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In the complex arena of political science and public administration, understanding why some issues rise to the top 

of the legislative priority list while others languish in obscurity is a fundamental challenge. John W. Kingdon’s 

seminal work, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, provides the most robust theoretical architecture for 

addressing this question. Originally published in 1984 and later updated in the Longman Classics edition, Kingdon’s 

Multiple Streams Framework (MSF)remains the gold standard for analyzing the pre-decisional stages of the

policy process. This article provides a technical, in-depth exploration of Kingdon’s theory, detailing the mechanisms

of the problem, policy, and politics streams, and the critical role of the policy window.

The Theoretical Foundation: Beyond Rational Choice

Before Kingdon, policy analysis often relied on the Rational Comprehensive Model, which assumed that 

policymakers identified problems, defined goals, and selected the most efficient means to achieve them in a linear 

fashion. Kingdon challenged this by drawing upon the Garbage Can Modelof organizational choice developed by

Cohen, March, and Olsen. Kingdon adapted this model to the larger federal government context, suggesting that

the policy process is not a tidy, sequential ladder but a collection of relatively independent streams that only

occasionally converge.

The Concept of Organized Anarchies

Kingdon’s framework is designed for what he calls "organized anarchies." These systems are characterized by 

three specific properties: problematic preferences (unclear goals), unclear technology (members do not fully 

understand the organization's processes), and fluid participation(participants drift in and out of the decision-

making process). In such environments, the MSF provides a way to see order in what otherwise appears to be

chaotic or random political activity.

The Anatomy of the Three Streams

The core of Kingdon’s theory is the existence of three independent streams that flow through the political system.

While they operate largely according to their own rules and dynamics, their convergence is the catalyst for policy

change.

1. The Problem Stream

The Problem Stream consists of the various conditions that individuals within and around government want 

addressed. However, Kingdon makes a crucial distinction: a condition is not a problemuntil it is perceived as

something that government can and should change.

•  Indicators: These are systematic measures used to assess the magnitude of a condition (e.g., unemployment 

rates, GDP growth, disease prevalence). A change in these metrics often signals a problem.

•  Focusing Events: Disasters, crises, or personal experiences of powerful individuals can draw sudden attention 

to a condition. For example, a bridge collapse immediately highlights the problem of infrastructure decay.



•  Feedback: Information from existing programs—either through formal evaluation or informal complaints—

often reveals that a current policy is not working as intended.

2. The Policy Stream

Often referred to as the "Policy Primeval Soup,"this stream is where ideas, proposals, and alternatives are

generated by specialists (researchers, congressional staffers, academics, and interest group analysts). These

ideas float around, bumping into one another, combining, and evolving.

For a proposal to survive this "soup" and be considered a viable alternative, it must meet several technical and

normative criteria:

•  Technical Feasibility: Is the proposal actually workable? Does the technology or administrative capacity exist 

to implement it?

•  Value Acceptability: Does the proposal align with the core values of the specialists and the broader political 

culture (e.g., equity, efficiency, liberty)?

•  Anticipated Constraints: Proposals that are prohibitively expensive or likely to face overwhelming public 

opposition are often discarded early.

3. The Politics Stream

The Politics Stream is independent of the other two and is composed of three main elements:

•  National Mood: The general climate of public opinion. Policymakers sense shifts in the national mood (e.g., a 

move toward conservatism or a demand for environmental protection) and adjust their agendas accordingly.

•  Organized Political Forces: The activities of interest groups, lobbyists, and political parties.

•  Governmental Turnover: Changes in administration, shifts in congressional seat distributions, or the 

replacement of key committee chairs can dramatically alter the political landscape.

Comparative Matrix: Analyzing the Streams

To better understand how these streams differ in their mechanics and drivers, consider the following comparison

table:



Stream Component Problem Stream Policy Stream Politics Stream

Primary Driver Crisis, Data, Feedback Technocratic Expertise Public Sentiment / Elections

Core Participants Media, Victims, Statisticians Policy Entrepreneurs, 
Academics

Politicians, Lobbyists, 
Parties

Selection Criteria Severity and Salience Technical Feasibility & 
Value Fit

Political Consensus & 
Strategy

Metaphor The Warning Signal The Primeval Soup The Pendulum

The Policy Window and the Coupling Process

The most critical moment in Kingdon’s framework is the opening of a Policy Window. A policy window is an

opportunity for advocates of proposals to push their pet solutions or to push attention to their special problems.

These windows are fleeting and do not stay open for long.

Coupling the Streams

Policy change occurs when all three streams are coupledduring the opening of a window. A problem is

recognized, a solution is available in the policy stream, and the political climate is favorable for action. Without this

alignment, even a massive crisis (problem stream) or a brilliant solution (policy stream) will fail to produce

legislation.

Types of Windows

•  Predictable Windows: These open regularly, such as during the annual budget cycle or the reauthorization of 

a major law (e.g., the Farm Bill).

•  Unpredictable Windows: These open suddenly due to a focusing event or an unexpected political shift.

The Role of the Policy Entrepreneur

The Policy Entrepreneuris the individual or group willing to invest their resources—time, energy, reputation, and

money—in hope of a future return in the form of policy change. They are the "linkage agents" who wait for the

window to open so they can couple the streams.

Characteristics of Successful Entrepreneurs

1.  Claim to a Hearing: They possess expertise, an authoritative position, or represent a significant interest 

group.

2.  Persistence: They must spend years "softening up" the policy community and the public to ensure their ideas 

are ready when a window opens.

3.  Political Connections: They must have the ability to navigate the politics stream effectively.

Technical Workflow: Applying the MSF in Analysis

For researchers and policy analysts, applying the MSF requires a structured approach to data collection and

synthesis. The following steps outline a technical procedure for analyzing a policy outcome using Kingdon's

framework:

Phase 1: Stream Identification



Document the state of each stream during the period leading up to the policy decision. Use quantitative data for the

problem stream (e.g., trend lines of the issue) and qualitative discourse analysis for the policy and politics streams.

Phase 2: Identifying the Window

Pinpoint the specific event or date that opened the policy window. Was it an election? A specific disaster? A

scheduled legislative sunset? Analyze why the window opened at that specific moment and not earlier.

Phase 3: Mapping the Coupling

Describe how the policy entrepreneurs moved. Did they take a pre-existing solution from the "soup" and attach it to

a new problem? Or did a change in the politics stream make a previously "radical" solution suddenly acceptable?

Comparison: Governmental Agenda vs. Decision Agenda

Kingdon makes a vital distinction between the lists of subjects to which government officials are paying attention

and the list of subjects within those sets that are actually up for an active decision.



Agenda Type Definition Involvement Level

Governmental Agenda Items being discussed or watched by 
officials.

High salience, low immediate action.

Decision Agenda Items being actively moved toward 
legislative enactment.

Highest priority; legislative drafting 
phase.

Field Guide: Implementing Policy Strategy via MSF

For practitioners looking to influence policy, the MSF suggests a non-linear strategy that focuses on preparation

rather than just reaction.

Strategic Checklist for Policy Advocates

•  Investment in Research: Ensure your solution is technically feasible and has been vetted by the technical 

community years before a crisis occurs.

•  Softening Up: Use white papers, briefings, and media appearances to familiarize policymakers with your 

proposal so it is not seen as "new" or "risky" when the window opens.

•  Monitoring Indicators: Keep a close eye on the problem stream to anticipate when a condition might be 

reclassified as a problem.

•  Coalition Building: Work within the politics stream to ensure that your proposal has a base of support that can 

survive a change in administration.

Case Study: The Bangsamoro Peace Process and MSF

The search data mentions the Bangsamoro as a case study. Applying Kingdon’s framework here, we see the 

Problem Stream (decades of conflict, underdevelopment), the Policy Stream (various peace frameworks, 

autonomous region models, and the Bangsamoro Organic Law), and the Politics Stream(changes in the

Philippine executive branch and international pressure). The "Window of Opportunity" opened with a shift in

national leadership that prioritized peace, allowing entrepreneurs (negotiators and civil society) to couple the long-

standing desire for peace with a specific legislative solution.

Troubleshooting Common Framework Misapplications

While powerful, the MSF is often misapplied in policy analysis. Here are common errors and their solutions:

Error 1: Assuming Stream Dependency

The Mistake: Analysts often try to show how the problem caused the solution. The Correction:In MSF, the

solution (policy stream) often exists before the problem is even recognized. The analysis should show how they

were *brought together*, not how one created the other.

Error 2: Ignoring the Policy Entrepreneur

The Mistake: Attributing policy change solely to a crisis. The Correction:A crisis alone (problem stream) rarely

leads to change. There must be an entrepreneur ready to act. Look for the individual or group that performed the

"coupling."

Error 3: Static Analysis

The Mistake: Looking at a single point in time. The Correction:The MSF is a dynamic framework. It requires



longitudinal data to see how the "soup" of ideas evolved over time through the softening-up process.

Synthesizing the Multiple Streams Framework

John W. Kingdon’s Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policiesprovides a nuanced and realistic lens through

which to view the messy world of policy formation. By conceptualizing the process as three independent streams

that require a window of opportunity to converge, Kingdon explains why logic and evidence are often not enough to

drive policy change. Success in the political arena requires not just a good idea, but also the recognition of a

pressing problem, a favorable political climate, and a persistent entrepreneur ready to seize the moment.

For the technical writer, policy analyst, or strategist, the MSF serves as a reminder that policy work is as much

about timing and persistence as it is about data and design. Understanding the technical feasibility of a proposal is

worthless if one ignores the national mood; conversely, identifying a crisis is futile if no viable policy alternative has

been prepared in the "primeval soup." As global challenges in climate, economics, and security continue to grow,

the Multiple Streams Framework remains an essential tool for navigating the unpredictable waters of public policy.
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