inistrag;
awinistragio

o

Review of Public Administration
... and Management

Research Article Onen Access

Contrasting between Focusing, Real-world and Significant Events in
Agenda-Setting: Introducing a New Typology of “Anchor™ Events

Mergen Dyussenov’

.

Dyussenov, Review Pub Administration Manag 2017, 5:1
DOI: 10.4172/2315-7844.1000202

W of P
e 6,
&
o o
Uobeuen ®

G
(Z

National University of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, Singapore
“Corresponding author: National University of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, Singapore, Tel: 83570045; E-mail: mergend7@gmail.com
Rec date: December 09, 2016, Acc date: February 08, 2017, Pub date: February 10, 2017

Copyright: © 2017 Dyussenov M. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the creative commons attribution license, which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

Abstract

The focusing event theory has been substantially formed by contributions of John Kingdon by offering a
somewhat broader definition of focusing events through the prism of his multiple streams theory, and Thomas
Birkland, who introduced better precision by listing a number of basic characteristics of focusing events (e.g. using
the example of 9/11 terrorist attacks as a focusing event, as in Birkland 2004). These major contributions
notwithstanding, there still seems to be a strikingly persistent absence of clarity in defining the notion of "focusing
events" within the agenda-setting stage of the policy process, and a lack of a general typology of related significant,
or key events. Even somewhat more disturbing is that, inspired by Birkland’s notion of focusing events, a number of
subsequent scholars attempted to develop this theory, unintentionally further conflating the meaning of focusing
events.

Thus, it is important not only to more clearly define focusing events but also to develop an operationalizable
typology of a broader set of related anchor events as applied to agenda-setting. It is precisely these two issues that
form the analytical essence and contributions this paper aims to achieve. The focusing event theory has become
increasingly vital to explain a wide range of social and policy-related events, e.g. 9/11, large-scale earthquakes,

major healthcare reforms in a given jurisdiction etc.
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Introduction

In a series of his pioneering works, John Kingdon [1-4] articulated
the notion of focusing events that was analyzed through the prism of
the multiple streams framework. John Kingdon [4,5] believes agenda
change is driven by changing indicators of problems that spur debates,
and focusing events, defined as sudden shocks that lead to greater
attention and possible change. A focusing event should open a window
of opportunity for bringing an issue onto agenda (ibid.). However,
there are two major aspects that require clarification. First, as
suggested by Howlett et al. [6], what exactly a “stream” includes
remains incomplete. Second, while Kingdon refers to focusing events
as “sudden shocks” implying a large degree of magnitude, he also
describes these as a “little push” [4,5]. Then Birkland [7] uses the
notion of “focusing events” to denote the following characteristics:
“sudden, relatively rare, can be reasonably defined as harmful or
revealing the possibility of potentially greater future harms”. He also
analyzes the 9/11 terrorist attack as a case study, referring to it as a
“historical focusing event” [1]. Similarly, King and Zeng [8] raise the
notion of rare events applied to international relations, which include
wars, revolutions, mass-scale economic depressions and shocks. It is
important to contrast these definitions: an event that is sudden and
relatively rare may not be exactly the same as historically
unprecedented. Although Birkland’s interpretation of focusing events
and King and Zeng’s reference to rare events possess greater clarity vis-
a-vis Kingdon’s [3,4], it still suffers from limited operation ability, if not
from merely persistent confusion and possible conflation of meaning.

Based on an extensive literature review, there appears to be a
striking absence of clarity in 1) defining the notion of "focusing events"
[1,2,7] as applied to the agenda-setting stage of the policy process; and
2) lack of a typology of related significant, or key events, generally.
Although Birkland’s contribution to the focusing event theory is
substantial and undeniable, it is the persistent lack of clarity in the
definition of a focusing event that appears to have caused further
conflation in its meaning in subsequent scholarly works. Specifically,
questions such as what exactly relatively rare means and how huge the
magnitude of a certain (focusing) event must be remain elusive.

Contrasting J. Kingdon’s and T. Birkland’s Notions of
Focusing Events

As briefly outlined above, there appears to be a wide range of
scholars referring to somewhat interrelated notions of “focusing
events’, “important events’, “rare events”, “key events” etc. as applied to
the agenda-setting stage of the policy process. Nonetheless, it is
primarily John Kingdon and Thomas Birkland who devoted their most
profound pioneering attention with attempts in defining and
operationalizing the notion of focusing events. Both scholars recognize
the importance of focusing events. Kingdon first contrasted so-called
sudden events, which “simply bowl over everything standing in the
way of prominence on the agenda” [4] with more-nuanced focusing
events, as being more subtle including policymakers personal
experiences with personal matters, i.e. disease [9]. Moreover, according
to Kingdon, the notion of focusing events embraces powerful symbols,
i.e. a senior woman in New Orleans protecting herself from rain with a
US flag in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, which tend to amplify
“something already taking place”, or a specific focusing event [9]. While
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Kingdon seems to lump together the propagation of a symbol and a
focusing event, Birkland and DeYoung 2013 generally agree on the
importance of the notion of focusing events, noting specifically that it
is crucial to make a distinction between the symbol and the event itself.
Furthermore, as Birkland and DeYoung also note, Kingdon includes
both sudden and political events (i.e. social protests) into the notion of
focusing events, which confuses the contribution of political
mobilization in the politics stream with issue description in the
problem stream. Put differently, it is important to differentiate between
sudden focusing events on the one hand and purposefully designed
events, on the other.

Thus, though Kingdon is largely viewed as a pioneer of focusing
event theory, it is Birkland who seems to have developed a more
nuanced understanding of this type of events in agenda-setting. In his
book, Birkland [7] developed the following specific characteristics of
focusing events: “sudden, relatively rare, can be reasonably defined as
harmful or revealing the possibility of potentially greater future harms”
He also analyzes the 9/11 terrorist attack as a case study, referring to it
as a “historical focusing event” [1]. Let’s contrast these definitions: an
event that is sudden and relatively rare may not be necessarily equated
to being historically unprecedented. Although Birkland’s interpretation
of focusing events possesses greater clarity vis-a-vis Kingdon’s (1995;
2003) [3,4], it still suffers from limited operation ability. Questions
such as what exactly relatively rare is and how widespread the harm
caused must be to qualify as a focusing event, persistently remain
unanswered.

An Analysis of T. Birkland’s Refined Publications

Inspired by Thomas Birkland’s original publications [1,7], a number
of scholars attempted to refine the notion of focusing events. For
instance, Wood [10] notes that while existing literature largely referred
to focusing events as huge-magnitude, or catastrophic events, other
functions had been neglected. Using the case of the 1988 master
settlement agreement (MSA) reached by tobacco industry players and
the states as an atypical example of focusing events, he suggests that
the renewed notion of focusing events should also embrace tipping
events, or consolidating events whereby an event leads to increased
attention to the issue that already exists, in contrast to dramatic or
large-scale events (e.g. Downs 1972 referring to dramatic series of
events, or Ungar 1992 referring to dramatic real-world events) [11]
that constitute focusing events. However, such a conflation of tipping
and focusing events is problematic. First, tipping events, or tipping
points, largely do not happen as rare as focusing events. Take the
example of MSA [10]. For instance, in the period 1994-2006 there were
four major events that exerted certain impact on the US tobacco
industry players [12]. First, there was the leakage of Brown and
Williamson (BW) documents in 1994 when thousands of pages
containing sensitive information were leaked from BW Tobacco
company, which included, among other aspects, research findings that
confirmed nicotine’s addictive power and other health hazards caused
as a result of smoking tobacco. Second, the 1994 Minnesota case
against tobacco companies, when four US states-Minnesota,
Mississippi, Florida and Texas-filed lawsuits against tobacco firms to
seek compensation for tobacco-caused illnesses. Specifically, the
companies involved were required to set two depositories to store
millions of case-related papers and ensure public access for 10 years.
Third, the MSA settlement took place, as Wood [11] describes in
sufficient detail. And then, in 2006 US district judge G. Kessler ruled
that a number of tobacco firms breached the Racketeer influenced

corrupt organization (RICO) Act, thus providing inaccurate
information to the public about smoking hazards for long. The firms
are now required to provide public access to case-related documents
through 2021 [12]. Second, as already suggested by Wood, tipping
events do not exert nearly as huge the magnitude as focusing events do.
It is precisely for these two primary reasons that tipping and focusing
events should be treated as distinct (sub-) types of a broader umbrella
of related anchor events (see below).

Next, Best [13] specifically analyzed why a single newspaper’s staff
may at some time portray an issue as a social problem, i.e.
homelessness, requiring urgent action, while sometimes it does so in a
different manner. Best attempted to find whether events in the case of
high-profile murders in Denver were actor-promoted events (APEs) or
non-actor promoted events (NAPEs), and found that newspapers
tended to problematize personal decisions to remain homeless rather
than investigate the systemic causes of homelessness as a social
problem [9]. Contrary to previous research, APEs turned out to more
likely to challenge the status quo. These analyses still appear
problematic. Although this scholar attempted to analyze high-profile
murder events in Denver through the prism of Birkland’s notion of
focusing events, this hardly fits the broad criteria Birkland introduced
with regard to his notion of focusing events. Particularly, Best [13] uses
seven murders of homelessness in 1999 for her analysis, although
according to Birkland’s criteria, a focusing event must be relatively
rare.

Questions such as “what is exactly relatively rare?” and “how much
harm must be caused to qualify as a focusing event?” remain
unanswered. To bring further complexity, Baumgartner et al. [14] refer
to “focusing events” as “important events”; and Shackley and Evar [15]
as “key” events. Ungar [16] argues that for a social issue, such as
environmental and nuclear threats, to command attention requires
(dramatic) “real-world” events that serve as impetus for developing
“social scares’.

Thus, it is important not only to more clearly define focusing events
but also to develop an operationalizable typology of a broader set of
related anchor events as applied to the agenda-setting stage of the
policy cycle. It is precisely these two issues that form the analytical
essence of this paper.

Introducing the New Typology of “Anchor” Events

Given the persistent ambiguity and a striking lack of clear
operationalization of the term, it is unsurprising to observe
unintentional confluence of its use. For example, as mentioned earlier,
Best [13] contrasted APEs versus NAPEs based on Birkland’s notion of
focusing events, while apparently violating the frequency dimension
criteria. Liu et al. [17] refer to focusing events in the context of climate
change to include a whole array of scandals, trials, protests,
international agreements, creating new institutions, and science
discoveries. Similarly confusing is Daw et al. [18], where they refer to
focusing events through the prism of major health reforms. An obvious
question to ask is whether the historically significant 9/11 event [1] and
“health reform” [18] are really viewed as equal or comparable in terms
of magnitude levels? Similarly, Wood’s [10] reference to tipping events,
such as the MSA agreement in the case of US tobacco industry, as a
special type of focusing events is apparently inaccurate. Instead, both
the MSA agreement [10] and major health reforms [18] should be
viewed as distinctly tipping events, as contrasted to focusing events per
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se (Table 1). The frequency of the occurrence of and degrees of
magnitude of these different types of events are key indicators.

Based on the above, the following is suggested. First, in an effort to
provide common terminology, all the above-mentioned concepts
should be grouped into the generic notion of "anchor" events in
agenda-setting. Second, rank these “anchor” events into the following
subgroups for better operationalization (Table 1):

«  Mega- or super-focusing events (happen every 100+years), e.g. rare
avalanches, huge-devastation and/or wider-reach earthquakes (i.e.
with magnitude 9.5 and above, and impacting more than a single
jurisdiction); genocide; world wars, massive economic depressions
(8] etc.

« Focusing events [1,7] (happen every 20-100 years), e.g. devastating
hurricanes, earthquakes, terror acts.

o Significant, or important, "anchoring” events that happen every
10-20 years, e.g. opening of a new agency [17], a high-profile
international agreement, landmark discovery etc.

« Cyclical (anchoring) events, every 4-10 years, including important
conferences on climate change; agreements; published reports e.g.
every 5 years; and scandals.

o Moderately anchoring events (2-3 vyears), including regular
conferences, published reports, round tables, ministerial talks etc.,
as well as some of “unexpected” events.

« Annual events, including transparency international reports.

Categories of New Typology

Corresponding Notions in Existing Literature of Agenda-Setting

Mega- or super-focusing events

(every 100+ years)

Focusing events
(every 20-100 years)

Focusing events; rare events; dramatic “real-world” events; dramatic series of events; unexpected events;
APEs and NAPEs [1,3,4,7-9,11,13,16]

Significant, or important, "anchoring” events

(every 10-20 years) events[2,3,9-11,13-17]

Cyclical (anchoring) events
(every 4-10 years)

“Important” events; “key” events Shackley and Evar; “real-world” events; focusing events; trigger events;
APEs and NAPEs; tipping events; dramatic series of events; unexpected events; attention-grabbing

Moderately anchoring events
(every 2-3 years)

Annual events (once a year)

“Important” events; “real-world” events; trigger events; unexpected events (Weaver and Choi 2014); attention-
grabbing events; tipping events; APEs and NAPEs [9,10,13,14,16]

Source: The author’s own analytical work

Table 1: The new typology of “anchoring” events at the agenda-setting stage.

Finally, some limitations of the typology should be highlighted.
First, it can be challenging to accurately classify certain events into a
specific category. While annually published Transparency International
reports are relatively straightforward, certain trigger events might
involve a more careful analysis, especially considering limitations in
terms of a time span analyzed. In other words, an accurate
classification of trigger events, for instance, into “focusing events”
versus “significant anchoring events”, or “cyclical events” categories
may require looking beyond the study’s time span into a longer-term
historical progression of these triggering events to identify their
frequency. Second, and more importantly, this typology assumes
relatively stable historical frequency trajectories. Thus, it becomes
challenging to precisely categorize events that have recently begun to
occur more frequently than in the past. A good example is two recent
earthquakes (with 5.1 and 5.8 magnitude) in Korea [19], which
triggered concerns over nuclear safety with some media reporting on
growing frequencies of tremors felt over the past few years [20].
Another relevant example is the recently growing trends in the number
of tipping points observed in climate change, e.g. in the case of
Amazon forestry through increased frequency of drought and flood in
the region [21]. Taking these limitations into account, nonetheless, the
new typology not only offers a coherent classification of a broader set
of focusing and anchoring, as well as key and important events into an
overall umbrella with an attempt to better operationalize such events
within agenda-setting, but also aims to better operationalize the notion
of focusing events.

The Applicability of the Typology to Policy Issues:
Comparing Corruption Agenda-Setting in Italy Versus
Spain

Dyussenov [22] applies a new issue attention mega-cycle model,
based on parallel academia and online public and media cycles, to
corruption issues across eight countries and finds that academia
anticipates internet-driven (public and media) attention cycles in the
contexts of Canada, Italy, and Spain, with 3-year predictive power of
academia found in Italian context and 2 year power in Canada and
Spain. Among the three success cases, content analysis of Italy and
Spain is carried out, as both nations share geographical similarities (as
part of continental Europe) and being member-states of the European
Union. The content analysis focuses on 2013, as this year demonstrates
the peak of internet-driven cycles for both nations (ibid).

The Factiva search of “corruption AND Italy” for the year 2013
(01.01.2013 to 31.12.2013) returns the total of 997 results ranked by
relevance. This includes 830 publications, 92 pictures, 67 Dow Jones
pieces, and 8 web news. Out of the total search results, the first 100
pieces were screened of which 94 were included into analysis, while the
other 6 pieces were deemed irrelevant. Out of 94 pieces analyzed, 53
(nearly identical) pieces were about each of different cardinals arriving
to attend a prayer in the Vatican in early March 2013 (see Appendix 1
for details). All the 53 pieces mention the cardinals’ interest in seeking
more details on alleged corruption in the Vatican.
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The content analysis of Italian context reveals a variety of
“anchoring” and “focusing” events in setting the corruption agenda in
Italy as of 2013. As Table 2 demonstrates, the Italian context witnesses
three major focusing events as of 2013, including the global financial
and Euro crises, and the Tangentopoli scandal case that erupted in the
early 1990s, resulting in a prison sentence for former prime-minister
Craxi, who never served it as he exiled to Tunisia. An important
“anchoring” event is related to the Microsoft scandal. It is placed in this
category since corruption scandals involving foreign corporations in

Italy appear to be relatively rare phenomena (hence roughly every
10-20 years), while scandals that involve the unethical behavior of
Italian companies both domestically and internationally tend to occur
more frequently. Political scandals involving former and acting
political figures occur even more often, hence moderately anchoring
events. Finally, Transparency International and Economic Forum
reports are published annually, which also tend to attract media
attention.

Categories of New Typology

Matching Examples from Italian Context

Mega- or super-focusing events

(every 100+ years) None

Focusing events
(every 20-100 years)

Financial crisis (5 mentions); Euro crisis (1); Tangentopoli (Bribes Ville) scandal (2)

Significant, or important, "anchoring” events

(every 10-20 years)

Microsoft scandal (1)

Cyclical (anchoring) events

(every 4-10 years) elections (10);

Sapiem and ENI (oil corporate lobby scandals involving paying bribes in Algeria, 4 mentions each);
Finmeccanica (corporate lobby scandals, with sale of war helicopters to India, 14 mentions); and

Moderately anchoring events
(every 2-3 years)

Vatican scandals (4); Mario Monti (3); Berlusconi (5); Prodi (2)

Annual events (once a year)

Transparency international reports (1); "Intelligence on the World, Europe, and Italy" economic forum (1)

Source: The author’s own analytical work

Table 2: Classification of “anchoring” and “focusing” events in Italian context.

The Factiva search for Spain over the same time span returns 1368
results, including 886 publications, 106 Dow Jones pieces, 366 pictures,
and 2 multimedia files. Out of the total 1,368 results for Spain, the first
61 pieces were screened, of which 60 were included into an analytic
sample. Appendix 2 includes the content of Spain-related pieces
selected for analysis.

The content analysis of Spain, similar to the Italian case, reveals
various “anchoring” and “focusing” events. Both make relatively
frequent references to the financial crisis (5 mentions in Italy, 9
mentions in Spain in 2013). Both demonstrate the sporadic occurrence
of corporate lobby scandals. There are, however, a number of
important distinctions. First, the intensity of corporate influence on

Italian politics appears to be higher than in the case of Spain. The
number of mentions indicating lobbying activities of the oil industry
(ENT and Saipem) and defense (Finmeccanica) is significantly higher
than the influence of individual businessmen in Spain. Second, while
Spain-based corporations tend to sporadically attract public attention,
Italy-based corporations appear not only to draw attention to their
unethical behavior domestically but also on the international arena.
Next, within the important anchoring event category, the Italian case
witnesses the presence of US Microsoft, while Spain demonstrates its
own domestically produced Barcenas affair. Luis Barcenas, former
treasurer of the ruling People’s Party, is believed to have used the slush
fund to pay party leaders in 1990-2009.

Categories of New Typology

Matching Examples from Spain Context

Mega- or super-focusing events

(every 100+ years) None

Focusing events
(every 20-100 years)

Financial and economic crisis (9 mentions)

Significant, or important, "anchoring” events (every
10-20 years)

The Barcenas affair (3 mentions)

Cyclical (anchoring) events
(every 4-10 years) (1).

Corporate lobby scandals (5 mentions), incl. the Juan Rosell case (2), Correa (1), Perez (1), and Crespo

Moderately anchoring events
(every 2-3 years)

King and royal family (6 mentions)
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Annual events (once a year) accused corruption (27)

Transparency International reports (2); Unemployment issues (7); criticism of Prime-minister Rajoy and

Table 3: Classification of “anchoring” and “focusing” events in the context of Spain.

The case of Spain is interesting due to other reasons, as well. While
the variety of corporate scandals collectively received 5 mentions in
2013, the King and royal family alone attracted 6 mentions. However, it
is the acting prime-minster Rajoy who seems to cause greatest havoc in
the public outcry for urgent reform.

The comparative analysis of “anchoring” and “focusing” events
reveals certain interesting patterns. First, the Italy case shows three
focusing events, including the global financial crisis, the (regional)
Euro crisis, and the Tangentopoli scandal (Table 3). This is somewhat
similar to the case of Spain, with frequent mentions of the financial
crisis, and yet no reference to the Euro crisis. The Microsoft scandal is
placed into an important anchoring event category within Italian
context, built on the assumption that large-scale corruption scandals
that involve foreign companies in Italy occur relatively rarely, i.e. every
10-20 years. On the other hand, scandals involving Italian companies
take place more often, while scandals with former and acting Italian
political figures are observed even on a more regular basis (thus placed
as moderately anchoring events). Finally, Transparency International
and Economic Forum reports are viewed as annual anchoring events.

Implications for Policy Practitioners and Academia

The evolving theory of focusing events entails important
implications both to policy makers and academia. First, with regard to
the importance of focusing event theory to academia, these events
appear to play a vital role in the policy cycle due to their influence in
setting policy agenda [1,3,4,7,23]. As suggested earlier, first Kingdon
[2-4] and then Birkland [1,7] set the ground for academic discourse on
the role of focusing events in agenda-setting. Furthermore, in an
analysis of the role of focusing events in setting policy agendas in the
context of the European Council, Alexandrova [23] notes the
importance of focusing events although only a limited number of
potential focusing events appear on European policy agenda. In
particular, she notes that the agenda-setting likelihood of focusing
events increases if these are manmade incidents (as contrasted to
natural disasters), events with greater numbers of fatalities caused, and
crises that occur in (EU) neighboring nations. On the other hand, a
higher degree of competition that exists between potential focusing
events (vis-a-vis effective or actual focusing events) tends to minimize
the window of opportunities for gaining access onto agenda (Ibid.).
Thus, the distinction between potential and effective focusing events
seems vital, since the transformation from the former to the latter is
subject to specific conditions as related to the European agenda-setting
context. Finally, the new (more generic) typology of anchor events is
suggested here as an attempt to point to the further evolution of
focusing event theory and its scholarly significance. As this paper
suggests, there is still a need to better operationalize the notion of
focusing events and to develop a broader typology of anchor events.

Next, in their thought-provoking work Liu et al. [17], using the
findings of interviews among local policy elites across some of US Gulf
Coast areas, analyze agenda-setting on environmental and resource
management issues at the local government level in the US with the
focus on attention attractors which include problem indicators,

focusing events, feedback, and budget considerations. When measured
the relative strength of each attention attractor, the authors found
budgetary considerations to be the most critical factor in influencing
agenda-setting processes at the local policymaking level, with 46% of
respondents, while 42% of interviewees pointed to the importance of
feedback mechanisms in agenda-setting (Ibid.). On the other hand,
only 8.5% of those interviewed raised the importance of focusing
events as attention attractors (Figure 1). However, there are a number
of vital caveats here. First, the focus of Liu et al’s study is on agenda-
setting at the local policymaking level, while the majority of studies
analyzed look into the national and/or federal level. Thus, the findings
of this particular study, though raising important aspects such as
comparing and contrasting focusing events with other types of
attention attractors, cannot and should not be generalized onto the
national level. Second, as the authors concede, “we understand that the
agenda dynamics and processes at the local level are far more complex
than presented here”; and the sampling method they employed “was
not systematically random” but instead was based on a snowballing
technique (Ibid.). The third important reservation is that by using the
interview method, the authors can only collect data on perceived
importance of attention attractors among select actors rather than
objective assessments that could be achieved, for instance, by using
online research methods certain limitations notwithstanding. Finally,
the study focuses on two policy issues-the environment and resource
management-thus presenting yet another limitation (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Attention attractors in local agenda-setting.

Despite the limitations mentioned above, Liu et al. [17] study entails
certain implications to policy makers, in addition to academia. It is
important to know what factors may lead to an increased likelihood for
an issue to gain prominence into agenda-setting. Although this study
suggests a lower degree of significance of focusing events as compared
to other types of attention attractors, in other policy domains and/or
other jurisdictions the role of focusing events might be more
pronounced. Furthermore, Birkland [1] clearly demonstrates the
impact of 9/11 on US federal policymaking, which again raises
implications to policy practitioners in terms of the magnitude such
events might entail for agenda-setting in areas such as aviation safety.
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Next, as Alexandrova [23] finds, only specific types of potential
focusing events appear to have strong agenda-setting influence in the
EU context. Finally, the new typology of anchor events this paper
presents should be quite useful. It ranks a wide array of possible
focusing and related key events in terms of relative frequency, ranging
from mega-focusing events (such as Birkland’s 2004 notion of the
historically unprecedented 9/11 event) [1] to moderately anchoring,
and annual events. Further studies should look into the varying levels
of presence of different categories of anchor events across several
jurisdictions. For example, as this paper demonstrates in Section V,
agenda-setting processes in Italian context exhibit a higher number of
cyclical and moderately anchoring events than in Spain, while the
intensity of annual events appears significantly higher in the context of
Spain (Tables 2 and 3). Further scholarly works should confirm
whether these observations hold true for 2013 only or are applicable to
a longer time period.

Concluding Remarks

Over the last 30 years or so since the pioneering work of John
Kingdon was published in 1984, focusing event discourse has
progressed from being related to the three streams theory [4], to a
more nuanced understanding of the variety of influences focusing
events exert on policy communities, the nature of debate, and the
content of ideas in various policy domains [9]. Furthermore, Thomas
Birkland’s contribution to focusing event theory has proven to be
substantial, as evidenced by a growing number of scholars that well
continue to further develop the notion of focusing events based on his
original ideas (e.g. Best 2010, Wood 2006 as mentioned earlier; but
also, see Fishman 1999 for his analysis of ValueJet flight 592 as an
example of focusing events based on T. Birkland’s definition)
[10,13,24]. Finally, Alexandrova [23] distinguishes between potential
and effective focusing events, noting that not all potential focusing
events are likely to enter the agenda-setting prominence as applied to
the context of the European Council but only those that meet specific
characteristics, such as being manmade incidents, involving large
numbers of deaths, or crises that occur in EU’s neighboring nations.
Other types of potential focusing events largely appear to be
constrained by competition [23], the notion which often characterizes
the nature of agenda-setting [25].

As the present paper suggests, there now appears to be the growing
need for a better operationalization of the notion of focusing events
specifically, and developing a typology of a broader notion of anchor
events, generally as applied to the agenda-setting stage of the policy
cycle process. The new typology outlined here appears well applicable
to specific policy cases, e.g. corruption issues in the contexts of two
European nations, Italy and Spain, as an example, but this could well
apply to a plethora of other policy issues across different jurisdictions.
However, it is also important to acknowledge certain limitations as
mentioned earlier, i.e. the need to look beyond the time span under
study to carefully classify an event into a relevant category of anchor
events, and the difficulty to incorporate dynamic or changing historical
frequency trajectories. Nevertheless, it should be hoped the new
typology of anchor events would spur subsequent scholarly debates
within agenda-setting, contributing to further developments in
focusing event theory.

The focusing event theory well continues to evolve. First, as Liu et al.
[26] study makes important observations and findings, scholars should
empirically test the policy areas and conditions in which focusing
events, as compared with other types of attention attractors, exert

predominant influence on agenda-setting processes across various
jurisdictions. Second, as Birkland [1] demonstrates with regard to the
9/11 terrorist attack in the US, further studies should continue to
analyze the impact of similar focusing events in terms of their
magnitude of influence on various policies, e.g. the impact of major
reforms on subsequent policy changes etc. Next, taking the approach
Alexandrova [23] adopted in her study, further research should
empirically establish what types of potential focusing events possess
greater likelihood of gaining prominence at the agenda-setting stage of
the policy process across different nations and contrasting the local
versus national levels of government policymaking. Furthermore, as
this paper suggests, further studies might analyze in greater detail the
varying levels of categories of anchor events present in different
jurisdictions.

References

1.  Birkland T (2004) The world changed today: Agenda-setting and policy
change in the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks. Rev Policy Res
21:179-200.

2. Kingdon JW (1984) Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies. Little,
Brown, Boston.

3. Kingdon JW (1995) Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies.
HarperCollins College Publishers. New York.

4, Kingdon JW (2003) Agendas, alternatives, and public policies (2ndedn).
Longman Classics in Political Science. Longman, New York.

5. Birkland T, Warnement M (2014) Focusing events, risk, and regulation.
Howlett M, McConnell A, Perl A (2013) Reconciling streams and stages:
Avoiding mixed metaphors in the characterization of policy processes.
Paper presented at Ist International Conference on Public Policy:
Grenoble, France.

7.  Birkland TA (1997) After disaster: Agenda setting, public policy, and
focusing events. Georgetown University Press, Washington, D.C.

8. King G, Zeng L (2001) Explaining rare events in international relations.
Int Org 55: 693-715.

9. Birkland T, DeYoung S (2013) Focusing events and policy windows.
Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

10. Wood RS (2006) Tobacco's tipping point: The master settlement
agreement as a focusing event. Policy Stud J 34: 419-436.

11. Gupta K, Jenkins-Smith H (1972) Anthony downs, “Up and down with
ecology: The issue-attention cycle”. Public Interest, 28.

12.  University of California San Francisco (2016). Truth tobacco industry
documents.

13. Best R (2010) Situation or social problem: The influence of events on
media coverage of homelessness. Soc Prob 57: 74-91.

14. Baumgartner FR, Green-Pedersen C, Jones BD (2006) Comparative
studies of policy agendas. ] Eur Pub Policy 13: 959-974.

15. Shackley S, Evar B (2012) Up and down with CCS: The issue-attention
cycle and the political dynamics of decarbonisation. Routledge, New
York, London.

16. Ungar S (1992) The rise and (relative) decline of global warming as a
social problem. The Soci Quart 33: 483-501.

17. LiuX, Lindquist E, Vedlitz A (2011) Explaining media and congressional
attention to global climate change, 1969-2005: An empirical test of
agenda-setting theory. Polit Res Q 64: 405-419.

18. Daw JR, Morgan SG, Thomson PA, Law MR (2013) Here today, gone
tomorrow: The issue attention cycle and national print media coverage of
prescription drug financing in Canada. Health Policy 110: 67-75.

19. Chung J (2016) South Korea's biggest earthquake triggers nuclear safety
concerns. Reuters.

20. Kang Y (2016) S. Korea still presumed safe from major earthquakes:
experts. Yonhap news.

Review Pub Administration Manag, an open access journal
ISSN: 2315-7844

Volume 5 « Issue 1 « 1000202


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-1338.2004.00068.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-1338.2004.00068.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-1338.2004.00068.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0143814x00003068
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0143814x00003068
http://www.worldcat.org/title/agendas-alternatives-and-public-policies/oclc/30544278
http://www.worldcat.org/title/agendas-alternatives-and-public-policies/oclc/30544278
http://kenan.ethics.duke.edu/wp-content/blogs.dir/2/files/2013/10/Birkland-Warnement_4_10.pdf
http://www.icpublicpolicy.org/IMG/pdf/panel84.1.s1.howlett.pdf
http://www.icpublicpolicy.org/IMG/pdf/panel84.1.s1.howlett.pdf
http://www.icpublicpolicy.org/IMG/pdf/panel84.1.s1.howlett.pdf
http://www.icpublicpolicy.org/IMG/pdf/panel84.1.s1.howlett.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5860/choice.35-4778
https://doi.org/10.5860/choice.35-4778
https://doi.org/10.1162/00208180152507597
https://doi.org/10.1162/00208180152507597
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203097571.ch14
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203097571.ch14
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-0072.2006.00180.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-0072.2006.00180.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199646135.013.34
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199646135.013.34
https://www.industrydocumentslibrary.ucsf.edu/tobacco/about/history/
https://www.industrydocumentslibrary.ucsf.edu/tobacco/about/history/
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2010.57.1.74
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2010.57.1.74
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13501760600923805
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13501760600923805
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.1992.tb00139.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.1992.tb00139.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912909346744
https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912909346744
https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912909346744
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2013.01.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2013.01.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2013.01.006
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-southkorea-nuclear-quake-idUSKCN11J0R2
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-southkorea-nuclear-quake-idUSKCN11J0R2
http://english.yonhapnews.co.kr/focus/2016/09/12/95/1700000000AEN20160912011500315F.html
http://english.yonhapnews.co.kr/focus/2016/09/12/95/1700000000AEN20160912011500315F.html

Citation:

Dyussenov M (2017) Contrasting between Focusing, Real-world and Significant Events in Agenda-Setting: Introducing a New Typology

of “Anchor” Events. Review Pub Administration Manag 5: 202. doi:10.4172/2315-7844.1000202

Page 7 of 7

21.

22.

23.

Nobre CA, Borma LDS (2009) ‘Tipping points for the amazon
forest. Curr Opin Environ Sustain 1: 28-36.

Dyussenov M (2016) Academia vs. Internet: A new issue attention
(mega-) cycle model. Paper presented at the First Annual Meeting of the
Singapore-based Public Policy Network. Singapore.

Alexandrova P (2015) Upsetting the agenda: The clout of external
focusing events in the European council. ] Pub Policy 35: 505-526.

24.

25.

26.

Fishman DA (1999) ValuJet flight 592: Crisis communication theory
blended and extended. Commun Q 47: 345-375.

Schattschneider EE (1960) The Semi-sovereign People. A Realist’s Guide
to Democracy in America. Holt, New York.

Liu X, Lindquist E, Vedlitz A, Vincent K (2010) Understanding local
policymaking: Policy elites' perceptions of local agenda setting and
alternative policy selection. Policy Stud J 38: 69-91.

Review Pub Administration Manag, an open access journal
ISSN: 2315-7844

Volume 5 « Issue 1 « 1000202


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2009.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2009.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0143814X15000197
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0143814X15000197
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463379909385567
https://doi.org/10.1080/01463379909385567

	Contents
	Contrasting between Focusing, Real-world and Significant Events in Agenda-Setting: Introducing a New Typology of “Anchor” Events
	Abstract
	Keywords:
	Introduction
	Contrasting J. Kingdon’s and T. Birkland’s Notions of Focusing Events
	An Analysis of T. Birkland’s Refined Publications
	Introducing the New Typology of “Anchor” Events
	The Applicability of the Typology to Policy Issues: Comparing Corruption Agenda-Setting in Italy Versus Spain
	Implications for Policy Practitioners and Academia
	Concluding Remarks
	References


