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WHERE WE ARE 

 

 We are in Chapter 4 regarding "formal actors" and their roles in policy formulation. 

 We have a visual modeling assignment due Sept. 23. We need to turn toward that. 

 The Midterm Exam is due Sept. 26. 

 

THIS CHAPTER 4 . . . 

 

This chapter regards the FORMAL ACTORS in policy-making processes from a POLITICAL 

SCIENCE perspective. 

 

The focus of the first part of the chapter is on the Congress of the United States and the focus of 

the second part of the chapter is on “the Bureaucracy” of the U.S. national government. 

 

In terms of democracy, this seems to largely ASSUME AWAY the role of the citizens in helping 

get things onto the POLICY AGENDA. (Apparently the author considers citizens and interest 

group representatives to be “informal actors,” in chapter 5.) 

 

In terms of issue networks (IRON TRIANGLES) this chapter does not get into the role of 

representatives of INTEREST GROUPS in the processes by which policies are formulated and 

implemented. 

 

 
 

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_triangle_(US_politics) 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_triangle_(US_politics)


The relationship between representatives of interest groups (usually paid lobbyists) and members 

of Congress is pretty self-evident. However, lobbyists can also be AN IMPORTANT SOURCE 

OF INFORMATION for members of Congress.  

 

Agencies in the “bureaucracy” try to actually IMPLEMENT public policies through 

PROGRAMS. “Bureaucrats” are also sources of information to members of Congress. Members 

of Congress make BUDGETARY DECISIONS about funding programs administered by the 

agencies. 

 

Lobbyists can “carry water for” agency officials through their relations with members of 

Congress. In return, an agency can use degrees of ADMINISTRATIVE DISCRETION when 

making decisions important to an interest group. 

 

REGULATORY AGENCIES can be CO-OPTED the very industries they are charged to 

regulate. The result may be that industry actually SUPPORTS the agency through its interest 

groups. 

 

Please read this. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_triangle_(US_politics) 

 

THIS is the meaning of the statement, “the dichotomy has fallen.” HIGH-LEVEL PUBLIC 

ADMINISTRATORS ARE POLITICAL ACTORS. 

 

Recall, however, that the very highest-level “bureaucrats” in the agencies are likely to be 

PEOPLE POLITICALLY APPOINTED by the political chief executive. So they may be caught 

between the values of the political chief executive and the values of the agency. 

 

It can be a messy “game.” 

 

Each of you should have already encountered the “How a Bill becomes a Law” information, 

regarding Congress and the president at the national level of government. Statutes that contain 

public policies are products of this process at the national level. 

 

I assume here you know the major pattern of events, and will point out several specific aspects of 

it. 

 

Again, it is a (intentionally) messy convoluted process. Our system of governance was design for 

an age when information moved at the speed of a horse.  

 

Please study this, regarding the process IN THE SENATE of the state of Florida. Realize there is 

a similar process IN THE HOUSE and that nothing becomes law without THE SAME language 

being passed in both chambers.  

 

https://flfamily.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/idea-to-law-fl-senate.pdf 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_triangle_(US_politics)
https://flfamily.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/idea-to-law-fl-senate.pdf


 
 

Source: https://flfamily.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/idea-to-law-fl-senate.pdf 

 

Realize that in both chambers (of most legislative bodies) that EVERYTHING goes through 

COMMITTEE processes and when it comes to a FLOOR VOTE, there is a lot of deference to 

the committee recommendations. In other words, for a particular bill, there is probably one 

person or a very few people who really are in the driver’s seat.  

 

Also, PROFESSIONAL STAFF MEMBERS are important. They too are important players. 

 

When the legislation becomes law, the language of the bill GETS INTEGRATED INTO THE 

LEGAL CODE. The code is the compilation of all the laws. (Have you visited an attorney’s 

office recently? Is the Georgia Code still on display there?) 

 

A session of Congress lasts two years. At the end of the session, everything that is still “in 

works” gets deleted. (By analogy, having a player on third base at the end of a baseball inning 

counts for nothing.) 

 

To become a law, a proposal must pass BOTH chambers of Congress (House and Senate) in 

exactly the same form.  

 

The best strategy is to introduce the same bill (with different identifiers) into both the House and 

the Senate at the same time, early in the session. Then the sponsors (one or more Representatives 

and one or more Senators) try to guide the bills through each chamber and come out with the 

same approved bill from both chambers. This can avoid having to go the Conference Committee. 

 

In each house in Congress at any point in time, there is a MAJORITY PARTY and a 

MINORITY party. The Democrats could be the majority party in the House and the Republicans 

could be the majority party in the Senate, for example. 

 

https://flfamily.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/idea-to-law-fl-senate.pdf


There are COMMITTEES and SUB-COMMITTEES in both the House and the Senate. The 

CHAIR of each committee (and subcommittee) is a member of the MAJORITY PARTY in that 

chamber.  

 

To be considered on the “floor,” a bill must first be recommended by the committee it was 

assigned to when it was introduced into the chamber. The CHAIR of the committee has a lot of 

power regarding what happens to a bill in committee. Many bills “go into” a committee and that 

is the last of them. Many bills that are reported out of committee come out SUBSTANTIALLY 

CHANGED from what they were when they were introduced. 

 

After an election, if the majority party and the minority party in a chamber switch, ALL the 

committee (and sub-committee) chairs change. This “switch” can be based on one local election 

outcome if the two parties have nearly equal numbers of elected representatives/senators in the 

chamber. 

 

When a bill is reported out of committee and comes up for a vote on the FLOOR of the chamber, 

the recommendation of the committee is almost always what happens on the floor. This practice 

is called DEFERENCE.  

 

SO MOST OF THE MEANINGFUL WORK IS DONE IN COMMITTEES, not on the floor of 

either the House of the Senate. 

 

It may look like there is real debate going on when viewing C-SPAN. But in fact, the seats are 

usually empty. 

 

(Nebraska has only one chamber in its state legislature. This may be a good idea.) 

 

Most of the STATE GOVERNMENTS have BICAMERAL (two house) legislatures and this 

kind of “game” plays out at that level in similar ways.  

 

---------------- - 

Notice, however, on page 99 that POLICY MAKING does not end when a bill does (or does not) 

become law. 

 

The substance of the bill gets incorporated into THE FEDERAL CODE and then the 

responsibility for implementing it (or parts of it) go to the various federal agencies. 

 

See the image on this page. 

 

http://michellemalkin.com/2009/07/17/inside-the-monstrous-obamacare-bureaucracy/ 

 

http://michellemalkin.com/2009/07/17/inside-the-monstrous-obamacare-bureaucracy/


 
 

There is NOT a one-to-one correspondence between policies, agencies, and programs. The 

Affordable Care Act of 2010 involved MANY federal government agencies in its 

implementation. (And also agencies at the state level.) 

 

The agencies must INTERPRET the federal code and then usually must create rules/regulations 

pursuant to the Administrative Procedures Act of 1946, as amended through the years. 

 

And then finally there is usually at least some ADMINISTRATIVE DISCRETION required in 

the actual implementation of the entire policy. 

-------------- - 

 

And then if someone is unhappy, Congress tries to change the law, DEFUND THE 

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE LAW, or pass new laws that are more detailed, in response to 

complaints by INTEREST GROUPS or other constituents. 

 

------------- - 

 

And then IMPLEMENTATION often involves COORDINATED EFFORTS involving not only 

agencies of the national government, but state and local governments also. 

 

And then, a lot of the actual work gets CONTRACTED OUT to for-profit and non-profit 

organizations. 

 

-------------- - 



 

In some case, policy gets initiated by PUBLIC INITIATIVE AND REFERENDUM. This path 

can bypass almost all the FORMAL PARTICIPANTS. These proposals may be poorly drafted, 

in which case the attempt to interpret what they really mean winds up in the state courts. This is 

about as “direct” as our democracy can become, for better or for worse.  

 

-------------- - 

 

The role of the courts is to step in when the other FORMAL PARTICIPANTS are not “playing 

fairly,” or when the political system is failing to address something that elected leaders either 

cannot or will not address, such as living conditions in prisons. 

 

---------------- - 

 

The RELATIVE POWERS of the various actors depend upon the national Constitution, state 

constitutions, and things that state governments impose upon their own local governments.  

 

For example, where there is a city manager, the powers of the mayor may be adjusted depending 

upon how the administrative role of the city manager is defined by state leaders and within the 

relevant state constitution. 

 

There are substantial variations in state constitutions and in the RULES by which state 

legislatures function.  

 

 

Granted, we have something like 80,000 governments in the United States and A LOT of people 

are employed by government. If you include the military forces and ALL THOSE PEOPLE 

WORKING ON CONTRACTS with governments, my GUESS is that perhaps 20% of 

Americans with full-times jobs are employed by “government” in the U.S. 

 

For some reason, the author of our textbook gets into the SIZE of governments in the United 

States. 

 

Total numbers of civilian and military employees of the national government of the United States 

since 1962. Notice that the numbers represent thousands of people. Realize that this does into 

include the number of people who work UNDER CONTRACTS with the federal agencies and 

military services. 

 

https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/data-analysis-documentation/federal-employment-

reports/historical-tables/total-government-employment-since-1962/ 

 

So, if there were about 3 million civilian federal employees in 2014 and if there are on the order 

of 19 million people working for state and local governments, the relative size of the national 

government, perhaps, does not seem outrageous.  

 

There are apparently about 123 million people employed in the United States 



http://www.statista.com/statistics/192361/unadjusted-monthly-number-of-full-time-employees-

in-the-us/ 

 

Our textbook says that in 2007 about one in seven employed persons in the U.S. worked for 

government at the national, state or local levels. 

 

------------ - 

 

I think the point is that government employees (especially high-level public administrators) 

participate in policy making through both political and administrative “channels.” 

 

They also create policies through making decisions (formal rules and regulations) necessary to 

IMPLEMENT laws that contain policies, and through ADMINISTRATIVE DISCRETION in 

the day-to-day work of implementation. 

 

------------ - 

 

THE COURTS 

 

Just as early scholars believed there was a dichotomy (separation) between administration and 

politics, some believed in a separation between law (the courts) and politics. 

 

Well, in fact judges can be VERY involved both in policy and in administrative implementation 

of policies. 

 

Some judges are elected. Most are appointed and some have tenure for life. (In Florida, state 

judges are required to step-down at age 70.) 

 

I think it is precisely because they are involved in "politics" that most of them are protected from 

politics. 

 

They get involved when someone (often based on class-action) brings suit against a government 

about something. For example, recent challenges to "Obamacare." 

 

They also can get involved when they see things that need to be addressed that are not likely to 

be otherwise addressed (either politically or administratively). For example, treatment of 

prisoners. 

 

http://www.npr.org/2012/02/20/147164898/lawsuits-flying-over-floridas-redistricting 

 

http://in.reuters.com/article/2015/09/18/usa-illinois-budget-idINL1N11L1F720150918 

 

IN SUMMARY 

 

There are MANY formal actors in policy making processes at the national, state and local levels. 

 

http://www.statista.com/statistics/192361/unadjusted-monthly-number-of-full-time-employees-in-the-us/
http://www.statista.com/statistics/192361/unadjusted-monthly-number-of-full-time-employees-in-the-us/
http://www.npr.org/2012/02/20/147164898/lawsuits-flying-over-floridas-redistricting
http://in.reuters.com/article/2015/09/18/usa-illinois-budget-idINL1N11L1F720150918


While I would hope that public policies are RATIONAL, grounded in reason; the truth is that 

they are POLITICAL, grounded in power, influence, personal relationships and POLITICAL 

STRUCTURES AND PROCESSES. 

 

The implementation of policies is COMPLEX because there are so many laws and because 

various policies are not consistent with one another. 

 

TWO THOUGHTS . . . 

 

At what point will our systems of laws and policies be reduced  to AUTOMATION and the 

nation run on a platform like a computer with artificial intelligence. 

 

In a world in which the FUTURE WORLD ORDER is in play and the FOUNDATIONS OF 

DEMOCRATIC GOVERNMENT are under attack, do we need to rethink how public policies 

are created and implemented? Is our nation AGILE enough to survive? Would the revision and 

automation of policy-making processes now only serve to hasten the possible disassembly of our 

nation and its governing systems? 

 

 

 

 

 


