination. In other words, it could be asserted that the central failing of

pluralist and neo-pluralist approaches to understanding the policymaking process
lies precisely in its method of inquiry, one which may significantly underestimate
the constraints on the power of agents at the meso-level. This, it can be claimed,
arises as a result of the lack of a direct engagement with the macro-level or
structural investigations of the polity. In other words, pluralism is not a structural

theory and, as a result, does not seek to explain in any general terms the ways in
which the system (capitalism) may constrain meso-level decision making. Further,
this flows from the point already made about the lack of a theory of the state, as 1t
has already been indicated that the state may also provide a constraint on actor
autonomy, as an aspect of structure (if it is not defined as a distinct soc1al actor, as
in the preceding formulation). As noted above, this type of critictsm - as it 1s a
critique of the method of inquiry - is one which cannot be resolved without
adopting a non-pluralist approach. This will be the subject of Chapter Six.

A range of more specific critical points can be made in relation to the broad
spectrum of networks approaches outlined in the previous chapter. All such points
can be seen to originate in the more fundamental criticism of their failure to
account for the possibility of contextual or structural constraints on the ability of

the network to genuinely exercise autonomy and power in the policymaking

58



process. In other words, the focus of the critique is on the claim that all outcomes
are open. Some of these limits can be demonstrated using examples of the

approaches outlined in Chapter One.

The interpretation of the macro-level as non-consequential, produces an
implication in the earlier formulations of network analysis that the policy process
is accessible to any range of interests which organise to participate in that process.
This seemed to indicate, for example in the case of issue networks, that all or any
eroup could have some input into policymaking, and that it should be possible for
any group to compete with any other group for access. In other words, any limats
to their ability to act effectively would be self-imposed, for example through poor
organisation or quality of argument. Despite the development of analytical tools
such as policy communities, which recognise more distinctly the reality of external
advantages accorded some groups and not others (in particular close relationships

between certain communities of interest and relevant civil servants), and which can

thus be the difference in being able to effectively engage in the policymaking
process, there is no real on-going assessment of the ability of certain groups to
dominate in any given policy field.

Again the answer to this area of potential difficulty can be found in neo-
pluralist analysis: given that the macro-level is not of primary consideration which
thus allows the claim that the meso-level is plural and competitive, then the
domination of any group is not entrenched. Network analysis maintains, despite
accepting that different political and economic resourcing of groups will affect a

group’s ability to impact on political outcomes, that this unevenness does not result
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in domination by a single sectional interest in policymaking generally. Rather there
will be a different core group in each of the different areas of policy interest and
within any particular policy area over time. The fact that the claim is for a

circulation of elites rather than the domination of a single elite within the polity as

a whole, seems to be evidence enough for claims to be made about the plural nature
of politics.

The issue of what have been referred to as ‘insider groups’ however, does
raise the question of the extent to which there can be any real dynamism both
within the membership of any tight policy network or community and, thus, the
degree to which that would produce policy stagnation rather than policy change.
Further, the potential for a circulation of dominant groups over time, which seems
to be the claim of neo-pluralism, does not fully address the question of the
possibility of any structural constraints on the participation of any and all interest
groups. For example, it may not satisfactorily explain the continued exclusion of
the same groups in the policy process. As a consequence of the method, network
analysis is much better placed to explain the positive inclusion of groups rather
than negative ‘selecting out’.

This is a significant limitation, as it is possible that obstacles to access for
some groups may be irreversible for the ‘lifetime’ of any particular political
context. In other words, the inclusion of some groups who may aspire to insider
status, and the continued exclusion of others, may be the result of structurally
determined factors which, thus, are unlikely to change whilst the structures of the

society rematn the same. This would necessitate a conclusion that the policy
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process is not open as pluralists claim but may be restrictive in ways which are
determined at the macro-level. Again, the empiricist method does not have the
capacity to sustain this type of claim nor to investigate it further.

The example of Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) only
serves to further underline this point. This particular framework of analysis

comprises all the elements of the network approach and its evolution towards the

acceptance of group hierarchies within the policy process. Again, despite
acknowledging the dominance of any particular advocacy coalition at any given

time within the ACF, the underlying question of the means by which any group

comes to dominate remains unanswered. The same reliance on empiricism prevails:
policy investigations may show that one particular advocacy coalition dominates
through its close ties with the policymakers but, on the assumption that this is not
the result of any ‘unobservable’ structural factors, then this dominant position can
always be challenged by another advocacy coalition within the ACF.

A further point of difficulty with Sabatier’s ACF is that it is clear that each
advocacy coalition is self-selecting in terms of its composition, as a result of the key
mobilisation factor which Sabatier refers to as shared normative beliefs. So
entrenched are these that he likens them to religious belief. Such strong principled
bonds mean that the changing membership of any given advocacy coalition i1s
unlikely to produce any real shift in its preferred goals for policy outcomes.
Further, any connections it has with policymakers which allow it to be successtul,

may indicate something about shared normative beliefs extending further than the
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advocacy coalition, to the policymakers also. This would represent a coalition of
interests which would be difficult to challenge from within the ACF.

A final significant point can be made in relation to the full range of network
theories. That 1s, in considering that political outcomes are open, and that access to
the policymaking process is something which, over time, is possible for all or any
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