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The advocacy coalition 
framework: revisions and 
relevance for Europe 
Paul A. Sabatier 

ABSTRACT The advocacy coalition framework (ACF) has generated considerable 
interest among European policy scholars. This article summarizes some of the more 
important findings concerning, and changes to, the ACF since the last major revision in 
1993. These include: (1) a much clearer model of the individual; (2) a clearer, more 
integrated concept of 'policy subsystem;' (3) much greater attention to the problematic 
nature of collective behavior among people who share policy beliefs; and (4) some 
suggestions concerning methods of ascertaining the existence and membership of 
advocacy coalitions. The article also briefly addresses the ACF's applicability to 
parliamentary systems, to the countries of Eastern Europe, and to the dynamic politics of 
the European Union. 

KEY WORDS Advocacy coalition framework; European policy; policy theory; 
public policy. 

The initial version of the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) was developed by 
Sabatier over a number of years, starting with a year-long research seminar (1981-2) 
at the University of Bielefeld and culminating in two similar papers (Sabatier 1987, 
1988). It emerged out of: (a) a search for an alternative to the stages heuristic (Jones 
1977) that was then dominating policy studies, (b) a desire to synthesize the best 
features of the 'top-down' and 'bottom-up' approaches to policy implementation 
(Sabatier 1986), and (c) a commitment to incorporate technical information into a 
more prominent role in theories of the policy process. Its goal was to provide a 
coherent understanding of the major factors and processes affecting the overall 
policy process- including problem definition, policy formulation, implementation, 
and revision in a specific policy domain- over periods of a decade or more. 

In the mid-1980s, Sabatier developed a collaboration with Jenkins-Smith, who 
had, quite independently, developed similar conceptions of the role of scientific 
information in public policy (Jenkins-Smith 1988, 1990). They encouraged other 
scholars to critically evaluate relevant portions of the ACF on policy domains and 
data sets at their disposal. This resulted in several revisions to the framework 
(Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1988, 1993; Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier 1994). Since 
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The advocacy coalition framework 99 

1993, Sabatier and other scholars - many of them European - have continued to 
refine the ACF based upon their reflections and its application to a variety of policy 
domains in Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
countries. See Table 1 for a list of the thirty-one studies to date. 

This article first lays out the foundations of the 1993 version of the ACF found in 
Policy Change and Learning (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993). The heart of the 
article discusses the implications for the framework of research since 1993, and then 
addresses the ACF's applicability to Europe (and other areas outside the US). I 
conclude with an assessment of the critical features of the ACF and its future. 

THE 1993 VERSION OF THE ACF 1 

Premises 

The ACF has been based on five basic premises, arising largely out of the literatures 
on policy implementation and the role of technical information in public policy. For 
an explication of each, see Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1993:16-17). 

1 Theories of the policy process need to address the role that technicalinformation 
concerning the magnitude ~nd facets of the problem, its causes, and the probable 
impacts (including distributional impacts) of various solutions play in that 
process. This is what the vast majority of discussion among policy ~lites is about 
and, assuming a modicum of rationality on their part, it must be important. 

2 Understanding the process of policy change - and the role of technical 
information therein - requires a time perspective of a decade or more. Such a 
time-span is also necessary to get a reasonable assessment of policy impacts. 

3 The most useful unit of analysis for understanding the overall policy process in 
modern industrial societies is not any specific governmental organization or 
program but rather a policy subsystem or domain. A subsystem consists of 
actors from a variety of public and private organizations who are actively con- 
cerned with a policy problem or issue, such as agriculture, and who regularly 
seek to influence public policy in that domain. In most policy subsystems there 
will be numerous laws and policy initiatives at any given point in time. 

4 In virtually all domains, policy subsystems will involve actors from several 
levels of government within a country and, increasingly, from international 
organizations and other countries. 

5 Public policies/programs incorporate implicit theories about how to achieve 
their objectives (Pressman and Wildavsky 1973; Majone 1980) and thus can be 
conceptualized in much the same way as belief systems. They involve value 
priorities, perceptions of important causal relationships, perceptions of world 
states (including the magnitude of the problem), and perceptions/assumptions 
concerning the efficacy of various policy instruments. This ability to map 
beliefs and policies on the same 'canvas' provides a vehicle for assessing the 
influence of various actors over time, including the role of technical 
information. 

Given these premises, the challenge confronting the ACF has been to explain an 
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102 RA. Sabatier 

exceedingly complex situation involving hundreds of actors from dozens of 
organizations seeking to influence the overall policy process over periods of a 
decade or more in situations where relatively technical information concerning 
problem severity and causes cannot be neglected. 

Structural overview of the ACF 

Figure 1 presents a general overview of the framework. On the left side are two sets 
of exogenous variables - the one quite stable, the other more dynamic - that affect 
the constraints and opportunities of subsystem actors. 

The former include the basic constitutional structure, socio-cultural values, and 
natural resources of a political system. Being extremely difficult to change, they are 
seldom the subject of coalition strategies (except in the very long term). Neverthe- 
less, they clearly affect behavior. For example, Moe (1990) has recently argued that 
changing the law is typically the focus of coalition strategies in separation-of- 

RELATIVELY STABLE 
PARAMETERS 

1 Basic attributes of the 
problem area (good) 

2 Basic distribution of 
natural resources 

3 Fundamental socio- 
cultural values and 
social structure 

4 Basic constitutional 
structure (rules) 

EXTERNAL (SYSTEM) 
EVENTS 

1 Changes in socio- 
economic conditions 

2 Changes in public 
opinion 

3 Changes in systemic 
governing coalition 

4 Policy decisions and 
impacts from other 
subsystems 

Constraints 

and 

resources 

of 

subsystem 

actors 

Figure I Revised diagram of the ACF 

POLICY SUBSYSTEM 

Coalition A Policy 
a) Policy beliefs brokers 
b) Resources 

Strategy A1 
re. guidance 
instruments 

Coalition B 
a) Policy belief~ 
b) Resources 

Strategy B1 
re. guidance 
instruments 
/ 

Decisions by 
sovereigns 

Institutional rules, resource 
allocations, and appointments 

Policy outputs 

Policy impacts 
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The advocacy coalition framework 103 

powers systems because, in such systems, a law once enacted is extremely difficult 
to overturn. On the other hand, in Westminster-style systems where the majority 
party can change any law any time it wishes, coalitions are more likely to rely upon 
a variety of more informal, and longer-lasting, arrangements. Likewise, Ashford 
(1981) has argued that policy-oriented learning is probably more difficult in Britain 
than in many other countries because of the norms of secrecy so ingrained in the 
civil service. 

The second set of factors exogenous to the subsystem is more likely to change 
over the course of a decade or so. The ACF argues that they are a critical prerequisite 
to major policy change. They include: (1) major socio-economic changes, such as 
economic dislocations or the rise of social movements; (2) changes in public 
opinion, particularly regarding governmental spending priorities and the relative 
seriousness of various problems; (3) changes in the systemic governing coalition, 
including 'critical' and/or 'realigning elections' (Burnham 1970; Brady 1988); and 
(4) policy decisions and impacts from other subsystems (Muller 1995). For example, 
changes in tax law normally have major (largely unintended) impacts on numerous 
other subsystems. 

Within the subsystem, the ACF assumes that actors can be aggregated into a 
number (usually one to four) of 'advocacy coalitions,' each composed of actors 
from various governmental and private organizations who both (a) share a set of 
normative and causal I~liefs and (b) engage in a non-trivial degree of co-ordinated 
activity over time. The ACF explicitly argues that most coalitions will include not 
only interest group leaders, but also agency officials, legislators from multiple levels 
of government, applied researchers, and perhaps even a few journalists. At any 
given point, the subsystem will usually contain a number of individuals and 
organizations unassociated with any coalition, but the ACF assumes that most will 
be unimportant over the long term because they will either leave or be incorporated 
into one of the coalitions. 

The belief systems of each coalition are organized into a hierarchical, tripartite 
structure, with higher/broader levels constraining more specific beliefs (Peffley and 
Hurwitz 1985). At the highest/broadest level, the deep core of the shared belief 
system includes basic ontological and normative beliefs, such as the relative 
valuation of individual freedom versus social equality, which operate across 
virtually all policy domains. The familiar Left/Right scale, which has proven to be a 
good predictor of political behavior on legislative roll call votes (Poole and Daniels 
1985), operates at this level. At the next level arepolicy core beliefs which represent a 
coalition's basic normative commitments and causal perceptions across an entire 
policy domain or subsystem. They include fundamental value priorities, such as the 
relative importance of economic development versus environmental protection; 
basic perceptions concerning the general seriousness of the problem and its 
principal causes; and strategies for realizing core values within the subsystem, such 
as the appropriate division of authority between governments and markets, the level 
of government best suited to deal with the problem, and the basic policy 
instruments to be used. The ACF assumes that policy core beliefs are the 
fundamental 'glue' of coalitions because they represent basic normative and 
empirical commitments within the domain o{ specialization of policy ~lites. The 
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104 P.A. Sabatier 

secondary aspects of a coalition's belief system comprise a large set of narrower (i.e. 
less than subsystem-wide) beliefs concerning the seriousness of the problem or the 
relative importance of various causal factors in specific locales, policy preferences 
regarding desirable regulations or budgetary allocations, the design of specific 
institutions, and the evaluations of various actors' performance. 

In general, deep core beliefs are resistant to change - akin to a religious 
conversion. A coalition's policy core beliefs are somewhat less rigidly held. While 
several are almost exclusively normative and thus difficult to modify, most involve 
empirical elements which may change over a period of time with the gradual 
accumulation of evidence (Weiss' (1977) 'enlightenment function'). Beliefs in the 
secondary aspects are assumed to be more readily adjusted in light of new data, 
experience, or changing strategic considerations. 

At any particular point in time, each coalition adopts one or more strategies 
involving the use of 'guidance instruments' (changes in rules, budgets, personnel, or 
information) as a means of altering the behavior of various governmental 
institutions in an effort to realize its policy objectives. Conflicting strategies from 
various coalitions are normally mediated by a third group of actors, here termed 
'policy brokers,' whose principal concern is to find some reasonable compromise 
that will reduce intense conflict. The end result is one or more governmental 
programs, which in turn produce policy outputs at the operational level (e.g. agency 
permit decisions). These outputs produce a variety of impacts on targeted problem 
parameters (e.g. ambient air quality), as well as side effects. On the basis of percep- 
tions of the adequacy of governmental decisions and/or the resultant impacts, as 
well as new information arising from search processes and external dynamics, each 
advocacy coalition may revise its beliefs (primarily in the secondary aspects) and/or 
its strategies. The latter may involve the seeking of major institutional revisions at 
the collective choice level, more minor revisions at the operational level, or even 
going outside the subsystem by seeking changes in the dominant coalition at the 
systemic level (Kiser and Ostrom 1982). 

Policy-oriented learning and policy change 
Within the general process of policy change, the ACF has a particular interest in 
policy-oriented learning. Following Heclo (1974: 306), policy-oriented learning 
refers to relatively enduring alterations of thought or behavioral intentions which 
result from experience and/or new information and which are concerned with the 
attainment or revision of policy objectives. Policy-oriented learning involves 
increased knowledge of problem parameters and the factors affecting them, the 
internal feedback loops depicted in Figure 1 concerning policy effectiveness, 
perceptions concerning external dynamics, and changing perceptions of the 
probable impacts of alternative policies. The framework assumes that such learning 
is instrumental, i.e. that members of various coalitions seek to better understand the 
world in order to further their policy objectives. Given that perceptual filtering is a 
fundamental component of the ACF's model of the individual (see below, p. 108), 
coalition members will resist information suggesting their deep core or policy core 
beliefs may be invalid and/or unattainable, and usually will use formal policy 
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The advocacy coalition framework 105 

analyses to buttress and elaborate those beliefs (or attack their opponents' views). 
Such learning, however, comprises only one of the forces affecting policy change. 

In addition to this cognitive activity, there are two other sources of policy 
change. The first involves changes in the real world, particularly the realm of 
system dynamics depicted in Figure 1. Changes in relevant socio-economic 
conditions and system-wide governing coalitions - such as the 1973 Arab oil 
boycott or the 1974 election of the Thatcher wing of the British Conservative 
Party - can dramatically alter the composition and the resources of various 
coalitions and, in turn, public policy within the subsystem (Hoppe and Peterse 
1993; Richardson 1994). Turnover in personnel - sometimes resulting from 
external conditions, sometimes merely from death or retirement - constitutes a 
second non-cognitive source of change that can substantially alter the political 
resources of various coalitions and thus policy decisions. The basic argument of 
the ACF is that, while policy-oriented learning is an important aspect of policy 
change and can often alter secondary aspects of a coalition's belief system, changes 
in the policy core aspects of a governmental program require a perturbation in 
non-cognitive factors external to the subsystem. 

Hypotheses 
Table 2 lists a set of hypctheses drawn from the 1993 version of the ACF (Sabatier 
and Jenkins-Smith 1993: chs 2, 3, 10). 

The first three hypotheses concerning coalitions are all based on the premise that 
the principal glue holding a coalition together is agreement overpolicy core beliefs. 
Since these are very resistant to change, the lineup of allies and opponents within a 
subsystem will remain stable over periods of a decade or more (Hypothesis 1). 
Hypotheses 2 and 3 are essentially a restatement of the underlying premise. 2 
Hypotheses 10 and 11 are based primarily upon principal-agent relationships and 
were suggested by the work of Jenkins-Smith and St Clair (1993) on US energy 
policy. 

Given the arguments concerning the stability of a coalition's policy core beliefs 
and its desire to translate those beliefs into governmental programs, the policy core 
attributes of such programs will not change as long as the dominant coalition which 
instituted that policy remains in power (although the secondary aspects of those 
programs may well change). It follows that the only way to change the policy core 
attributes of governmental policy is through some shock originating outside the 
subsystem which substantially alters the distribution of political resources or the 
views of coalitions within the subsystem (Hypothesis 5) or the imposition of a 
change by a hierarchically superior jurisdiction (Hypothesis 4). 

The next three hypotheses deal with the conditions conducive to policy-oriented 
learning across belief systems (i.e. between coalitions). These are based upon the 
premise that coalitions resist changing their policy core beliefs or important 
secondary aspects, and thus only solid empirical evidence is likely to lead them to do 
so. It is hypothesized that such evidence is most likely to be developed and accepted 
in fields where accepted quantitative data and consensual theories are available 
(Hypothesis 7), in the natural sciences more than the social sciences (Hypothesis 8), 
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106 P.A. Sabatier 

Table 2 Hypotheses in the 1993 version of the ACF 

Hypotheses concerning advocacy coalitions 
Hypothesis 1: On major controversies within a policy subsystem when policy core 
beliefs are in dispute, the lineup of allies and opponents tends to be stable over 
periods of a decade or so. 

Hypothesis 2:Actors within an advocacy coalition will show substantial consensus 
on issues pertaining to the policy core, although less so on secondary aspects. 

Hypothesis 3: An actor (or coalition) will give up secondary aspects of his (its) belief 
system before acknowledging weaknesses in the policy core. 

Hypothesis 10 (new in 1993): telites of purposive groups are more constrained in 
their expression of beliefs and policy positions than ~lites from material groups. 

Hypothesis 11 (new in 1993): Within a coalition, administrative agencies will usually 
advocate more moderate positions than their interest-group allies. 

Hypotheses concerning policy change 
Hypothesis 4 (revised in 1993):The policy core attributes of a governmental program 
in a specific jurisdiction will not be significantly revised as long as the subsystem 
advocacy coalition that instituted the program remains in power within that jurisdiction 
- except when the change is imposed by a hierarchically superior jurisdiction. 

Hypothesis 5 (1997):Significant perturbations external to the subsystem (e.g. 
changes in socio-economic conditions, public opinion, system-wide governing 
coalitions, or policy outputs from other subsystems) are a necessary, but not 
sufficient, cause of change in the policy core attributes of a governmental program. 

Hypotheses concerning policy learning, particularly a c r o s s  coalitions 
Hypothesis 6: Policy-oriented learning across belief systems is most likely when 
there is an intermediate level of informed conflict between the two coalitions. This 
requires that: 

(a) Each has the technical resources to engage in such a debate; and that 
(b) The conflict be between secondary aspects of one belief system and core 

elements of the other or, alternatively, between important secondary aspects 
of the two belief systems. 

Hypothesis 7: Problems for which accepted quantitative data and theory exist are 
more conducive to policy-oriented learning across belief systems than those in which 
data and theory are generally qualitative, quite subjective, or altogether lacking. 

Hypothesis 8: Problems involving natural systems are more conducive to policy- 
oriented learning across belief systems than those involving purely social or political 
systems because in the former many of the critical variables are not themselves 
active strategists and because controlled experimentation is more feasible. 

Hypothesis 9: Policy-oriented learning across belief systems is most likely when 
there is a forum which is: 

(a) Prestigious enough to force professionals from different coalitions to 
participate; and 

(b) Dominated by professional norms. 

Hypothesis 12 (new in 1993): Even when the accumulation of technical information 
does not change the views of the opposing coalition, it can have important impacts 
on policy - at least in the short run - by altering the views of policy brokers. 
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The advocacy coalition framework 107 

when a prestigious professional forum requiring the participation of experts from 
various coalitions exists (Hypothesis 9), and in situations involving an intermediate 
level of conflict, i.e. high enough to be worth expending analytical resources but not 
involving direct normative conflict (Hypothesis 6). Finally, Hypothesis 12 argues 
that, even when new information is resisted by a specific coalition, it may alter the 
views of policy brokers and thus affect policy- at least in the short term. 

ASSESSING THE EVIDENCE SINCE 19933 

Since 1993, there have been at least eighteen documented studies critically applying 
the ACF: three involving Sabatier or Jenkins-Smith, the remaining fifteen by other 
scholars - including thirteen unmotivated by the ACF authors (see Table 1). In 
addition, there have been a number of review essays, of which the most important 
have been Schlager (1995), Schlager and Blomquist (1996), and Grin and Hoppe 
(1997). 4 These studies, combined with the authors' own ruminations on the 
framework, have led to a number of conclusions regarding the ACF's strengths, 
weaknesses, and needed revisions. These reflections are organized around six basic 
themes: 

1 Advocacy coalitions: composition and methods of analysis 
2 The model of the individual and belief system structure 
3 Subsystems: delimitation, development, and interaction 
4 Coalition behavior: collective action, 'glue,' and strategies 
5 Policy-oriented learning and professional fora 
6 Major policy change. 

Advocacy coalitions: composition and methods of analysis 

One of the ACF's most innovative features is that it challenges the implicit 
assumption of most political scientists that an actor's organizational affiliation is 
primordial - that there is something fundamentally different between legislators, 
administrative agency officials, interest group leaders, researchers, and journalists. 
In the traditional view, interest group leaders and legislators are politically active in 
seeking to influence public policy, while agency officials, researchers, and 
journalists tend to be perceived as more passive and/or policy indifferent. 5 The 
ACF, in contrast, encourages us to think of agency officials, researchers, and 
journalists as potential members of advocacy coalitions - as having policy beliefs 
similar to interest group leaders and their legislative allies, and as engaging in some 
non-trivial degree of co-ordinated activity in pursuit of their common policy 
objectives. 

Consistent with previous work (Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier 1994), virtually all 
the case studies since 1993 have identified coalitions composed of interest groups, 
agencies, and usually a few legislators and researchers. Many of them have not, 
however, systematically gathered data on the beliefs and behavior of actors within 
the subsystem, and thus the skeptical reader is unsure if alleged members of a 
coalition really do share a set of policy core beliefs and engage in some degree of co- 
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108 RA. Sabatier 

ordinated behavior- the necessary and sufficient conditions for being members of 
an advocacy coalition (Sabatier 1988: 139). Fortunately, other authors have used 
surveys to systematically gather data on beliefs and some aspects of co-ordinating 
behavior. Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1993: appendix) have also developed tech- 
niques for systematically coding testimony at legislative and administrative 
hearings. These studies, employing more systematic methods of data acquisition 
and analysis, have (a) confirmed the existence of advocacy coalitions and (b) 
suggested a number of amendments to the framework. 

First, survey data have repeatedly demonstrated that scientists are not 
necessarily 'neutral' or 'policy indifferent,' but, instead, are often members of 
coalitions. The evidence is probably clearest on San Francisco Bay water policy, 
where university scientists as a whole were clearly members of the Environmental 
Coalition, both in terms of policy core beliefs and their networks of sources and 
perceived allies (Sabatier and Zafonte 1994, 1995; Zafonte and Sabatier 1997). One 
can also point to the major role that academic economists, most notably Alfred 
Kahn, played in airline and trucking deregulation in the US (Derthick and Quirk 
1985; Robyn 1987; Brown and Stewart 1993). 

Second, the precision (higher resolution) provided by systematic quantitative 
analysis reveals that there may well be more coalitions than first appears. Virtually 
all qualitative applications of the ACF have found one to three coalitions, with most 
perceiving two. 6 And our original quantitative work on San Francisco Bay water 
policy revealed two: an Environmental/Fishery Coalition and a Utilitarian View of 
Nature Coalition (Sabatier and Zafonte 1995). But that analysis dealt only with 
similar beliefs. When we reanalyzed the data to include the second criterion of a 
coalition - namely, co-ordinated behavior - four coalitions emerged, as the 
Utilitarians split into several functional areas: water exporters, waste dischargers, 
and those concerned with fill and shoreline development (Zafonte and Sabatier 
1997). 

In sum, the existence of advocacy coalitions - composed of interest group 
leaders, agency officials, researchers, and, at least in the US, legislators - is now 
largely beyond dispute. In the future, however, scholars need to be more careful to 
systematically gather data on actors' beliefs and co-ordinated behavior in order to 
more accurately ascertain the number of coalitions and the membership of each. 

The model of the individual and belief system structure 

The model of the individual- and, by extension, the coalition as a corporate actor- 
in the ACF has been greatly clarified by the work of Schlager (1995; Schlager and 
Blomquist 1996) and by discussions with colleagues, most notably Matt Zafonte. 
While the ACF clearly assumes that actors are instrumentally rational - i.e. they 
seek to use information and other resources to achieve their goals - it draws much 
more heavily on work in cognitive and social psychology than in economics. In 
particular, the ACF assumes that goals are usually complex and that an individual's 
ability to perceive the world and to process that information is affected by cognitive 
biases and constraints. 

With respect to goals, the early versions of the ACF assumed that actors are 
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The advocacy coalition framework 109 

driven by a set of policy-oriented goals comprising value priorities and conceptions 
of whose welfare should be of greatest concern. The most important are those in the 
policy core - i.e. those that relate to the subsystem as a whole - because these are 
more salient to the individual than deep core beliefs and serve as more efficient 
guides to behavior than specific policy preferences in the secondary aspects. The 
ACF does n o t  assume that actors are driven primarily by simple goals of economic/ 
political self-interest, nor does it assume that self-interested preferences are easy to 
ascertain (for confirming evidence, see Marcus and Goodman 1986; Green and 
Shapiro 1994; Martin 1995; for a dissent, see Scharpf 1997). Instead, it assumes that 
actors' goals (their 'objective functions') are normally complex and should be 
ascertained empirically. 

The attention to policy-oriented learning clearly implies that specific policy 
preferences (particularly in the secondary aspects) are endogenous to the sets of 
behavior to be explained (Gerber and Jackson 1993). Policy core beliefs are also 
subject to change over periods of a decade or more, and thus partially endogenous. 
On the other hand, deep core values are basically given, i.e. exogenous to the 
behavior being explained. 

In processing information, the ACF assumes that actors suffer from a variety of 
cognitive biases and constraints. First, following Simon (1985) and many other 
scholars, we assume that actors' ability to process and analyze information is limited 
by time and computational constraints. This produces substantial incentives to 
utilize a variety of heuristics as guides to complex situations. One of the 
implications is that policy core beliefs - because they are fairly general in scope yet 
very salient - provide more efficient guides to behavior over a wide variety of 
situations than do secondary aspects. This, in turn, contributes to the ACF's 
assumption that the policy core provides the principal 'glue' of coalitions (Zafonte 
and Sabatier 1997). 

Second, the ACF assumes, consistent with prospect theory, that actors weigh 
losses more heavily than gains (Quattrone and Tversky 1988). A logical corollary is 
that they remember defeats more than victories. This contributes to the tendency of 
policy actors, particularly in high-conflict situations, to view opponents as more 
powerful than they probably are (Sabatier et  al. 1987). 

Third, the ACF assumes - consistent with attribution and cognitive dissonance 
theories - that, on salient topics, actors' perceptions are strongly filtered by their 
preexisting normative and other beliefs (Schiff 1962; Smith 1968; Tesser 1978; Lord 
et  al. 1979; Fiske and Taylor 1984; Scholz and Pinney 1995). In short, actors always 
perceive the world through a lens consisting of their preexisting beliefs. 

This model of the individual, in turn, has important implications for coalition 
dynamics. In particular, the latter two assumptions concerning cognitive bias 
provide much of the underpinning for Hypothesis 1 concerning coalition stability 
over time (see Table 2). 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. This 
contributes to in-group cohesion. It also produces distrust of people in other 
coalitions who, since they come to conclusions so different from ours, must be 
motivated by hidden, nefarious interests. When combined with the tendency to 
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remember losses more than victories, it becomes easy in high-conflict situations for 
a mutual 'devil shift' to take place, as each coalition views the others as more evil and 
more powerful than they probably are (Sabatier et al. 1987). As a result, conflict 
resolution among coalitions is more difficult than classic rational actor models 
would predict, and coalitions tend to remain differentiated and stable in com- 
position over time. 

In addition to a general clarification of the ACF's model of the individual and its 
implications for coalition stability, events since 1993 have led to several clarifica- 
tions of the policy core of belief systems. 

First, the 1987-8 (and even the 1993) versions of the ACF were ambiguous about 
the defining characteristics of policy core beliefs. In particular, they were unclear 
about whether the critical difference between deep core, policy core, and secondary 
aspects was scope of belief or whether it was degree of abstraction. The ambiguity 
arose largely because of the assumption borrowed from Converse (1964) and 
Peffley and Hurwitz (1985) that abstract beliefs constrain more specific ones. 
Subsequent work by Jenkins-Smith on outer continental shelf (OCS) drilling and 
by Sabatier on Lake Tahoe environmental quality suggests, however, that the most 
fundamental (and probably least changing) beliefs of material groups are not 
very abstract. Instead, they tend to be quite concrete: material self-interest, 
operationalized as profit or market share (Jenkins-Smith and St Clair 1993; Jenkins- 
Smith and Sabatier 1994: 195-6). This, in turn, suggests that scope and topic should 
be the defining characteristics of policy core beliefs. Scope means that the belief 
should apply to virtually all aspects of subsystem policy, rather than to only rather 
narrow ranges (which are covered by secondary aspects). Topic means that it should 
pertain to one of the subjects listed under 'policy core' in Table 3. Of those topics, 
the fundamental normative precepts are the most critical: (a) orientation on basic 
value priorities; and (b) identification of groups/entities whose welfare is of 
concern. The ACF assumes that agreement on these two normative precepts 
applied on a subsystem-wide basis is the most important defining characteristic of 
an advocacy coalition. 

Second, the set of topics covered by the policy core keeps undergoing revision. 
This is because it is intended to cover all the really critical aspects of policy on 
which salient, persistent cleavages might develop across coalitions, but our 
understanding of what is 'really critical' keeps changing slightly. The latest 
version (Table 3) contains three additions to the list in Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 
(1993: 221): 

(a) Basic causes of the problem. This is critical because the perceived causes 
obviously affect the set of plausible solutions and, in turn, who will likely bear 
the costs of those solutions. 

(b) Method of finandng programs. This is obviously critical because it determines 
who will pay for problem solutions. 

(c) Desirability of participation by public v. experts v. elected officials. This is clearly 
critical in some policy domains, e.g. nuclear power (Barke and Jenkins-Smith 
1993) and forestry (Wellstead 1996), and it is an obvious means of relating the 
ACF to cultural theory (Thompson et al. 1990). 
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Third, John Grin and his colleagues (Loeber and Grin 1997; Grin and Hoppe 
1997) have criticized the ACF for focusing solely on actors' beliefs relating topublic 
policy, forgetting that most actors have a much more important belief system (which 
they refer to as 'professional beliefs'). Understanding corporate behavior, for 
example, presumably requires knowledge of the company's goals concerning 
market share, their strategies for attaining it, etc. I agree. But corporations that 
regularly become involved in public policy disputes almost certainly have a policy 
belief system that presumably is congruent with their more fundamental pro- 
fessional belief system. The same could be said for labor unions, many environ- 
mental groups, and religious organizations. 

Finally, the ACF's model of the individual needs to be modified to include 
individual (and/or organizational) welfare in addition to the policy belief system 
(Schlager and Blomquist 1996: 661-4). The leader of an environmental group, for 
example, must be concerned with his group's organizational needs as well as with 
transforming the organization's policy belief system into governmental policy. 
Failure to recognize the role of individual/organizational self-interest is one of the 
critical reasons why previous versions of the ACF have underestimated the 
difficulty of forging effective coalitions among like-minded actors (Schlager 1995; 
Schlager and Blomquist 1996) - a topic to which we shall return shortly. 

Subsystems: delimitation, development, and interaction 7 

The 1988 and 1993 versions of the ACF defined a 'policy subsystem' very loosely, as 
the group of actors interacting with some regularity in a functional policy area, such 
as air pollution control. The boundaries of a subsystem must be delineated with 
greater clarity, however, since the ACF uses subsystem-wide scope as being the 
major criterion for distinguishing policy core from secondary aspects and that 
distinction is, in turn, critical to Hypotheses 1-5 (see Table 2). 

For ACF purposes, the concept of a subsystem needs to focus on the group of 
people and/or organizations interacting regularly over periods of a decade or more to 
influence policy formulation and implementation within a given policy area/domain. 
Thus one needs to distinguish a nascent subsystem (i.e. one in the process of forming) 
from amature one (i.e. that has existed for a decade or more). There follows the set of 
necessary and sufficient criteria for the existence of a mature policy subsystem: 

1 The participants regard themselves as a semi-autonomous community who 
share a domain of expertise. 

2 They seek to influence public policy within the domain over a fairly long 
period of time, i.e. seven to ten years. This stems from the ACF'S assumption 
that such an interval is necessary for doing meaningful policy analysis that can 
deal with learning and real-world impacts. 

3 There are specialized subunits within agencies at all relevant levels of 
government to deal with the topic. This follows from our assumption that, 
absent such units, implementation will be exceedingly problematic and 
coalitions will come to realize this; a persisting subsystem needs to have some 
'organizational residue.' 
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114 RA. Sabatier 

4 There are interest groups, or specialized subunits within interest groups, which 
regard this as a major policy topic. 

These criteria stem directly from the ACF's focus on long-term policy change 
which, we assume, requires some 'organizational residue' for at least administrative 
agencies and interest groups. The ACF is not interested in debating societies which 
do not seek to influence policy over the long term or in policy pronouncements 
which lack any serious effort at effective implementation and at changing problem 
conditions in the world. 

The above characteristics of a mature subsystem should encourage studies of the 
conditions under which new subsystems emerge (see, for example, Thomas (1996)). 
Early versions of the ACF tended to assume that most new subsystems were 'spin- 
offs' from existing ones and arose when a group of actors became dissatisfied with 
the neglect of a particular problem by an existing subsystem. But subsystems may 
also emerge out of a new conceptualization of a situation (Stone 1988). 

Subsystems that emerge out of a relatively new issue may see coalition conflict 
develop only over time. For example, the coding of hearing testimony at Lake 
Tahoe (1960-84) and US automotive pollution control (1960-90) suggests that sub- 
systems arising because of concern with a relatively new issue - in this case, 
environmental quality - may initially be characterized by fluid situations in which 
almost everyone espouses some 'motherhood' ideal, such as 'environmental 
planning' or 'clean air.' But, as information develops concerning the seriousness of 
the problem, the causes, and the costs of remedying the situation, actors tend to 
coalesce into distinct coalitions, often around some watershed event that clarifies 
the underlying conflicts (Downs 1972; Sabatier and Brasher 1993; Sabatier et aL 
1997). 8 At the very least, this suggests a minor refinement to Hypothesis 1: 

Hypothesis 1 (revised): On major controversies within a mature policy 
subsystem when policy core beliefs are in dispute, the lineup of allies and 
opponents tends to be stable over periods of a decade or so. 

In both the Tahoe and air pollution cases, the subsystem began forming in the early 
1960s, but did not become 'mature' - in the sense defined previously- until the late 
1960s, largely with the organization of an environmental interest group focused on 
this subsystem. The 'watershed event' occurred a few years thereafter and, after that 
event, coalitions were stable for the next ten to fifteen years. 

One more point: mature subsystems clearly interact with each other along both 
functional and territorial lines (Zafonte and Sabatier 1997). A subsystem may be 
nested within another, i.e. the former is a subset of the latter. In the US, for example, 
a fully developed (by this definition) automotive pollution control subsystem has 
been nested within a larger air pollution subsystem for over two decades. Or two 
subsystems may overlap with each other, i.e. they interact with each other 
frequently enough that a subset of actors is part of both. In the US, for example, the 
transportation subsystem partially overlaps with the automotive pollution control 
subsystem on issues such as transportation control plans (e.g efforts to reduce 
vehicle miles traveled). But the transportation control actors are only involved in a 
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The advocacy coalition framework 115 

subset of the entire range of automotive pollution control issues. Thus some actors 
in a subsystem will be 'regulars,' i.e. be involved on virtually all issues, while those 
from overlapping subsystems will be 'subsetters,' i.e. only involved in a distinct 
subset of topics. 

Policy domains that are intergovernmental in scope- whether between national 
and local units within a nation state or between international organizations and 
specific nation states - raise important issues about subsystem delineation: does one 
put all of the actors - irrespective of governmental level - into a single (undif- 
ferentiated) subsystem, or does one assume that each territorial level is a separate 
subsystem? In my work at Lake Tahoe and San Francisco Bay, I have opted for the 
former, while Mawhinney (1993) and Sewell (1997) have chosen the latter approach. 
The choice should be based primarily upon empirical considerations regarding the 
degree of (a) legal autonomy of each level and (b) actor integration among levels. At 
Tahoe and the Bay/Delta, Sabatier et al. put all the actors into the same subsystem 
because that mirrors their interaction patterns, no one level of government operates 
independent of the others, and the hierarchical distinctions between levels of 
government are blurred in practice. When dealing with the implementation of inter- 
national treaties, however, autonomy by nation states is jealously guarded and 
usually the actors who negotiated the treaty will comprise only a small percentage 
of those involved in its implementation. The same could be said for the imple- 
mentation of most federal legislation in the US, Canada, and (the Federal Republic 
of) Germany, as well as the European Union. In these cases, one would probably 
envisage multiple nested subsystems representing different territorial units. 

Coalition behavior: collective action, 'glue,' and strategies 

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 - i.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 1988: 139; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993: 25; 
numbers in parentheses added). 

In two very interesting papers, Schlager (1995) and Schlager and Blomquist 
(1996) have argued, quite correctly, that applications to date of the ACF by both 
Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith have implicitly assumed that actors who hold similar 
policy core beliefs will act in concert - that is, that the first condition of coalition 
formation is sufficient for the second. 9 Anyone familiar with the literature on 
collective action will realize the dubiousness of this assumption (see, for example, 
Olson (1965), Ostrom (1990), and, most embarrassingly, Sabatier (1992)). In partic- 
ular, the ACF has been assuming that shared goals and beliefs plus a recognition that 
pooling resources increases the probability of success will be sufficient to overcome: 
(1) the transaction costs involved in coming to a common understanding of the 
policy problem and the proper means of addressing it; (2) the difficulty of finding 
policies that fairly address distributional conflicts among coalition members; and 
(3) the temptation of each individual and organization to free-ride (Schlager 1995: 
261-2; Schlager and Blomquist 1996: 663-6; see also Robyn 1987). 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

L
in

ko
pi

ng
s 

un
iv

er
si

te
ts

bi
bl

io
te

k]
 a

t 1
0:

11
 0

9 
Ju

ne
 2

01
3 



116 P.A. Sabatier 

We suspect that distributional conflicts and free-riding are more serious 
problems for material groups - whose members are self-consciously seeking to 
maximize their own material self-interest - than for purposive groups, whose 
members are more committed to an ideology stressing the collective welfare and 
who often perceive themselves as David fighting Goliath (Berry 1977; Sabatier 
1992). Nevertheless, the problems of developing a set of policy proposals that 
resolve distributional and other conflicts and of avoiding temptations to free-ride in 
actually pursuing a lobbying strategy affect all coalitions and can no longer be 
assumed away. In addition, by focusing on shared policy beliefs within a coalition, 
the ACF has neglected the interest that all individuals and organizations have in 
maintaining and increasing their own viability/welfare. Environmental groups may 
agree on a general policy agenda, but each must also maintain (and even enhance) its 
budget and membership. Because, to some extent, such groups compete against 
each other for members and grant funds, they must also compete for credit con- 
cerning policy successes. How interest groups within potential coalitions overcome 
these difficulties is, to the best of our knowledge, a neglected topic, l° In addition, 
while different members of a coalition may bring different resources to the table, the 
role norms for different institutions may create co-ordination problems. As 
Schlager (1995: 263) notes: "The institutional differences among a legislator, a 
journalist, a director of a material interest group, and an academic may very well 
limit their ability, and their willingness, to cooperate with one another, even if they 
share similar beliefs.' 

In a specific policy controversy, co-ordination requires agreeing on (a) the policy 
to be pursued, (b) the basic lobbying strategy (i.e. who should do what), and (c) 
some ability to monitor and enforce conformance with the agreed-upon strategy. 
From Schlager (1995: 262), we develop the following hypothesis regarding short- 
term co-ordination: 

Coordination Hypothesis #1: Actors who share policy core beliefs are more 
likely to engage in short-term coordination if they (1) interact repeatedly, (2) 
experience relatively low information costs, and (3) believe that there are policies 
that, while not affecting each actor in similar ways, at least treat each fairly. 

Repeated interaction and low information costs are important for developing a 
shared perspective on the policy problem, for developing a co-ordinated lobbying 
strategy, and for enforcing that strategy. 'Fair' policies are necessary to resolve 
distributional conflicts among members. 

Shared beliefs do, however, reduce the transaction costs among potential 
members of an advocacy coalition. In addition, the perceptual filters in the ACF's 
'model of the individual' tend to facilitate co-ordination by making opponents 
appear more powerful and more wicked than they probably are (Sabatier et aL 
1987). 

What sorts of belief, however, constitute the principal 'glue' of coalitions? The 
ACF has long argued that it is policy core beliefs, particularly normative beliefs 
concerning the priority of different values and conceptions of whose welfare is 
pivotal. In several recent papers involving measures of co-ordinated behavior 
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The advocacy coalition framework 117 

among San Francisco Bay/Delta policy Elites, Zafonte and Sabatier (1997; also 
Sabatier and Zafonte 1997a) have found that policy core beliefs are often, but not 
always, the category of beliefs most closely associated with co-ordinated behavior. 
In several cases, it is policy preferences involving a long-standing, intense conflict 
affecting most members of the subsystem. While such beliefs would normally be 
considered among the secondary aspects of a belief system, they share the crucial 
characteristics of the policy core: they are broad in scope (affecting virtually all 
members of the subsystem), involve very salient beliefs, and have been the source of 
long-term conflict. Thus they could be added to the policy core. At any rate, the 
types of belief - whether classic policy core or a 'policy core policy preference' - 
that constitute the principal glue of coalitions have now been clarified. 11 

A final note about coalition strategies: the ACF assumes that coalitions seek to 
alter the behavior of governmental institutions in order to achieve the policy 
objectives in their respective policy cores. In an intergovernmental system, they 
have a multitude of possible venues, including agencies, courts, and legislatures at all 
levels of government. The 1993 version of the ACF contained a rather extensive 
discussion of the use of 'guidance instruments,' including persuasive testimony to 
alter agency rules or budgets, seeking to change the role occupants of various 
positions, or seeking to change public opinion (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993: 
227-30). I nwork  since then, Wellstead (1996) and Loeber and Grin (1997) have 
identified a fourth major guidance instrument: attempting to alter target group 
behavior through demonstrations or boycotts, i.e. working through the market 
rather than government. Sabatier and Zafonte (1995, 1997a) have documented the 
wide variety of strategies at different venues that coalitions use in practice. And 
Dudley and Richardson (1996) have come up with some interesting examples of 
'venue-shopping' (Baumgartner and Jones 1993). 

Policy-oriented learning and professional fora 

One of the most influential aspects of the 1987-8 version of the ACF was its 
contention that policy change is not simply the result of competition among various 
interests in which financial resources and institutional rules are critical, but rather 
that 'policy-oriented learning' within and between coalitions is an important aspect 
of policy change (Sabatier 1987, 1988; Jenkins-Smith 1988, 1990). This important 
argument of the ACF stems directly from its model of the individual: given the 
assumption that new experience is fikered through existing beliefs, actors tend to 
accept information confirming existing beliefs and to screen out dissonant 
information. This is even more true for pohcy core beliefs than for secondary 
aspects (Hypothesis 3). 

Recent studies have tended to confirm this argument. On the one hand, Eberg's 
(1997: 208-9) summary of learning processes regarding waste management in 
Bavaria and the Netherlands found that (a) learning was far more frequent in 
secondary aspects than in the policy core (thus supporting Hypothesis 3) and (b) 
actors occasionally altered policy core learning on the basis of information coming 
from others within the same coalition. In addition, Freudenburg and Gramling 
(1997) provide a great example of how strong perceptual filters can be) 2 
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118 P.A. Sabatier 

Since learning among members of the same coalition is assumed to be relatively 
non-problematic, attention has focused on identifying the conditions for learning 
across coalitions. The original versions of the framework identified 'professional 
fora' as critical institutions for promoting such learning (Hypothesis 9). Sabatier 
and Zafonte (1997b) have developed a set of hypotheses specifying the 
characteristics of successful fora in greater detail, but space constraints preclude 
their presentation here. 

Major policy change 
One of the major strengths of the ACF is that it provides a relatively clear-cut 
criterion for distinguishing 'major' from 'minor" policy change: major change is 
change in the policy core aspects of a governmental program, whereas minor change 
is change in the secondary aspects. 13 Thus it is the topic and the scope of policy 
change that determine whether it is major or minor. Linking change to scope also 
makes it clear that the same change may be 'minor' for one subsystem but 'major' 
for a subsystem nested within it. For example, changing automotive emission 
standards may be 'major' for the automotive pollution control subsystem but 
relatively minor (i.e. dealing with secondary aspects) for the larger air pollution 
control subsystem. Thus the ACF provides a clear reference point for determining 
the magnitude of change. 

On the other hand, Mintrom and Vergari (1996: 425) are quite correct when they 
fault the ACF for neglecting the conditions under which major policy change occurs: 

[The ACF] directs our attention to thinking about the ways that belief structures 
arise and adjust over time to bring stability to a policy subsystem... [But] it does 
not direct our attention to exploring the processes that determine when [major, 
i.e. policy core] policy change will actually take place. Clearly, not all exogenous 
shocks and not all instances of policy learning translate into policy change. We 
need to better understand why particular policy changes materialize. 

How does the ACF respond? 
First, one needs to remember that changes in the policy core of governmental 

programs are infrequent events. The vast majority of changes occur in the secondary 
aspects. Like any large-scale, infrequent events, they are difficult to predict. 14 

Second, the cases by Brown and Stewart (1993) on airline deregulation and by 
Mawhinney (1993) on Canadian education have led to a revision of Hypothesis 5: is 

Hypothesis 5 (revised): Significant perturbations external to the subsystem (e.g. 
changes in socio-economic conditions, public opinion, system-wide governing 
coalition, or policy outputs from other subsystems) are a necessary, but not 
sufficient, cause of change in the policy core attributes of a governmental 
program. 

The basic argument is that such perturbations provide an opportunity for major 
policy change, but such change will not occur unless that opportunity is skillfully 
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The advocacy coalition framework 119 

exploited by proponents of change, i.e. the heretofore minority coalition(s). 
Third, we must remember that a hierarchically superior unit of government may 

attempt to change the policy core of a 'subordinate' level (Mawhinney 1993; Sewell 
1997). Anyone familiar with the implementation literature is likely to view this as an 
exceedingly problematic enterprise that may succeed but usually winds up in a de 
facto compromise among coalitions (Van Horn 1979: Mazmanian and Sabatier 
1989; Stewart 1991). 

Fourth, we suspect there may be two very different processes of major policy 
change within a given policy subsystem at a specific level of government (i.e. one 
that is not hierarchically imposed). On the one hand is the replacement of one 
dominant coalition by another. This is the model assumed by most political 
scientists. Sometimes a tremendous surge of public concern with a problem leads to 
a process of competitive policy escalation by elected officials (or political parties), 
and thus the replacement of one coalition by another virtually overnight. The 1970 
Clean Air Amendments in the US would be an example (Jones 1975). Far more 
frequent, we suspect, is a scenario in which the minority coalition increases in 
importance and attempts to take advantage of a window of opportunity opened by 
an external perturbation, but does not have the votes in the legislature to push 
through a substantial change in the policy core of governmental policy on its merits. 
Thus the minority coalition is likely to resort to any tactic that will garner additional 
votes, including 'pork barrel' benefits, trying to manipulate the dimensions of the 
issue to appeal to different constituencies (Mintrom and Vergari 1996), bribes, 
attaching the bill as a waiver to other legislation, etc. In short, obtaining major 
policy change usually requires that an advocacy coalition augment its resources by 
developing 'coalitions of convenience' (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993: 27) with a 
variety of other groups. 

But there is at least one alternative that has been neglected by most American 
policy scholars. In situations in which all major coalitions view a continuation of the 
current situation as unacceptable, they may be willing to enter negotiations in the 
hope of finding a compromise that is viewed by everyone as superior to the status 
quo. (This assumes that each coalition has the ability to impose unacceptable costs 
on the others.) This is not a zero-sum game but rather a search for a win-win 
solution. We suspect that the conditions for such a successful consensus process - 
i.e. one that results in legally binding agreements viewed by everyone as an 
improvement- are similar to those for a successful professional forum: 

(a) a stalemate wherein all coalitions view a continuation of the status quo as 
unacceptable; 

(b) the negotiations are conducted in private and last a relatively long time, e.g. 
more than six months; 

(c) there is a facilitator (policy broker) respected by all parties and viewed as 
relatively neutral. 

The end result of such a process is not a dominant coalition and several minority 
coalitions but what might be regarded as 'power sharing' among coalitions 
(analogous to a 'grand coalition" in parliamentary systems or the tradition of 
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120 P.A. Sabatier 

consensus negotiations in such countries as Switzerland or the Netherlands). But 
the perceptual biases that are part of the ACF's model of the individual suggest that 
such 'consensus regimes' are likely to be quite unstable unless (a) the arrangement 
produces a distribution of benefits over time that all coalitions regard as 'fair' and (b) 
new leaders committed to consensus replace old 'warriors' within the coalitions. 

APPLICABILITY TO EUROPE 

The ACF was originally developed primarily with the American experience in 
mind) 6 How well does it apply to other countries, particularly those with different 
cultures, parliamentary (rather than separation of powers) systems, or non- 
democratic traditions? 

An initial answer can be found in Table 1. Of the seventeen studies critically 
applying the ACF that have been done by other scholars on their own initiative, 
eleven have involved studies by non-Americans on either European or 
Commonwealth (Canada or Australia) countries. In all cases, except perhaps van 
Muijen (1993), the authors have found the ACF to be at least a useful ordering 
framework for identifying important variables and relationships. 

Several problems and/or revisions have, however, been suggested. First, when 
dealing with parliamentary systems, a couple of clarifications are called for: 

(a) 

(b) 

What constitutes a 'change in the systemic governing coalition ?' In a separation 
of powers system, a change in the systemic coalition requires the replacement 
of one coalition by another in both houses of the legislature and in the chief 
executive, perhaps over several elections. In a two-party parliamentary system, 
the answer is also clear. But what about a multi-party parliamentary system? 
Requiring a complete change in the parties in government is probably too great 
a hurdle, but simply requiring a change in the major party is probably too little. 
A possible criterion would be that a large percentage - e.g. 60-70 percent - of 
the legislative seats go to parties not previously in the governmental coalition. 
Policy documents in parliamentary systems often take the form of 'white 
papers' or 'reports' whose legal status is much more ambiguous than the 
changes in statute that are the usual indicator of policy core change in 
separation of powers systems (Moe 1990; Wellstead 1996; Loeber and Grin 
1997). In addition, the less frequent elections in many parliamentary systems 
(compared to the US) provide governing coalitions with the time to 'dribble 
out' major reforms over a period of time: first a white paper, then a 'framework 
law,' and finally more detailed implementing laws or decrees (Casey et al. 
1997). This makes it much more difficult to ascertain when a 'major policy 
change' has occurred. On the other hand, this problem affects anyone seeking 
to identify major policy change - not just those using the ACE 

Second, anyone doing cross-national policy research in Europe recognizes that 
different countries have quite different political cultures. Eberg (1997) has 
suggested taking Richardson's (1982) concept of 'policy style '17 and adding it as an 
intervening variable in Figure I between 'stable system parameters' and 'constraints 
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The advocacy coalition framework 121 

and resources of subsystem actors.' I would propose, instead, that one of the con- 
stitutive elements of policy style - namely, 'degree of consensus needed to institute 
a major policy change' - be added as an intervening variable. The categories might 
be: (a) 'less than a majority' (as in non-democratic countries and perhaps in strong 
states, such as France), (b) a strong majority (as in separation of powers systems like 
the US), and (c) a consensus (as in Switzerland or the Netherlands). This variable 
affects not only the constraints and strategies of subsystem actors, but also the 
probability that major policy change will actually occur. I8 

Third, the ACF should apply well to the increasingly complex set of relation- 
ships evolving within the European Union, as European institutions - most notably 
the European Commission, the Court of Justice, the Council of Ministers and also 
the European Parliament - are increasingly displacing national institutions as the 
principal loci of policy change (Peterson 1995; Richardson 1996). National 
institutions remain important, however, in the implementation of EU directives and 
as sources of policy ideas incorporated into EU directives (H~ritier 1996). This is 
particularly the case to the extent that EU directives are 'soft' law allowing 
considerable discretion to implementing officials. 

The ACF offers a number of advantages for studying EU policy processes. First, 
several scholars have had no difficulty discerning coalitions composed of 
administrative agency officials, interest group leaders, and researchers from various 
countries forming, for example, environmental or industry-based coalitions in a 
variety of subsystems (Peterson 1995; Richardson 1995; Richardson 1996: 17-18; 
Josselin 1996; Coen 1997). Second, the ACF would expect coalitions to be seeking 
to maximize their advantage by 'venue-shopping' - as certainly seems to be 
happening, both among levels of government and among institutions at the 
European level (Richardson 1996: 18-19; Mazey 1998; Wendon 1998). Third, the 
ACF's clear distinction between major (policy core) versus relatively minor 
(secondary aspects) policy change - plus its recognition that subsystems are often 
nested within each other - should help to clarify the bewildering array of policy 
initiatives at different levels of government occurring in many policy domains. It 
makes clear, for example, that a relatively minor change at the European level may 
nevertheless entail a policy core change in specific countries. Fourth, it is hoped that 
the recent stress on clear indicators of the beliefs and degree of co-ordinated activity 
among potential coalition members will encourage researchers to carefully 
document the number of coalitions and the membership of each. Fifth, the ACF's 
attention to subsystem development- to the process by which nascent subsystems 
become mature- would appear to be particularly relevant to a situation as dynamic 
as the contemporary EU. 

In most of these areas, however, the ACF only points to certain relationships or 
processes as being important. The real task of European researchers is to develop 
falsifiable hypotheses based upon the ACF or other theories (Bueno de Mesquita 
and Stokman 1994), and then to test them on a variety of cases. 

Finally, a word needs to be said about the applicability of the ACF to historically 
non-democratic systems in Eastern Europe and elsewhere. The minimal condition 
for the ACF to be useful is that some degree of co-ordinated dissent from the 
policies of the dominant coalition needs to be possible (although not necessarily 
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122 P.A. Sabatier 

legal). Magnus Andersson's (1997) ongoing research on environmental policy in 
Poland over the past thirty years suggests that the ACF was useful in identifying 
changes in the membership and beliefs of various coalitions. He also found that 
dissent and criticism of governmental policy was possible during the martial law of 
the 1980s. On the other hand, the rule of taw was so weak during that period that 
heavy industry simply ignored environmental laws. While environmental policy 
was primarily symbolic during that period, a good deal of information on 
implementation deficits was gathered and later used when the rule of law acquired 
greater legitimacy after 1989. Interestingly, as the rules became legitimate, industry 
found it necessary to become much more active participants in environmental 
policy-making. In case then, a strengthening of the rule of law meant that industry 
could no longer ignore the environmental policy subsystem but instead had to form 
(with agency officials) a 'pragmatic coalition.' 

C O N C L U S I O N S  

Over the past ten years, the ACF has generated considerable interest from a variety 
of scholars in the US, Europe, and other OECD countries. I would like to think that 
part of that interest can be attributed to the fact that it does a reasonably good job of 
meeting the criteria for a scientific theory outlined in Lave and March (1975) and 
King e t  al. (1994): 

1 Most of the critical terms are clearly defined and most of its propositions appear 
to be clearly stated and internally consistent. At any rate, the definition of 
'advocacy coalition' was clear enough for Schlager to criticize us for ignoring 
the portion dealing with co-ordinated behavior. And various elements of the 
framework are becoming increasingly interrelated. 

2 It has two causal drivers: (a) the core values of coalition members and (b) 
external perturbations. In this sense, it is similar to theories of population 
dynamics in biology, where population levels are a function of (i) competition 
among individuals and species seeking to maximize inclusive fitness and (ii) 
external perturbations. 

3 It certainly has lots of falsifiable hypotheses. 
4 It is fairly broad in application, i.e. it appears to apply reasonably well to most 

policy domains in at least OECD countries. 

In addition, its ability to deal with complex situations and its model of the individual 
derived from psychology make it attractive to scholars looking for an alternative to 
the institutional rational choice models currently dominating much of policy 
scholarship (Ostrom 1997; Scharpf 1997). 

One final point concerning generalizability. Several people have wondered 
whether the ACF applies to policy domains - such as abortion, gun control, human 
rights, gay rights, school prayer, gender politics - in which technical issues are 
dominated by normative and identity concerns. 19 In my view, it should work very 
well in these areas. Clearly, these subsystems seem to be characterized by well- 
defined coalitions driven by belief-driven conflict which resort to a wide variety of 
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guidance instruments at multiple levels of government. In fact, the perceptual 
distortions within the ACF's model of the individual contributing to 'the devil shift' 
should be particularly strong in such policy arenas. Thus far, there have been two 
case studies initiated by other scholars -Mawhinney's (1993) analysis of linguistic 
conflict in Ontario education and Shannon's (1997) study of gender discrimination 
in wages in Australia and Ireland - where the authors found that the ACF applied 
quite well. But a more definitive judgment will have to await additional cases. 

Address for correspondence: Paul A. Sabatier, Department of Environmental 
Sciences and Policy, University of California, Davis, One Shields Ave, Davis, 
CA 95616, USA. Tel: 530 752 3074. Fax: 530 752 3350. email: pasabatier@ucdavis.edu 

NOTES 

Theory-building is a collective enterprise. I would particularly like to thank Bill Blomquist, 
Dorothy Daley, Jan Eberg, John Grin, Robert Hoppe, Hank Jenkins-Smith, Bill Leach, 
Michael Mintrom, Nell Pelkey, John Power, Edella Schlager, Elizabeth Shannon, Gerald 
Thomas, Rinie van Est, and Matt Zafonte for the interest they have taken in improving the 
ACF over the last five years. 

Only a brief overview of the 1993 version is presented here. For details, the reader is 
referred to Chapters 2, 3, and 10 of Policy Change and Learning: An Advocacy 
Coalition Approach. 
In fact, Hypothesis 2 is partially true by definition, as a coalition is defined as people 
who agree on policy core items. Thus it is highly likely, although not logically required, 
that they will agree more on the policy core than on secondary aspects. 
For a more extended discussion of many of these points, see Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 
(1997). 
There have also been a number of essays discussing the ACF, often comparing it with 
other approaches. These include Bennett and Howlett (1992), Lindquist (1992), deLeon 
(1994), Zahariadis (1995), Dowding (1995), Radaelli (1995a), Peterson (1995), Casey et 
aL (1997), and Capano (1996). Finally, there have been several papers, e.g. Radaelli 
(1995b), that apply the ACF to a case(s) in a more cursory fashion than those listed in 
Table 2. 
The situation is more complex than suggested here. On the one hand, the entire 
literature on iron triangles, closed subsystems, and corporatism suggests that many 
political scientists view administrative agency officials as active policy participants. And 
there has been some work on journalists as political actors (Rothman and Lichter 1987; 
Iyengar 1991). On the other hand, there is substantial evidence that many political 
scientists are reluctant to see agency officials, scientists, and journalists as potential 
members of advocacy coalitions. (1) Most of the literature on principal agent models- 
particularly that of Wood and Waterman (1991,1994) -views agency officials as passive 
blanks who respond to stimuli from principals. (2) In his influential article on the 
change in British macroeconomic policy from Keynesianism to monetarism in the 
1980s, Hall (1993) recognizes the roles played by journalists and economists in 
popularizing monetarism, but never admits that they may have been active allies of the 
Thatcherites (rather than 'neutral' chroniclers of the debate). 
Eberg (1997) is, however, a major exception. 
This section has benefited greatly from Thomas (1996) and Grin and Hoppe (1997). 
At Tahoe, those watershed events were approval of a regional plan and zoning ordi- 
nance in the winter of 1971-2 and the subsequent approval of several casinos because of 
some unusual voting rules (Sabatier and Pelkey 1990). In air pollution control, the 
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watershed event was probably approval of the 1970 Clean Air Amendments, which 
greatly increased the stringency of federal regulation (Ingram 1974; Jones 1975). 

9 Interestingly, Haas (1992) makes precisely the same mistake with respect to epistemic 
communities. 

I0 Hojnacki (1997) analyzes the factors responsible for American interest groups' 
decisions to act alone or in concert in lobbying Congress. She finds that groups are more 
likely to work together (a) on broad, rather than narrow, issues, (b) when some organiz- 
ation is perceived as pivotal to success, or (c) when they perceive a strong organized 
opposition. Niche theory suggests that one way to minimize competition for credit is to 
specialize, i.e. occupy a narrow niche (Gray and Lowery 1996). 

11 This type of'policy core policy preference' is probably similar to the 'legitimating idea' 
of Lertzman et al. (1996: 131-3) and the 'justifying idea' of Muller (1995). Its essential 
characteristics are, however, much clearer. 

12 In their study of OCS leasing during the Reagan and Bush Administrations, 
Freudenburg and Gramling (1997) found that the Department of Interior was so con- 
vinced of the evidence concerning the negligible environmental impacts of expanded 
drilling that they convinced President Bush to turn the issue over to the National 
Academy of Sciences for a judgment. Imagine their surprise when the Academy ruled 
that the evidence was not at all clear! 

13 On the other hand, we are not yet prepared to say whether a change in one of the ten 
topics in the policy core (see Table 3) would constitute 'major' change, or whether it 
might require changes in several topics. 

14 Banmgartuer and Jones' (1993) punctuated equilibrium theory does no better than the 
ACF on this point. Just as the ACF points to exogenous shocks, they point to changes 
in 'public image' and 'venue' as precursors of change, but both theories treat these 
precursors as exogenous (rather than endogenous) to the phenomena being explained. 

15 The 1987/8 version was naive, while the revised 1993 version (Sabatier and Jenkins- 
Smith 1993: 221-2) was probably non-falsifiable- a far more heinous crime. 

16 Sabatier had, however, done research on both (a) coastal planning in Britain and France 
and (b) higher education reform in a number of European countries (Cerch and Sabatier 
1986), and was also familiar with the European literature on policy implementation. 

17 Richardson's (1982) original work posited four styles defined by two binary variables: 
active versus reactive governmental approach and consensual versus conflictual 
relationship between government and private interests. But several commentators since 
that time have suggested amendments to the Richardson framework (Coleman and 
Skogstad 1990; Enevoldsen 1997), and it is not even clear that the recent paper by Mazey 
and Richardson (1995) on a 'promiscuous' European policy style is based onthe  
original variables. From an ACF standpoint, the key distinction in Richardson's original 
typology is between consensual versus conflictuaI traditions of conflict resolution. 

18 This revision crystallized during a seminar presented at the European University Insti- 
tute in October 1997. I would particularly like to thank Pierre Muller for suggesting the 
possibility that major policy change does not necessarily require the support of a majority 
of subsystem actors. As an example, he points to the major revision of French agricultural 
policy that occurred in the early 1960s. See Jobert and Muller (1987: 80-100). 

19 I would like to thank Nell Pelkey for raising this issue in a particularly forceful fashion. 
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