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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
THE FOUNDATIONS
OF PUBLIC POLICY

How do certain issues
capture  the  attention
of  lawmakers  while
others  languish  in
obscurity?  Why  do
some policies advance
rapidly,  while  equally
important  proposals
sta l l  for  decades?
These questions lie  at
the heart of the study
of  public  policy,  and
few  frameworks  have

answered  them  as
powerful ly  as  John
Kingdon's  model  of
agenda setting.  In  his
s e m i n a l  w o r k ,
Agendas,  Alternatives,
and  Public  Policies,
Kingdon  provides  a
c o m p e l l i n g  l e n s
through which we can
analyze how problems
gain  prominence,  how
viable  alternatives  are
developed,  and  how
political  will  aligns  to
p r o d u c e  l a s t i n g
change.  For  students,
pract it ioners,  and
anyone  curious  about
the  mechan i cs  o f
government,  exploring
Kingdon  agendas
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alternatives  and
public  policies  offers
timeless  insight  into
the often-chaotic world
of policymaking.
This  article  will  take
y o u  o n  a  j o u r n e y
through  Kingdon's
mu l t ip le  s t reams
framework,  breaking
down  its  essential
c o m p o n e n t s  a n d
showing  how  they
interact  to  create
w i n d o w s  o f
opportunity.  We  will
a l s o  e x a m i n e
contemporary critiques
and  alternatives—such
a s  P u n c t u a t e d
Equilibrium Theory and
the Advocacy Coalition
Framework—that  have
b u i l t  u p o n  o r
challenged  Kingdon's
ideas. By the end, you
wi l l  have  a  c lea r ,
p r a c t i c a l
understanding  of  how
public  pol icies  are
born,  shaped,  and
ultimately  enacted.

THE CORE OF
KINGDON'S
MODEL: THE
THREE STREAMS

At  the  foundation  of
Kingdon  agendas
alternatives  and
public  policies  lies
the metaphor of three
independent  streams
flowing  through  the
policy  system.  These
s t r e a m s  a r e  t h e
problem stream,  the
policy  stream,  and
the  politics  stream.
According  to  Kingdon,
most of the time these
s t r e a m s  o p e r a t e
separately.  However,
when they converge at
a  critical  moment—a
policy  window—the
chance  for  significant
change  emerges.

The
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Problem
Stream
This stream consists of
the  cond i t i ons  o r
s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t
decision-makers  and
the  public  define  as
problems  requiring
g o v e r n m e n t
intervention.  But  not
e v e r y  n e g a t i v e
condition  becomes  a
problem.  K ingdon
e m p h a s i z e d  t h a t
problems  are  socially
constructed.  They  rise
to prominence through
indicators  (e.g.,  rising
unemployment  rates),
focusing events (e.g., a
natural  disaster  or
mass  shooting),  or
feedback from existing
p r o g r a m s .  F o r
instance, a sharp spike
in  opioid  overdoses
m i g h t  s u d d e n l y
reframe  prescription
d r u g  a b u s e  a s  a

national  crisis  rather
than a private medical
issue.  Without  this
problem  definition,  no
amount  of  proposed
solutions  wi l l  gain
traction  in  the  public
agenda.

The
Policy
Stream
Here,  you  will  find  a
" s o u p "  o f  i d e a s ,
p r o p o s a l s ,  a n d
alternatives  developed
by experts, academics,
interest  groups,  and
bureaucrats.  Many  of
these  ideas  float
around for years, often
competing against one
another .  K ingdon
referred to this process
as  policy  primeval
soup .  Dur ing  th is
phase,  proposals  are
tested,  refined,  and
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combined.  Technical
feas ib i l i ty ,  va lue
acceptabi l i ty,  and
anticipated  constraints
are  major  criteria  for
survival.  For  example,
a carbon tax might be
a  technically  sound
alternative for reducing
emissions,  but  if  it
clashes with dominant
political values, it may
never  emerge  as  a
serious contender. It is
important to note that
the  po l icy  s t ream
o p e r a t e s  l a r g e l y
independently  of  the
p r o b l e m
s t r e a m — s o l u t i o n s
often exist long before
the problems they are
meant to address.

The
Politics

Stream
This  stream  captures
the  broader  political
env i ronment :  the
national mood, election
results,  changes  in
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,
partisan dynamics, and
t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f
interest groups. A new
president,  a  shift  in
public  opinion,  or  a
m a j o r  l o b b y i n g
campaign  can  either
o p e n  o r  c l o s e
oppor tun i t ies  fo r
change.  Unlike  the
policy  stream,  which
operates  through
p e r s u a s i o n  a n d
evidence,  the  politics
stream  is  driven  by
power  and  coalition
building. For a policy to
move  forward,  the
political  climate  must
be receptive—meaning
the right people are in
office  and  the  public
mood  supports  action.
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POLICY WINDOWS
AND
ENTREPRENEURS

The  t rue  power  o f
Kingdon  agendas
alternatives  and
p u b l i c  p o l i c i e s
emerges  when  the
three  streams  align.
Kingdon  called  this
moment  a  pol i cy
w i n d o w ,  a  b r i e f
opportunity  during
which  advocates  can
p u s h  t h e i r  p e t
proposals  onto  the
dec i s ion  agenda .
Windows typically open
due to a change in the
problem  stream  (a
crisis)  or  the  politics
s t r e a m  ( a  n e w
government). However,
windows  are  short-
lived;  if  no  action  is
taken,  they  close  and
the streams drift apart
again.
This  is  where  policy
entrepreneurs play a
vital  role.  These  are

individuals  or  groups
willing  to  invest  time,
r e s o u r c e s ,  a n d
reputation  to  promote
a particular alternative.
They seize the window,
connect the problem to
a pre-existing solution,
and frame it in a way
that  resonates  with
p o l i t i c a l  a c t o r s .
Entrepreneurs  might
be  elected  officials,
b u r e a u c r a t s ,
journalists, or activists.
For  example,  during
the  2008  financial
crisis, a small group of
e c o n o m i s t s  a n d
policymakers—acting
a s
entrepreneurs—quickly
attached  their  long-
standing proposal for a
Troubled  Asset  Relief
Program to the sudden
p r o b l e m  o f  b a n k
failures.  Without  this
entrepreneurial  action,
the window might have
c l o s e d  w i t h o u t
t r a n s f o r m a t i v e
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legislation.

CRITIQUES AND
LIMITATIONS OF
KINGDON'S
FRAMEWORK

While Kingdon's model
remains  one  of  the
most  influential  in  the
field,  it  is  not  without
i t s  c r i t i c s .  S o m e
scholars argue that the
f r a m e w o r k  i s  t o o
ambiguous about how
exactly  the  streams
connect.  Others  point
out  that  Kingdon's
focus  on  windows  of
opportunity  tends  to
emphasize  dramatic,
high-profile  changes
while  underplaying
i n c r e m e n t a l
adjustments that occur
between  windows.
Additionally, the model
was  built  largely  on
U . S .  f e d e r a l
policymaking  in  the
1970s  and  1980s ,
raising questions about
its  appl icabi l i ty  in

parliamentary systems,
authoritarian  regimes,
or supranational bodies
l ike  the  European
Union.
Furthermore,  the  role
of power is sometimes
understated. Kingdon's
s t r e a m s  a p p e a r
relatively  neutral,  but
in  reality,  powerful
i n t e r e s t s  c a n
deliberately  shape
problems,  suppress
a l ternat ives ,  and
manipulate the political
climate.  Critics  have
n o t e d  t h a t
m a r g i n a l i z e d
communities  rarely
have the resources to
act  as  effective  policy
entrepreneurs,  which
means the model may
reinforce  exist ing
i n e q u a l i t i e s .
Nonetheless,  even
skeptics  acknowledge
t h a t  K i n g d o n
a g e n d a s
alternatives  and
p u b l i c  p o l i c i e s
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prov ides  a  h igh ly
i n t u i t i v e  a n d
empirically rich starting
point for analyzing how
issues  move  from the
"systemic  agenda"  to
the  " inst i tut iona l
agenda."

ALTERNATIVE
FRAMEWORKS:
BUILDING ON
KINGDON'S
LEGACY

In  the  decades  since
Kingdon  first  published
h i s  work ,  severa l
a l t e r n a t i v e  a n d
c o m p l e m e n t a r y
t h e o r i e s  h a v e
e m e r g e d .  T h e s e
frameworks do not fully
replace  Kingdon  but
instead  refine  or
challenge  specific
aspects  of  his  model.

Punctuat

ed
Equilibriu
m Theory
(PET)
Developed  by  Frank
Baumgar tner  and
B r y a n  J o n e s ,  P E T
a r g u e s  t h a t
p o l i c y m a k i n g  i s
characterized  by  long
periods  of  stability
( e q u i l i b r i u m )
punctuated  by  brief
b u r s t s  o f  r a d i c a l
c h a n g e .  U n l i k e
Kingdon's  somewhat
linear  streams,  PET
emphasizes the role of
i n s t i t u t i o n s  a n d
image—how the public
perceives  an  issue.  A
p r o b l e m  m a y  b e
ignored for years until
a  "policy  image"  shift
( e . g . ,  s m o k i n g
redefined  as  a  public
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health  hazard  rather
than  personal  choice)
triggers  a  cascade  of
a t t e n t i o n  a n d
institutional  disruption.
PET helps explain why
s o m e  p o l i c y
monopolies persist and
why  change,  when  it
comes ,  can  be  so
abrupt.

Advocacy
Coalition
Framewo
rk (ACF)
Paul Sabatier and Hank
Jenkins-Smith  offer  a
more structured,  long-
term  view  of  policy
c h a n g e .  T h e  A C F
focuses on coalitions of
actors  with  shared
belief  systems  who
compete  over  policy
subsys tems  ove r
decades. Rather than a

single  policy  window,
A C F  l o o k s  a t  h o w
learning,  external
shocks,  and  internal
coalition  dynamics
gradual ly  reshape
policy.  While  Kingdon
sees  opportunism and
timing as  crucial,  ACF
emphasizes  deep-
seated beliefs and the
slow march of scientific
a n d  t e c h n i c a l
knowledge.

Multiple
Streams
Refineme
nts
More  recent  scholars
have  attempted  to
formalize  and  test
Kingdon's  concepts.
For  example,  some
have applied the model
to  comparative  policy
analysis,  showing  how
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different  political
institutions  alter  the
mechanics of streams.
Others have integrated
narrative  pol icy
analysis,  examining
h o w  f r a m i n g  a n d
storytelling  influence
problem  definition.
These  refinements
keep  Kingdon's  core
insight  al ive  while
addressing  its  initial
limitations.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS:
HOW TO USE
KINGDON'S MODEL
TODAY

Whether  you  are  a
p o l i c y  a n a l y s t ,  a
nonprofit  advocate,  or
a  s t u d e n t  o f
g o v e r n m e n t ,
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
Kingdon  agendas
alternatives  and
public  policies  can
sharpen your strategic
thinking.  Here  are
th ree  ac t i onab le

takeaways:

Prepare your
solutions in
advance. Since
the policy stream
operates
independently,
you cannot wait
for a problem to
arise. Build a
robust, well-
researched
alternative that
is technically
feasible and
politically
palatable. When
a window opens,
you will be ready
to act.
Monitor the
political and
problem
streams. Track
elections, public
opinion polls, and
focusing events.
Develop a keen
sense of when
the national
mood is shifting.
An entrepreneur
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who senses a
window before it
fully opens gains
a critical
advantage.
Craft a
compelling
narrative.
Kingdon showed
that coupling a
problem with a
solution is not
enough; you
must also frame
that combination
in a way that
resonates. Use
emotional
triggers,
relatable stories,
and clear causal
arguments to
connect with
both decision-
makers and the
public.

CONCLUSION:
THE
ENDURING

RELEVANCE
OF
KINGDON'S
WORK

T h e  s t u d y  o f
K i n g d o n
a g e n d a s
a l t e r n a t i v e s
a n d  p u b l i c
policies remains
a cornerstone of
modern  policy
a n a l y s i s
p r e c i s e l y
b e c a u s e  i t
cap tu res  the
messy,  human,
a n d  o f t e n
u n p r e d i c t a b l e
real ity  of  how
g o v e r n m e n t s
decide. While no
single model can
explain  every
policy  outcome,
Kingdon  offered
a n  e l e g a n t
framework  that
b a l a n c e s
structure  with
c o n t i n g e n c y ,
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a g e n c y  w i t h
context.  Today,
a s  w e  f a c e
complex  global
challenges—clim
a t e  c h a n g e ,
p a n d e m i c s ,
inequality—the
lessons  of  the
multiple  streams
framework  are
more  relevant
t h a n  e v e r .
Prob lems  are
a b u n d a n t ,
solutions  exist,
and  political  will
is  fleeting.  The
difference
b e t w e e n

stagnation  and
progress  often
boils  down  to  a
w i n d o w ,  a n
e n t r e p r e n e u r ,
a n d  a  w e l l -
c r a f t e d
alternative ready
t o  c a t c h  t h e
c u r r e n t  o f
history.  Whether
you are studying
p o l i c y  i n  a
c lass room  or
shaping it from a
conference room,
Kingdon's  ideas
will  continue  to
il luminate  the
p a t h  f r o m
agenda to action.


