The Issue of Issues: 	�From Issue areas to Issue-systems and Policy-Systems





By Peter Willetts with Mandy Bentham, Peter Hough and David Humphreys,	 �December 1996







Transgovernmental Relations Research Group, 

Department of Systems Science, 

City University, 

London EC1V 0HB. 



�The Issue of Issues: 	�From Issue areas to Issue-systems and Policy-Systems



The dominant ‘issue’ of the post-war era, the Cold War, was resolved in the period 1989 to 1991, with the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and the disintegration of the Soviet Union. Decolonisation of the European empires was virtually completed with the independence in 1990 of the last significant colony, Namibia. Different issues now dominate the global agenda: the environment, human rights, refugee crises, illicit drugs, population growth, development and the debt crisis. Public discussion is often, explicitly or implicitly, based on the assumption that the politics of the new issues is fundamentally different from that of the Cold War and decolonisation. These comments are based on the implicit assumption that distinct issues can be recognised in world politics, yet there is no authoritative theoretical literature defining an ‘issue’ or an ‘issue area’. In the news media, an issue is any matter of dispute that is currently receiving the attention of the political parties and other political actors, even if it is just for a few days. In academic usage, an issue is a concept by which a wide range of detailed, specific choices are related to each other. Thus the media might refer to the ‘issue’ of whether the Israelis should withdraw from Hebron, but academic usage is more likely to see this as just one choice of many that relate the autonomy, the legitimacy and the scope of the Palestinian authority in Jericho, which itself is the latest set of interactions during the decades of debate on the issue of Palestine. The problem remains of identifying a theoretical basis for distinguishing how issues are constituted.

	This paper will argue that two quite different concepts, issue-systems and policy-systems, need to be developed, in order to theorise about issue areas. In the discipline of International Relations, the prime emphasis is on the pursuit of values defining issues or issue areas. In Political Science, the emphasis is on patterns of political behaviour delineating policy networks. This is an exaggerated contrast, as issue areas and policy networks do each cover both values and behaviour. However, it is useful to sharpen the contrast, in order to clarify what each approach has to offer. Values structure politics, by the perception that contention over specific stakes aggregates into issue-systems. In addition, interactions structure politics, by behaviour designed to influence decision-making on detailed questions aggregating into policy-systems. When the single term, issue area, is used to conflate these two concepts, an important aspect of political change is obscured. Policy-systems lie within several issue-systems. The dynamics of global politics come from the various ways in which linkages are made between issues. Outcomes in policy-systems change when new issue-systems impinge upon them.

	Clarification of the place of issues in international relations theory is of fundamental importance, in order to make the transition from the Realist and Neo-Realist assumptions to a Globalist approach. The Realists assume there is a single international system, supposedly involving a single issue of power. Neo-Realists have accepted that there are many issue areas, each with their own different structures of relationships between states, but still see outcomes as being determined by power, either through the issue-specific power or the overall power of states. The Globalists go further by including transnational actors and international organisations in the analysis of the different international issue-systems. Because many of these other actors cannot compete with governments, in terms of their military and economic resources, the Globalists are implicitly moving away from power capabilities being the determinant of outcomes. Analysis of the way actors engage in political debate on the various issues offers the missing link. Mobilisation of support for values to influence policy-making is not reducible solely to power relationships. Refinement of the concept of an issue-system is essential for the development of Globalist theory.

The International Relations Approach to Issues

The starting point for any theoretical discussion of issues must be Rosenau’s article on ‘pre-theories’, which was first published in 1966, but still reads as if it is an innovative critique of much current literature. Rosenau’s aim was to bridge the simple distinction between domestic and international politics. He referred to the different levels of analysis, (local, national and international politics) as forming horizontal systems and saw them as being cross-cut by issue areas. At times the article gives the impression that issue areas are concrete empirical phenomena, but Rosenau was actually offering an abstract analytical concept. This was not obvious because too many ideas were conflated into a single definition. 

Stated formally, an issue area is conceived to consist of (1) a cluster of values, the allocation or potential allocation of which (2) leads the affected or potentially affected actors to differ so greatly over (a) the way in which the values should be allocated or (b) the horizontal levels at which the allocations should be authorised that (3) they engage in distinctive behaviour designed to mobilise support for the attainment of their particular values. (Rosenau, 1966, p.141, italics in the original).

The wording appears to be compatible with the more concise definition of an issue given by Mansbach and Vasquez (1981). 

An issue consists of contention among actors over proposals for the disposition of stakes among them. (p.59, italics in the original).

In fact, the definitions are quite different. Rosenau clearly saw issue areas as covering many issues: ‘although issues may be temporary and situational, issue areas are persistent and general’ (Rosenau, 1966, p.138). It is easy to fall into the trap of thinking that issue areas were then seen by Rosenau as consisting of aggregations of issue-systems. Indeed, Keohane and Nye, writing a decade later, offer just such a definition.

When the governments active on a set of issues see them as closely interdependent and deal with them collectively, we call that set of issues an issue area. (Keohane et al., p.65).

This definition corresponds to common academic usage of the term in subsequent years (Puchala et al., 1983; Krasner, 1983; Jönsson, 1987; Rittberger, 1990; Willetts, 1990). Nevertheless, it does not in any way correspond to Rosenau’s original concept of an issue area.

	For Rosenau each issue area was a single category in a fourfold classification of issues. Depending on whether the actors used tangible or intangible means to mobilise support and on whether they sought tangible or intangible ends, an issue-system could be characterised as being in the status area, the territorial area, the human resources area or the non-human resources area. Thus there were four, and only four, issue areas (Rosenau, 1966, pp.142-7). The point of creating the typology was to be able to hypothesise that conflicts over different types of issues would generate different types of behaviour. For example, status-area issue-systems were likely ‘to evoke more uncompromising political behaviour’ and ‘to be more capable of expansion’ into other issue-systems than were territorial-area issue-systems (Rosenau, 1966, pp.146-7). 

	The next major development in the literature on issues is in the pioneering, but under-utilised, work by Mansbach and Vasquez, In Search of Theory (1981). They concluded that Rosenau’s typology did not yield impressive research results, but his emphasis on the tangibility or intangibility of issues was useful, particularly with respect to the means available for winning support rather than the ends being sought. An alternative approach of attempting to classify issues inductively on a substantive basis, (such as the Cold War, decolonisation and the environment), while being attractive at a first glance, was regarded as being difficult to undertake empirically and a poor basis for theory-building. They suggest that a substantive typology, arrived at deductively from the values that are invoked by an issue, is possible, because there is a limited number of values that people pursue: 

some of those which have been identified and sought through time and across space are wealth, physical security, order, freedom/autonomy, peace, status, health, equality, justice, knowledge, beauty, honesty and love. (Mansbach et al., 1981, p.58)

Mansbach and Vasquez see themselves as returning ‘to the original definition of issues that was offered by Rosenau, namely, that an issue consists of a cluster of values that are to be allocated’ (ibid., p.56).

	This quotation from Mansbach and Vasquez mistakenly treats Rosenau’s definition of an issue area as the definition of an issue. The confusion arose because Rosenau collapsed the two concepts in a single definition. The reference to differences between actors about the allocation of values leading to mobilisation of support was the basis for defining an issue. Then the reference to ‘clusters of values’ generating ‘distinctive behaviour’ was the basis for defining how different issues may be categorised into a common issue area. Once the two aspects of Rosenau’s definition are separated, it can be seen that the Mansbach and Vasquez concept of an issue is derived from Rosenau’s. In both cases, a multitude of specific, short-term, political interactions can be aggregated into a more-general, long-term, issue-system. Keohane and Nye use the same concept of an issue, but proceed to recognise a further level of aggregation. Their concept of an issue area, as a set of issues that are handled collectively, has now replaced Rosenau’s different concept of an issue area, as an analytical typology of issues that are not necessarily related behaviourally. By comparing the two approaches, benefits can be obtained from each. Issue-systems may be aggregated both in terms of the values under contention and in terms of political behaviour.

Policy-Networks in Political Science

Little mention is made of the concepts of issues and values in the study of government within countries. The prime focus is on economic interests seeking to influence policy. The main debate used to be between Corporatists and Pluralists. The Corporatists argued that a small number of dominant economic interests work closely with the state in a relatively closed system, these interests having a monopoly of influence over state policy as well as being instruments of that policy. The Pluralists argued that the government (rather than the state) is subject to pressure from a multiplicity of interests in an open system, but there remains some room for independent manoeuvre by government, because it can balance the various interests against each other. Work on ‘sub-governments’ in the United States and on policy networks in Britain has tended to bridge the Corporatist/Pluralist gulf by assuming that a limited number of economic interests influence, but do not necessarily determine, policy in specialised government bureaucracies (Marsh et al., 1992). The Corporatist and the Pluralist approaches to policy analysis each lie somewhere between Neo-Realism and Globalism. On the one hand, they share with Neo-Realism the emphasis on economic interests and the marginalisation of non-economic values. On the other hand, they share with Globalism disaggregation of domestic political systems and analysis of the pressures upon governments.

	A decade ago Rhodes (1986) distinguished five types of policy networks along a continuum, ranging from restricted-membership, policy communities at the Corporatist end of the spectrum to large, issue networks at the Pluralist end of the spectrum. In more recent work, Marsh and Rhodes relinquish the five-categories, but maintain the idea of a continuum, without defining any intermediate categories. They offer a table, with eight headings to distinguish the characteristics of policy communities from those of issue networks (Marsh et al., 1992, p.251). Policy communities consist of a small number of hierarchical groups, mainly representing economic or professional interests, interacting frequently in a bargaining relationship, with persistent patterns of access and outcomes achieved by consensus in a positive-sum game. Issue networks consist of a large number of groups, having a variety of structures, encompassing all affected interests, interacting with varying frequencies in a consultative relationship, with varied access and outcomes determined by contention in a zero-sum game. The terminology is confusing, because both policy communities and issue networks are regarded as being types of policy networks; and implicitly there is no distinction between a policy and an issue. Marsh and Rhodes do not set limits to the use of the two end-point categories. They admit ‘no policy area will conform exactly to either list of characteristics’ and ‘policy networks can vary along several dimensions’ (ibid., p.250). It should also be noted that there is no basis for assuming the dimensions will be correlated.

	The logic of this critical discussion is to accept the general concept of policy networks, but not the idea of a unidimensional spectrum of a few types of networks. Then the different networks can each be analysed in terms of all the dimensions proposed by Marsh and Rhodes: how many political actors the network contains, what interests they represent, how frequently they interact, etc. When the attempt to define a typology is abandoned, networks need not be forced into static categories and more emphasis can be given to the change across time in the dimensions that describe them. However, the term ‘network’ is not ideal: among some activists in global politics, for example feminists and environmentalists, a network is seen as being an unstructured, non-hierarchical system for the exchange of information and experiences. In contrast, the policy networks of most concern for Marsh and Rhodes are the highly integrated, oligarchic policy communities. Indeed they end their work by displaying a tendency to treat policy networks and policy communities as synonyms (Marsh et al., 1992, cf. pp. 248-54 and p. 256). In order to avoid these ambiguities and also to challenge the assumption by Marsh and Rhodes that policy networks are usually based on sectors of economic activity, from now on the term policy-system will be used. This transcends the Corporatist/Pluralist debate about interest groups. Each policy-system can be characterised by a variety of variables. It is not a theoretical axiom, but an empirical question, whether or not the system tends to be limited to a small number of dominant interests or is open to a wider range of diverse actors.

	The policy networks literature still accepts the orthodox assumption that there are fundamental difference between international politics and domestic politics and does not ask whether the concept of policy-systems has general applicability at the global level. Marsh and Rhodes do include a study of technology policy in the European Community. However, they produce a bewildering contrast by saying on the same page both that it is ‘a department or a section of a department which is involved in a policy network or community, not the government as a whole’ and that ‘national interests may continue to characterise EC policy making’ (ibid., p. 259). There is no explanation how a set of distinct government departments becomes a single coherent actor with a ‘national interest’ when dealing with external policy. The literature lacks any discussion of what determines the scope of the policy considered within a system. There is just an assumption that policy-systems are differentiated by the economic sectors to which they apply. The concept of a sector is not defined and does not readily extend to other policy problems such as illicit drugs, global population growth or UN peacekeeping. Despite all these criticisms, consideration of policy networks does provide a basis for analysing how the behaviour of many different actors, both governmental and non-governmental, is focused on decision-making in a variety of different policy-systems in global politics.

Conclusions from the Two Approaches to Political Systems

In the discipline of International Relations issues and issue areas are discussed, while in Political Science policy and policy networks are discussed. Neither discipline distinguishes between issue-systems and policy-systems. This paper will argue that each would benefit from what the other has to offer. Both of the concepts, issue-systems and policy-systems, are needed.

	The joint impact of the work by Rosenau, by Mansbach and Vasquez, by Keohane and Nye and by Marsh and Rhodes leads suggests that the problem is to arrive at an analytical framework that distinguishes different levels of aggregation for theorising about the substance of politics. Singer’s famous article in 1961 on levels of analysis addressed itself to the hierarchy of systemic structures. It is also necessary to address the hierarchy of interaction processes, from day-to-day events, to issues, to aggregations of issues. Such a framework should encompass both the substantive focus on values and the causal processes that produce such a kaleidoscope of patterns in the relationships between issues. The aggregation of stakes into issues, according to the values they invoke, will be discussed first. Then three other processes by which specific decisions are aggregated within a single policy-system will be outlined. 

Values and the Perception of Issues

Values are the source of one fundamental process for seeing connections between events. Individual political actors employ mental frameworks to structure their perceptions, to simplify and understand the world, and to assert the values that they wish to promote. Different actors then engage in contention over the moral quality, and the priority, to be given to their preferred values. This debate is one meaning of a political issue: for example, debate about the relative weight to be given to the value of freedom, versus other values such as security, order, justice and equality, defines human rights issues. Such debate can occur both with respect to a specific situation or in a highly abstract formulation. The debate about whether the right to freedom of expression should be constrained by prohibition of incitement to racial hatred can be held in terms of a very specific stake, such as whether a neo-Nazi should be allowed to address a university meeting, or it can be held in the abstract, independently of any application to any particular time or place.

Aggregation of Issues by Individuals 

It is easiest to discuss levels of aggregation by considering first how individual people perceive issues. At the lowest level there are innumerable specific stakes, from which a certain set of stakes are recognised as belonging to the same issue, because they invoke the same value. The example has been given of freedom, as the basis for recognising all stakes that may relate to human rights issues. Assertion of the importance of freedom comes within Mansbach and Vasquez’s category of transcendental stakes, ‘which are entirely abstract and non-specific, and which concern beliefs, prescriptions, or norms about how people should live or behave’ (Mansbach et al., 1981, p.62). Application of the value, freedom, has an impact upon our disposition of material objects, including people, but contention is not focused upon the material objects. Other values may translate directly into concrete stakes. The conservation of animals and their habitats involved contention over concrete stakes. However, the distinction between abstract and concrete stakes (and the intermediate category of symbolic stakes) tends to be over stressed. All concrete stakes are pursued because of their instrumental value in achieving intrinsic abstract values. Animal species are valued because they will sustain a more beautiful, diverse and interesting ecosystem. Even material wealth, which is the most sought after concrete value, is desired to realise more abstract values such as status, security, beauty or health.

	Decisions relevant to the conservation of African elephants embody the value of biodiversity. They may cover a variety of different effects upon different people, such as the allocation of resources to employ game wardens, purchase of land for reserves, creation of game lodges for tourists and restrictions on trade in ivory. A series of somewhat similar decisions, also embodying biodiversity stakes, are relevant to the conservation of gorillas, tigers, pandas and parrots. In some parts of the world the income gained by killing animals may be the main threat to conservation, while in other parts contention over land-use, fear of a security threat from the animals or gaining benefits from tourism may be relevant. In each area that provides a habitat for an endangered species, individuals for whom the value of biodiversity is of high salience will perceive the stakes as aggregating into an issue, covering conservation of the particular species. Several such conservation issues can be aggregated into a common issue-dimension. For example, people involved in one or more of the campaigns to save elephants, whales or Amazonian parrots from extinction will see these issues as part of a more general, biodiversity issue-dimension, because one value, the desire to maintain animal species, is salient to all these issues.

	The concept of a hyper-issue can be defined to cover the highest level of aggregation, below the totality of politics. Clearly, biodiversity, water pollution, air pollution, depletion of the ozone layer and desertification are related under the heading of the environment. However, at higher levels, the conceptualisation of value linkages becomes more problematic. Firstly, the relevant value becomes more abstract. For example, health is perceived in relatively concrete terms with respect to the dangers of cancer from pesticides in the River Rhine. It is a more general abstract concern, in the case of the issue-dimension covering the effect of all pollutants on all fresh water, and the connections become a matter of remote logic rather than apparent in practical terms, for the hyper-issue of the environment. Secondly, aggregation at the higher levels involves linking clusters of values. Sustaining the environment involves human health, biodiversity, beauty and animal welfare as a set of related values that all define the hyper-issue. While individuals will not usually articulate their environmental concerns in such an abstract manner, these are the values commonly invoked, either directly or indirectly, in arguments to protect the environment (Willetts, 1996).

	Finally, people may articulate connections between their positions on different hyper-issues and integrate them into an ideology. The term ideology is being used here to describe any set of complex ideas, providing a moral framework for political choice. At this level very different values may be linked. Human ingenuity allows for great diversity in the way arguments are constructed, so that ideologies are not greatly constrained by logic. For example, the environmental hyper-issue is integrated into left-wing and into right-wing ideologies, as well as forming the focus for a separate ideology, namely political ecologism (Dobson, 1990; Humphreys, 1996).

Definitions of the Structure of Issues for Individuals

For a single person, up to five levels of aggregation have been discussed. A stake is the gain to be made in attaining a value, by obtaining a preferred choice between two or more highly-specific alternatives for social action. An issue consists of a set of stakes that are perceived to be related to each other, by being salient for the realisation of the same value, in a particular time-period and in a particular geographical area. An issue-dimension consists of a set of issues that are perceived to be related to each other, by their each being salient for the same value, irrespective of the context in time or space. A hyper-issue is formed from different issue-dimensions, when each of the values they embody is seen to be dependent upon the realisation of the other values. Finally, an ideology represents a person’s world view, in which the various hyper-issues are related to each other. The first two aggregations, from stakes to issues and from issues to issue-dimensions, are defined in relation to the salience of a single value. The latter two aggregations, from issue-dimensions to hyper-issues and from hyper-issues to an ideology, are defined in terms of the relationship between two, or more, different underlying values.

From Individuals to Issue-Systems

Moving from consideration of an individual to consideration of groups of people, the situation becomes more complex. There are great variations in the degree of consensus or conflict over values, both from one group to another and within a single group across different time-periods. Even if the central values are shared, there may be contention within a group over what policy has the greatest potential to realise the values. For example, some conservation non-governmental organisations are divided on whether or not sustainable forest management is technically possible. There can also be contention over what political tactics to adopt for mobilising support. On the other hand, when a group is organised and has a high degree of consensus on values, policy and tactics, that group is analytically similar to a single person. It is treated as a single political actor and its members will share a common perception of aggregation in political processes, at least to the levels of issues and issue-dimensions. These shared perceptions are one of the defining features and the main strength of specialist actors, including many NGOs, such as Greenpeace, intergovernmental bureaucracies, such as the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and even individual government departments, such as environment ministries. Specialist bodies are less likely to display consensus at the higher levels. More broadly based bodies, such as political parties, trades unions, churches, some intergovernmental bureaucracies and government cabinets may be united on a wide range of issues and may even reach the point of sharing a common ideology. To the extent that any political group is united, it can be treated as single political actor, comparable to an individual, whether that unity extends solely to the common perception of a single issue or reaches up to the level of a shared ideology.

	An issue-system is fundamentally different from a single actor. It is defined in terms of contention between different actors, so that within the system the values are not shared. However, situations where there is agreement about the nature of the contention among all the members of a system can be hypothesised. Actors who disagree about human rights might nevertheless agree that they are each giving different priority to freedom in relation to other values, such as order or decency. Similarly, those whose oppose strict conservation measures might accept they are in contention about the priority to be given to biodiversity in relation to the costs of conservation. In such situations, the five levels of aggregation – stake, issue, dimension, hyper-issue and ideology – could in principle be applied to issue-systems of multiple actors.

	To what extent do these hypothetical aggregation levels correspond to real-world political systems? Biodiversity can illustrate the concepts and the problems in applying them. At the lowest level, detailed decisions, about maintenance of habitats, elimination of poaching or regulation of trade, produce contention about biodiversity stakes. When all decisions concerning particular species are debated, there appears to be an issue-system for that species. The meetings of the parties to the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), which cover a range of animals, birds and plants, can be seen as a wider biodiversity issue-system. The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 1992 can be seen as providing a hyper-issue system in which special attention was given to biodiversity, climate change and forests, with virtually all other environment issues being covered by the discussion of Agenda 21. The issues were linked on a permanent basis, when the UN Commission on Sustainable Development was created to follow-up the work of the conference. 

	However, if a system corresponds to an organisation, the match between each concept and the real-world is not as close as this outline suggests. Firstly, at each level of aggregation, there are several political systems rather than a single system. Both specific stakes, such as dealing with a single group of poachers, and issues, such as elephant conservation, involving many stakes, can be handled by agencies of local government and central government, along with the field operations of UN programmes and transnational NGOs. The wider issue-system of biodiversity is not entirely located within CITES, as separate treaty organisations cover other species, such as whales, polar bears and waterfowl. Even at the hyper-issue system level, a wide range of environmental issues are handled in other organisations, such as the European Union, the Commonwealth and the multilateral development banks. Secondly, at each level of aggregation, contention is not solely about a single value. Biodiversity might be the most salient value to many actors in dealing with poaching or the issue of elephant conservation, but other values come into play, making human rights and resource allocation salient issues. At the higher levels of CITES and the CSD, the issue of the allocation of economic resources again is salient to many actors in relation to biodiversity and other issues, such as sovereignty, can arise.

	Hence an issue-system is an ideal-type concept. No organisation covers all aspects of contention about one value whatever the level of aggregation and all organisations are concerned about several values. A system does not have to be an organisation, but it is only possible to give a concrete identity to a system if all its interactions take place within a specific organisation or set of organisations. In practice, the fluidity of political debate is such that many issues move from one forum to another through erratic and complex routes. Interactions concerning biodiversity in Kenya may take place in international organisations in Geneva, Rome, Gland, London, Brussels and New York. An issue-system is an abstraction of all those interactions that affect the allocation of a particular value, in whatever organisations they may occur.

	Because an issue-system is an ideal-type concept, it need not be constrained by the initial hypothesis that all the actors in the system agree about the nature of the contention. The system is defined by the analyst rather than all the participants within it. Some actors may seek to mobilise support for their own values by denying the salience of the defining value to the allocation of particular stakes. The analyst can regard such opposition as still being contention about the central value and hence participation in the issue-system. In some systems, for example contention in CITES over conservation of biodiversity, the central value can be widely acknowledged, with the contention occurring in real-world organisations that have some limited approximation to the ideal-type. Others, such as freedom, equality or justice, are of salience to such a wide range of actors, in such a diverse and complex range of situations, with such controversy about their relative priority, that they can only be related to abstract issue-systems. It is meaningful to talk of various human-rights issues, but it is not possible to locate all the interactions on any one issue in a single organisation.

	To summarise, an issue-system exists as an analytical abstraction without having a direct match in the empirical world. It consists of interactions concerning the value or values, and the level of aggregation, that define it. The interactions are not necessarily located in a particular place or a particular organisation, though the news media will often connect disparate locations. In addition the interactions are not necessarily limited to contention over the central value, though they must by definition include it.

Definitions of Issue-Systems

The general definitions of the five levels of issue-systems can now be given. A stake is the gain or loss to be made in attaining one value, depending upon the allocation of a specific item. Hence, a stake-system involves a set of actors in contention about a single decision. This is of interest to the analyst, because various actors attach varying degrees of priority to the decision, in terms of the value that defines it as embodying the stake. An issue-system then consists of contention over proposals for the disposition of a set of stakes that actors treat as being closely-related, because they are seen by a clear majority of the actors as being salient to the same value. This is the same as Mansbach and Vasquez’s definition of an issue, except for the restriction that the stakes embody a common value. They call this ‘a stake linkage’, but say issues can as an alternative be created by actor linkages (1981, p. 60). In the current paper an alternative axiom is adopted, value linkages and actor linkages can be complementary to each other, and the presence of one in no way excludes the presence of the other. 

	Aggregating further, an issue-system may be analysed as part of a wider issue-system, encompassing two or more issue-systems. At this third level, the actors in the different systems will not necessarily interact or even be aware of each other. It is the analyst who has evidence that the same value is under contention and perceives the systems as being on the same issue-dimension. If there are no connections in practice at this level or higher levels, then a wider issue-system is not so much a system, in the proper sense of the word, as an analytical category for a group of systems. However, once actors in one issue-system become aware of another issue-system, have access to communication channels to the other system and have sufficient resources to engage in communication, they may proceed to engage in interactions that convert the analytical category into a proper, wider issue-system. 

	A hyper-issue system covers a broad range of debate about diverse proposals invoking a cluster of related values. This fourth level involves sufficient aggregation to corresponds to much usage of the term issue area, for example when reference is made to the environmental issue area or the human-rights issue area. As with the previous level, a hyper-issue system may be solely an analytical category or it may evolve into a complex set of interactions on a wide range of issues that encompass several related values. The totality of global politics can be encompassed in an ideological system of contention among actors to obtain endorsements for an ideological framework linking the values that are salient to different hyper-issues. Analysts may at times assert the connections between economic equity, human rights, gender issues, the environment, population and development, but they are rarely addressed together in contemporary political debate. The only obvious example of an ideological system has been in the early years of the Cold War, during which the competition between communism and capitalism did aggregate virtually all issues.

Table 1	Levels of Aggregation for Issue-Systems

�Type of Issue for an Individual Actor��Type of Issue-System��1   One value is salient to a single choice�A Stake�A Stake-System��2   One value is salient to a set of related choices, having effect at one time and place�An Issue�An Issue-System��3   One value is salient to a set of choices, irrespective of the effect in time and place�An Issue-Dimension�A Wider Issue-System��4   A set of related values are salient�A Hyper-Issue�A Hyper-issue system��5   The relative priority of all values is salient�An Ideology�An Ideological System��

Value-Linkages and the Identification of Issue-Systems

Although these five levels of aggregation from a single stake to a complex ideology have to be identified by the analyst, the resulting systems should not be arbitrary. While there is no simple one-to-one mapping, the systems have to map onto the real world. The analyst abstracts all those interactions for which it is observed the relevant values are invoked by the actors. The reference may be positive, through endorsement of the values and attempts to mobilise support for them, or negative, through rejection of the values and attempts to reduce support for them by other actors. The values may be explicitly mentioned in political communications or indirectly covered by attempts to influence allocation of stakes that are generally perceived to embody the values. They may be implicitly invoked, for example by decisions on attendance at debates on the issues. (The possibility that President Bush would not attend UNCED was seen as a major statement about his attitude towards environmental values.) Any action that may influence the attitudes of other actors towards the relevant values constitutes participation in the system. It is arbitrary that the analyst is concentrating on one particular issue-system rather than any other. Nevertheless, the process of abstraction, to identify the elements of the system of interest should not be arbitrary. There may be practical difficulties in identifying all the participants in the political process, but the goal is comprehensive coverage of all contention salient to the value(s) defining the system.

	Because different political actors do not all perceive issues and issue-dimensions as aggregating to hyper-issues and ideologies in the same way, there is always the possibility that the values being contested will change as time passes. All political actors desire to mobilise support for their own value preferences, both in terms of gaining the maximum possible number of supporters and in terms of achieving the highest-possible, shared level of aggregation. In order to gain supporters, arguments are constructed to incorporate values of higher salience for other actors and link them to the central value under contention. In order to widen the scope of the agreement, arguments are constructed to shift the debate to higher levels of aggregation. When either of these tactics is successful, value-linkages are produced first of all in developing a broader and more-complex consensus within the coalition and secondly in widening the debate in the system. The formation of new value linkages is one of the fundamental dynamics of political change. Three other types of linkages that bring in different values will be considered in the next section.

	The higher levels of aggregation have been defined so that there may, or may not, be direct interaction across the level as a whole. Firstly, a variety of different issues can each be salient for the realisation of the same value, even when actors in the different issue-systems are not aware of each other. Under our terminology, these issues belong to the same wider issue-system. Hence predictions will be made of similar behaviour in the different, unconnected issue-systems. For example, there is relatively little overlap between the actors involved in trying to preserve whales and those involved in protecting African elephants, nor between the governments involved nor between the economic interests affected. In behavioural terms, there are clearly two distinct issue-systems, each with their own boundary around the interactions between the particular actors. Nevertheless, interesting comparisons might be made between the campaigning tactics of the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) on whales and Elefriends on African elephants, or between the Norwegian and the Zimbabwean governments on the respective issues. Secondly, if two or more different issues are handled by the same set of actors, the interactions on the different issues are likely to generate connections between the issues, eventually reaching the point of proposals for deciding on simultaneous action. There may come a point when it is not possible to make a behavioural distinction between the issues. For example, debate at the UN about criticism of the human rights record of different governments with very different circumstances can merge into a common debate about the functions and the authority of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. It may be hypothesised that the longer the issue-systems exist and the greater the degree of overlap between the membership of the systems the greater the probability that they merge into a wider issue-system. Thus the concepts developed cover the use of “issue areas” both for sets of issues that are not behaviourally related, (which was one feature of Rosenau’s definition), and for sets of issues that are dealt with collectively, (which was central to Keohane and Nye’s definition).

Aggregation in Policy-Systems through Actor, Bargaining and Functional Linkages

The emphasis so far has focused on the motivations of actors and the inputs they make to contention at the various levels. A different approach is to emphasise the organisational structures, from which groups of actors output collective decisions, in order to achieve the authoritative allocation of stakes. Such organisations, along with the actors that are actively seeking to influence their decisions, are policy-systems. While issue-systems are ideal-type analytical abstractions, policy-systems do correspond to interactions designed to influence concrete organisations. However, the decision-making body is just the core: the system also includes all those actors who are attempting to influence the decisions, whether they operate within the organisation or lobby from outside. This formulation will be elaborated below, to include efforts by external actors to place issues on an organisation’s agenda or even attempts to prevent an issue being taken up. Thus, with lobbying and agenda-setting, there will be the same practical problems of identifying peripheral actors in policy-systems, as there are in identifying actors in issue-systems. Nevertheless, this shift from issue-systems to policy-systems is not just a change of analytical focus. They are two different types of systems.

	The policy process generates issue linkages that are quite distinct from aggregation through value-linkages. Policy-systems are the focus for simultaneous contention on multiple issues. Most governmental or intergovernmental organisations have meetings to consider an agenda that covers several disparate issues and, as a result, the possibility arises that those issues may be linked. If the organisation is decentralised, linkage may not be encouraged, because different issues may be handled by different sections or committees. Equally, if the different issues arise at different times, linkage may not occur. A few exceptional organisations may be focused primarily, but not exclusively, on a single issue-dimension, as the example of CITES illustrated. However, it is often the case that different issues are handled by the same decision-making group, within a sufficiently short time period for some of the actors to consider whether or not there are any linkages across different issue-dimensions or even across different hyper-issues. Value-linkages were defined purely in terms of the way in which issues are perceived. This section will now cover actor, bargaining and functional linkages, which are products both of perceptions and of the nature of the policy-system within which they occur.

Actor Linkages

Actor linkages occur when the status of an actor is itself a matter of contention. Such a linkage is most directly invoked when questions of the membership of a system arise. The decision to include an actor within a system is always to some extent an acceptance of the legitimacy of that actor. When a formal organisation has a defined membership, then the decision to admit an actor as a member is a statement that the actor meets the explicit or implicit criteria for membership. Even when an actor unambiguously meets the general criteria, its admittance or continued membership may constitute an endorsement of its overall political status. Hence, if there are any other actors who deny the legitimacy of one particular actor, membership of the organisation becomes a matter of contention. As a result, interactions in the policy-system generate linkages between the status decision and other issues on the agenda. For example, apartheid became linked to environmental issues, through battles about the South African government’s participation in the Antarctic Treaty System. If an actor is excluded from an organisation, it is not part of the core of the policy-system, but it is still within the overall policy-system, as long as the issue of that actor’s status within the organisation is still contested.

	Of course attributing high or low status to an actor is a type of value statement. However, it is worth separating status from all other values, because most of the time it represents evaluation of actors, without having direct relevance to policy choices, whereas other values determine the priority given to stakes and do directly affect policy choices. The exception is when the status of one or more actor is the central value under contention defining an issue-system. In the Palestine issue-system the legitimacy of the Israeli government and of the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) is the core value-conflict, to which all the stakes are related. In other issue-systems the status of one or more actors may be a symbolic value under contention, as an indirect way of contending about a value with which those actors are closely identified. In the apartheid issue-system the status of the South African government and the African National Congress (ANC) invoked symbolic stakes in relation to the value of equality, which was negated by the ideology and practice of apartheid. While the distinction between status as an intrinsic value (Do the Palestinians have the status of a nation?) and status as an instrumental value (Should the ANC be supported, in order to attack apartheid?) is clear analytically, it is more difficult to apply in practice. There is always quite a high correlation between the status of an actor and evaluation of the political positions adopted by the actor. 

	Whenever an issue-system involves contention over the status of an actor, that issue may be linked to all the issues on the agenda of any organisation in which the actor is a member or a potential member. In the early 1980s the PLO sought to gain Observer status at the IMF and hence linked the issue of Palestinian rights to international financial issues. Such battles tend to be fought just once, on the overall decision to grant membership or observer status. However, they can come up repeatedly on questions of approving the credentials of delegates, nominating committee positions, fighting elections, exercising the right to vote or speaking in the debates. The opportunities for indirect attacks on the status of a member in the texts of resolutions and documents are many, if they are sought by a fertile mind. In the 1970s and 1980s such actor linkages on South Africa, Israel and the PLO were made in many intergovernmental organisations on many occasions. Those who objected to such linkages denounced them as ‘politicisation’ (Imber, 1989). Generally they were Western governments, whose predecessors had employed similar tactics to make actor linkages between the Cold War and other issues in the 1950s.

	Six points need to be made in relation to the use of ‘politicisation’ as a pejorative term to describe events. Firstly, whether or not one likes the fact, actor linkages are widely employed. Secondly, they are used in a positive as well as a negative manner and this is much less likely to be noticed or criticised. (A positive actor linkage arises in trying to persuade high status actors to join an organisation or host a meeting, when they have no prior connection to the main issues being discussed.) Thirdly, a decision to refuse to expel a member from an organisation or otherwise ostracise the member is itself an actor linkage to the issue-system involving the status of that actor: it is a decision to maintain rather than diminish the actor’s status. Fourthly, the structure and functioning of international organisations make actor linkages a very easy tactic to adopt, for forcing a status issue onto the agenda of other actors. Fifthly, an actor linkage can rarely be sustained for more than a brief period of time, unless a value-linkage between the reason for the actor’s status being attacked and the values invoked in other issue-systems can be sustained, (for example in linking apartheid to human rights or to development). Lastly, the attacks upon actor linkages, by denouncing the linkages as illegitimate politicisation, are not ‘non-political’, but are a political tactic designed to have a negative impact.

Bargaining Linkages

Organisational agendas encourage political actors to link issues by bargaining about outcomes. One actor agrees to make concessions on one issue, in return for another actor agreeing to make concessions on a different issue. Not only is it possible for this to occur when there are no value linkages between the issues, it is actually more likely to occur when different values arise and the issues have differential salience for the actors. If the first actor finds Issue A of high salience but is not concerned with Issue B, while the second actor finds Issue B to be much more salient, then it is relatively easy for the first actor to offer a concession on B in return for gaining a concession on A. This process is the creation of bargaining linkages. 

	When a group of actors bargains over a complex set of issues, the result will often be a package deal. This may be conceptualised as another way in which issues are aggregated to a high level, integrating quite different values, but the linkages are in a form that is very different from a hyper-issue or an ideology. Indeed, actors may at times actually say they reject values embodied in some of the policy proposals that they endorse. The UN Conference on the Law of the Sea covered policy-making on subjects as diverse as territorial authority, safety, drug-trafficking, pollution, fishing, mineral resources and rights of passage. The Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) covered agriculture, textiles, tropical products, services, intellectual property rights, health, development and dispute settlement. In both UNCLOS and GATT each government’s final decision was whether or not to accept the negotiated package as a whole: it was not possible to ratify parts of the final agreements. Decision-making is not often as dramatically constrained into such comprehensive packages as in UNCLOS or GATT, but, in a lesser way, bargaining linkages between different agenda items is a common feature of all parliaments, multilateral diplomacy and policy-making conferences.

Functional Linkages

A different process occurs when issues are linked functionally. This process was identified but not explored by Keohane and Nye (1987, pp.64-5, 89). The essential feature of a functional linkage is that it will affect policy implementation independently from the value preferences or the political behaviour of the actors. The linkage must be perceived in order to affect the politics of policy-making, but does not have to be perceived to affect the success or failure of a policy. Thus a functional linkage exists when action taken on one issue directly or indirectly has an effect upon the disposition of stakes on another issue through a physical, chemical or biological causal process. There are two ways a direct functional linkage can be a feature of political decisions. Firstly, the movement of material resources from place A to place B has consequences both in A and in B, and also prevents the resources being usable elsewhere. (The movement of people or animals is a special case of this material effect.) Secondly, when people’s time is committed to one task, they cannot at the same time be available for alternative tasks. The most common type of political decision to generate indirect functional linkages occurs in budgetary processes. The apportionment of money for a particular purpose is intended to affect the allocation of material resources and of people’s time. There is another common source of indirect functional linkage: the movement of material resources and/or energy may change the balance of an ecological system or a biological system, sometimes with complex unforeseen effects. When such effects are discovered to threaten human health, the political and economic effects can be dramatic, as has been shown with the use of asbestos in building, CFCs in aerosols and new animal feeds for beef cattle. The allocation of materials, time and money, along with disruption of natural systems, may not present an exhaustive list, but they do demonstrate functional linkages are a widespread phenomenon

	A series of decisions on whether a Channel Tunnel was to be built between Britain and France, what its route would be, how its construction would be financed, whether it would be for rail traffic only or for road and rail traffic, and who would manage it commercially were functionally related aspects of a single large-scale policy. The decision, whether or not to build the tunnel, encompassed in the simple response, ‘Yes’ or ‘No’, automatically involved all these complex questions about the allocation of resources to the task. It was also linked functionally to the issues arising from the environmental impact of the construction of the associated railway route and dumping waste soil. In addition, there was a linkage to the health issue of keeping Britain free from rabies, because of the potential effect of allowing wild mammals to move across the Channel. The linkage between the transport, environmental and health effects existed, whether or not the various actors wished them to exist or perceived that they did exist. These effects may be contrasted with the linkage to the status issue of creating a common European identity, which only happened when political actors made a conscious choice to argue about the symbolic impact of a direct and fast connection between England and the Continent.

	While functional linkages have been defined as occurring in the objective physical world, they must be recognised by at least some of the actors before they can affect policy formulation. For example, while AIDS was first spreading, there could be no politics of AIDS prior to the recognition that an epidemic existed. Thus the social and health issues involved in policy towards drug addicts affected the spread of AIDS in the 1970s, but nobody perceived the functional linkages until after the identification of HIV in 1983 and the realisation that needle-sharing was a source of contagion for this disease. For this type of issue linkage to affect political behaviour two conditions must hold: the functional linkage must be perceived to exist and at least one of the issues must be perceived to be salient. One reason epistemic communities are of political importance is that they will often be seen as authoritative in establishing the existence of functional linkages (Haas, 1992).



	Table 2	Processes linking different Issue-Systems

Type�Political Process��Value linkages�Actors perceive one value to be salient to different decisions, via their moral frameworks��Actor linkages�Contention over the status of an actor is perceived to be common to different decisions��Bargaining linkages�Actors agree that one decision is conditional upon another decision��Functional linkages�Actors perceive more than one value is salient to policy, via a physical causal process��

Policy Systems and the Four Types of Linkages

Policy-making covers three related political processes: agenda-setting, policy formulation and policy implementation. The boundaries between these three processes are not always clear and there is feedback, so that unanticipated problems with implementation can generate new agenda-items. For the purposes of this analysis, a policy-system will encompass all activity designed to influence decision-making in any organisation in which a formal process of policy formulation occurs. This includes agenda-setting in the narrow sense of specifying the contents of a formal agenda. The wider process of agenda-setting, in the sense of some actors trying to increase the salience of particular issues for other actors, can be analysed in issue-systems rather than policy-systems. Formulation of policy varies from individual detailed decisions through to endorsement of wide-ranging complex policies covering many detailed decisions. The general term policy-system will be used to cover all levels of decision-making and then different types of policy-systems can be distinguished according to the scope of the policy.

	With the emphasis on collective decision-making in organisations, the levels of aggregation for policy-systems can now be examined. In issue-systems, the fundamental determinant of the level of aggregation was the variation from highly-specific, single-value choices to very-general, multi-value, complex choices. In policy-systems, the determinant of which decisions are taken together is the combination of the effects of the four different types of linkages operating simultaneously. It is possible to choose to handle separate issues that are connected by value linkages either in a single organisation or in several organisations. In contrast, actor linkages and bargaining linkages are always generated by the structures and procedures of an organisation. In the case of functional linkages, once they are perceived to exist, the individual actors can either raise the policy problems within an existing organisation or seek to create a new one, to handle all the related issues simultaneously. Issues are aggregated in a continuous hierarchy. Policy may also aggregate continuously to cover the full scope of an organisation, but in addition policy domains spanning a number of organisations will be discussed below. Thus an issue-system can be identified deductively, but policy formulation is identified inductively. Political behaviour within organisations defines policy-systems and there is no theoretical limit to the scope of the decisions that may be combined into the higher-levels of policy by the four linkage processes.

	It is widely argued in the discipline of Systems Science that political systems and physical systems are all sufficiently open that ultimately all the systems on planet earth affect each other (Flood et al., 1988). Such an approach is reflected in the work of the Club of Rome, in which the Earth’s ecological, economic, social and political systems are seen as interrelated entities (Meadows et al., 1974 and 1992). On this basis, functional linkages could bring all decisions within the scope of a single policy, but such an approach would be totally impractical. Nevertheless, functional linkages are the prime determinant of the first level of aggregation. Governments around the world generally recognise approximately the same functional boundaries, in each having ministries of health, education, law enforcement, etc. and other political actors focus on policy formulation at this level. Then cabinets, political parties and legislatures are recognised as institutions that negotiate bargaining linkages between functional policy-systems. Similarly at the international level, there are the functional UN specialised agencies and the specialist international NGOs. A more comprehensive overview of their work occurs in the United Nations itself and in some of the broadly-based NGOs.

	Functional linkages usually have significance at the lower levels of aggregation of policy decisions. At the higher levels of aggregation the functional linkages may still be acknowledged, but are not themselves providing substantial constraints on policy. One significant reason for worrying about the depletion of the ozone layer is the predicted increase in skin cancers, but the Montreal Protocol does not address this health issue. The functional linkage is there, but the only policy linkage lies in the effects of allocating resources to handle the new problem. It seems best to consider functional linkages as being the explanation of a policy covering more than one issue only when the movement of material resources, human resources or money is having an immediate and obvious impact. The exception is when one value is of such high salience that a new policy-making body is established to provide co�ordination and handle all the functional linkages. AIDS has had high salience as a health issue throughout all sections of society in all parts of the world. As a result, special governmental units have been established in many countries to provide inter-ministerial co-ordination and the UN has taken the unusual step of integrating the work of six major programmes in a UNAIDS Joint Programme with its own governing Board.

	When functional linkages have an indirect effect, take a significant amount of time to have an effect or are difficult to understand, their impact is mediated by the response of the policy-system. The allocation of new resources to the development of new refrigerants or to the treatment of skin cancers is not decided as a direct and automatic consequence of the scientific assessment of the state of the ozone layer. It is decided through a mixture of ‘market forces’, exercise of government authority (for example, by banning use of CFCs in aerosols) and government budget allocations. In as much as policy on the ozone layer is made solely by reference to maintaining the natural ecosystem, the policy concerns a single issue. In as much as the debate refers to health decisions or aspects of global warming, there are functional linkages in people’s perceptions of the issues, but this will not necessarily result in the determination of a comprehensive policy with centralised decision-making to handle the functional linkages.

	When functional linkages are not immediate, bargaining linkages or actor linkages may take over. Governments make budget allocations and decide which organisations should handle different aspects of a policy and this is usually the result of a bargaining process. The desire for effective policy may also lead to the perception that particular actors must be included in the agreement. If any of these actors are notable as being either of low status or of high status, an actor linkage is produced. Finally, a comprehensive policy must allocate responsibility for policy implementation and hence affect the status and authority of a variety of actors. This process will also result in actor linkages for policy formulation, often with fierce rivalry between bureaucracies over their respective responsibilities. Usually at the higher levels of aggregation in policy-making, bargaining linkages and actor linkages, rather than functional linkages, structure debate.

Definitions of Policy Levels for Individuals 

Just as definitions of the levels for issues were more straightforward for individuals than they were for issue-systems, so it is easier to define levels of aggregation for policy in relation to individuals and then consider policy-systems. Five levels of aggregation for issues were distinguished. In the case of policy the breadth of a policy is essentially an empirical phenomenon to be observed. It can grow in scope with no clear thresholds from one level to the next. It has been suggested that functional linkages occur at lower levels, while actor and bargaining linkages arise at higher levels. The behavioural patterns produce a total of four, rather than five, levels of aggregation: decisions, policies, policy packages and policy platforms.

	In the case of issue-systems, the lowest level of aggregation was a specific ‘stake’, which could be attained as one outcome of a decision. Even at the lowest level of policy-making, more than one issue may be involved, so this level will be distinguished from a stake by referring to a specific ‘decision’, which can embody more than one stake. For example, a financial donation to a wildlife NGO embodies at least three values: allocation of wealth, promotion of biodiversity and enhancing the status of the NGO. For a single actor, a political decision is a choice that has to be made between two or more specific alternatives for social action, by evaluation of all the stakes affected by the decision. Then a policy consists of a series of political decisions that are perceived to be related functionally to each other. It usually is the case that single actors start thinking about proposals for action from the perspective of a dominant issue or issue-dimension, but, as they attempt to make the proposals practical, functional linkages will set boundaries on the scope of the policy. Specific decisions that invoke the same issue without being functionally related to the central concern can be postponed, while specific decisions that are not salient to the original issue will be integrated into the policy when there is a functional linkage. Even single-issue NGOs will pursue this approach, if they decide to lobby for changes in policy rather than limiting themselves to influencing public attitudes. This shift from the focus on a single issue to the more complex value choices involved in advocating policy is the prime source of tensions and splits in NGOs. Alternatively, if the value shifts can be accommodated, the functional linkages force NGOs (and other actors) to expand the scope of their concerns. For example, Amnesty International, despite being founded in 1961 with a very narrow mandate to promote freedom of opinion, expanded its scope in the 1970s to oppose torture and the death penalty. Initially, there was the functional linkage, because nominal freedom of opinion could not operate for those who had been physically silenced, and then the new values concerning freedom from pain and the right to life were accepted unconditionally, for criminals as well as for political prisoners. Many political actors, particularly NGOs, will go no further in what they advocate than the functional linkages that are perceived to be unavoidable for a single policy to succeed. 

	Governments and political parties have a much wider scope than other political actors. They have to respond to many demands made upon them and present policies in an appropriate manner to attempt to win majority support in domestic politics. Therefore they think about different policies appealing to different potential supporters. Governments also have to develop policy on questions that may not be salient within their own country, because they have to make policy choices by voting in intergovernmental organisations. Thus governments and parties have to integrate a variety of policies. A policy package consists of a set of policies that are perceived to be related to each other, by their each having to be presented at the same time, because of bargaining linkages or actor linkages. Finally, if there is an attempt to cover all decisions currently under debate, a comprehensive policy platform is put before domestic supporters and pursued in global politics. 

	At first glance it might be thought that an individual actor’s policy platform is the same as their ideology. In both cases the aggregation is comprehensive, covering all, or most, issues in contemporary political debate. However, an ideological statement would be recognised through the assertion of values, along with arguments for sustaining those values and propositions about the relationships between the different values. On the other hand, a policy platform focuses on a range of proposals for action. It is quite possible for one document or speech to be both an ideological statement and a policy platform, but they are analytically distinct. An ideology, being based on the articulation of a set of values, changes when the actor’s values change. In contrast, a policy platform is constrained by functional linkages from the lower level of aggregation and by actor and bargaining linkages at the higher level. As a result, ideology changes in response to the internal dynamics of the individual actor, but a policy platform is also a reflection of the policy-system within which the actor is operating.

	In international politics, few political actors will be well enough informed about the preferences of other actors to have the option of tabling proposals that go beyond the level of a policy. Even when they are capable of tabling a credible policy package, individual governments are very unlikely to do so, because it is a diplomatic norm that all governments are equal and hence none have special leadership roles. Most international NGOs are specialised and do not wish to endorse a policy package covering topics outside their domain. In any case diplomatic procedures rarely allow NGOs to offer negotiating texts in their own name. In contrast to this, secretariats of intergovernmental organisations may table policy packages, notably at the major UN conferences on population, social affairs, women, the environment and human rights. Governmental caucus groups will occasionally do so as well, though they prefer to table a series of policy proposals rather than a single coherent package. One major exception occurred in the early 1970s, when the Group of 77 developing countries put forward the New International Economic Order. While they may well emphasise their own policy preferences, such packages are not truly the product of a single actor: secretariats first establish the limits of consensus within the organisation and rarely stray far beyond those limits. Similarly, caucus groups are rarely so cohesive that they can negotiate on amendments to their proposals collectively through a single representative. At the highest level of aggregation, policy platforms can seldom be put forward in international organisations, because no global or regional organisation has comprehensive responsibilities for policy-making, in the way that governments do within countries.

Definitions of Policy-Systems 

As with issues, a group of people can be considered as being a single political actor, when they are all advocating the same policy. Then policy-systems consist of different actors in contention to endorse different policy proposals. When defining the different levels of policy-systems, the various types of collective behaviour within the decision-making organisation have to be considered. The aggregation occurs through the way in which the procedure for taking decisions is arranged. In other words the crucial levels of aggregation are defined by the agenda of the organisation. At the lowest level, a decision-system involves contention to make an authoritative choice between two or more specific alternatives for social action. Debate about any collective choice that is very specific or limited in its application would be regarded as a decision-system. Then an agenda-item system consists of a set of actors in contention over proposals for the resolution of a set of political decisions that are taken under the same agenda item in a decision-making body. Broadly speaking an agenda item will be limited to what most actors consider to be a single policy. If a majority of actors considers that more than one policy is covered by an agenda item, they will be likely to ensure the relevant part of the agenda is divided into separate items. Therefore agenda items approximate to sets of decisions that are functionally linked.

	Reference to an agenda item must be taken as including four aspects of such items. Firstly, there is the debate about whether or not to accept a new item on the organisation’s agenda. This is not just an apolitical, procedural question. The way in which an agenda item is delineated is often a major determinant of what policy options will later be endorsed or rejected. This is most obviously the case in defining the terms of reference for a committee, but it applies to some extent in relation to all agendas. Secondly, there is the debate, when the item is formally considered, along with the various decisions taken, usually at the end of the debate. In a legislature the outcome can be a vote on a motion or the passage of a law. Similarly, in an international organisation the outcome will usually be a resolution or some text contributing to a legal agreement. Thirdly, if the final decisions include a formal or informal commitment to place the same item on the agenda of a future meeting, there may continue to be political activity after the formal debate has closed. Even when this is not the case, public debate may continue, in order to affect policy implementation or in an attempt by those who are dissatisfied with the outcome to make the organisation re-consider its decisions. Fourthly, even when the policy has ceased to be contentious within an organisation, debate may continue over co-operation with, or pressure on, other actors regarding their policies on the same subject. Thus the policy-system defined by an agenda item includes all activity designed to influence outcomes, before, during and after the formal debate. 

	A higher level of policy aggregation occurs when all items on an agenda are resolved simultaneously. In both legislatures and diplomatic assemblies, such comprehensive decision-making can develop on an ad hoc basis, when coalitions of actors are built to offer each other mutual support on different agenda items. If coalitions hold together beyond the specific agenda-items that brought them together, the organisation level of policy-making comes to dominate the agenda-item level. This happens in legislatures with strong political parties and to a lesser extent in diplomacy, when caucuses, such as the Group of Seventy Seven and the Western European and Other States, are comparable to weak parties. In all organisations the structure of the agenda can also promote actor and bargaining linkages between different agenda items. International negotiations on the text of a multilateral treaty create an organisation system, in which the final decision on whether to sign the treaty aggregates all the agenda-items for the negotiations. An organisation system consists of contention among actors over proposals to formulate, to endorse or to revise a common policy package, covering simultaneous agreement on the set of all the different agenda items within an organisation.

	Within countries, the legislature will normally be the focus for all policy formulation and the government’s administrative machinery the focus for policy-implementation, but in global politics an individual actor pursuing a particular policy will not necessarily be restricted to a single organisation. The same agenda item or a very similar item may occur in several organisations simultaneously. If the various organisations are quite specialised, consideration of the relations between them, under the heading of a policy-domain, appears to produce a fourth level in a continuous hierarchy: from decision-system, agenda-item system, organisation system to policy-domain. For example, the World Bank, the regional development banks, the UN Development Programme and other UN operations, along with the development ministries and the development NGOs could be characterised as the development assistance policy-domain. However, when we move from politics within organisations to politics between organisations, there is a sharp discontinuity. Within organisations, an attempt is usually made to maintain consistency between decisions and higher-level decision-making can overrule previous decisions. In a policy-domain, there is no overriding authority. Indeed an important part of the policy contention can be rivalry between different organisations to decide which of them should have any role in policy-making and whether one should be dominant.

	A further complexity is that different organisations relating together on a single policy subject can vary greatly in the scope of their work. The development banks specialise in development assistance, but the European Union and the OECD also are significant actors in the policy domain, as well as having many other unrelated policy concerns. Specialist organisations often try to promote their values by influencing more general organisations to move into new policy subjects. Thus the aggregation of the policy process on a single agenda item can occur across more than one decision-making body, without encompassing all its activities. In recognition of this, a policy-domain is defined as consisting of all actors in contention over all proposals for the resolution of a set of political decisions occurring under the same agenda item, or similar agenda item, in all international organisations that consider the item. There is not a continuous aggregation. We can move from agenda-items systems to organisation systems or from agenda-items within organisations to policy-domains involving more than one organisation. An organisation system can be broader than a policy-domain in the range of political decisions it encompasses, but it is narrower than a policy-domain in the number of actors that are participating. 

	The extent to which an organisation system becomes a higher level of aggregation for policy will depend upon the breadth of the constitutional and political mandate given to it by its members. The practical constraints of policy-making mean that an organisation will never legislate with the breadth that corresponds to a policy platform. Within countries the only time the full range of all current policy decisions can potentially affect a single debate is when the future of the government is being challenged, in a motion of no confidence or some other procedure that will bring the government to an end. There is no equivalent in the United Nations or other global bodies. Therefore there is no global policy-system for a set of actors corresponding to the way some individual actors aggregate a full range of policies into their policy platforms. International policy-systems can be considered as existing at just three levels. At the first level there are decision-systems and they aggregate to the second level of an agenda-item system, covering all aspects of a single policy. Aggregation to the next level branches in two directions: the third level can bring together several policies through different items in one organisation system or cover several organisations handling the same subject in a policy-domain. In global politics, organisation systems will be unusual, apart from treaty negotiations, as different coalitions form on different policy areas. However, policy-domains are commonplace, as debate continually moves from one organisation to another throughout the diplomatic year.

Table 3	Levels of Aggregation for International Policy-Systems

�Type of Policy for an Individual Actor��Type of Policy-System��1	Part of an Agenda Item�Political Decision�Decision-System��2	All decisions on one Agenda Item�Policy on one subject�Agenda-Item System��3 (a)	 All Items on an Agenda�Policy Package for more than one subject�Organisation System��3 (b)	 All related Items on Agendas of different organisations �Policy on one subject�Policy-Domain��4	All Items on all Agendas: i.e. all political debate�Policy Platform for all contemporary debate�——��

The Relationship between Issue-Systems and Policy-Systems

The argument so far can be summarised and the four types of linkages can be related to each other. An issue-system consists of a set of actors, a set of stakes and a process of interaction between those actors about those stakes. Each of the features of an issue-system - the actors, the stakes and the interactions - may lead to linkages between different issues. There may be actor linkages between two or more issue-systems, when the same actors are involved in policy-systems handling more than one issue. There may be value linkages between stakes in different issue-systems, resulting in wider issue-systems or hyper-issue systems. There may be functional linkages between stakes in different issue-systems, invoking very different values, resulting in policy-systems handling the diverse issues. Finally, there may be actor linkages or bargaining linkages, derived from the process of interaction, resulting in higher aggregation to an organisation system or a policy-domain.

	Policy-systems thus lie at the intersection of different issue-systems: this is illustrated in Figure 1. When increased criminal activity associated with global trafficking in illicit drugs first moved up the agenda in the United Nations in the 1980s, different governments had a common concern with improving security against the increasing violence associated with drug-trafficking, but perspectives differed on the proper scope of a policy. Developing country governments tended to argue that demand from the United States and Europe was the source of the problem, while Northern governments tended to argue that supply of cocaine and heroine originating from developing countries was the problem. It took some years for all governments to accept that there were functional linkages, so that a policy covering both supply and demand of illicit drugs was required. Supply from peasants earning income by growing coca or poppies is a material wealth issue that can be addressed by offering alternative sources of income, whereas demand from addicts is seen by many actors as a health issue. Thus, as the debate moved through different organisations, the policy-domain expanded to encompass security, wealth and health issues, among others.

Figure 1  Some Issue-Systems related to the Drugs-Trafficking Policy-Domain

� EMBED Word.Picture.6  ���

�

	The international financial system, consisting of the IMF and the World Bank and all actors engaged in the global level of debate about financial decisions, has frequently been cited as an “issue area”. Finance ministers and bankers involved in international financial policy-making overwhelmingly concentrate on wealth-allocation issues, but they have been required to consider other issues. Actor linkages have in the past forced the issues of Palestinian rights and apartheid into the international financial policy-domain and functional linkages have increasingly brought environmental issues onto the World Bank’s agenda, especially since the creation of the Global Environment Facility. Similarly, various armed conflicts, international trade and population growth, though often discussed by political actors as if they are “issues”, must all be seen as policy-domains encompassing a great variety of issues. 

	The concept of an issue area is hazy, ill-defined and devoid of theoretical content. It should be replaced by the two concepts of issue-systems and policy-systems, which are defined by the processes that create them. Issue-systems are the product of the perceptions of politics by actors and are defined by the values that are salient to actors. Policy-systems are the product of collective behaviour in organisations and are defined by the manner in which actors order decision-making. The Neo-Realist use of issue areas structured by issue-specific power encourages a static view of politics. Use of both issue-systems and policy-systems provides a basis for explaining the dynamic nature of political change. No individual’s world view is static. Over time, different problems become more salient, both because changing personal experience produces changes in attitudes and because the news media change awareness of the world at large. As a result, values change their relative salience for individuals and this works its way through to political groups. Usually this is a slow process of evolution, but dramatic events can produce rapid change. When values of political actors change, policy-systems change, because new issues are seen as being salient to their agendas. For example, the Chernobyl disaster of April 1986 had an immediate, global, long-term impact in changing the salience of the value of health in atomic energy policy-systems. 

	Different actors change their values in different ways and as a result actor linkages are re-assessed. The abandonment of apartheid dramatically increased the status of the South African government in global politics, while the rise of Serbian nationalism and ‘ethnic cleansing’ caused such a decline in the status of the Yugoslav government that they moved in a short time from holding the Chair of the Non-Aligned Movement to losing their seat at the United Nations. Value changes also cause bargaining linkages to be re-negotiated or terminated. The rise in support for free-markets has led to significant changes in international agreements and the activities of many international organisations since the early 1980s. The end of the Cold War delinked several conflicts in the Third World from American-Russian relations. Finally, new scientific developments lead to new perceptions of the nature of the problems addressed by policy and the functional linkages that have to be handled. 

	The combined effect of the changes in the values of individual actors, the differences between those changes for different actors and the new linkages between issues gives a complexity that matches the dynamics of the political world. The decolonisation of the European empires, the end of the Cold War, the collapse of apartheid, the increased support for the Palestinians, the rise of environmental issues and the increased attention given to human rights are all very difficult to explain in terms of slow changes in power relationships, but are easy to explain in terms of changes in values.

	Power theorists have no difficulty in accepting actor linkages and bargaining linkages are part of the dynamics of policy-making. They would assume the status of an actor is related to its military capabilities and economic resources and these sources of power also affect the ability to strike a bargain. Functional linkages are not part of power theory, but they present no problem to it, as they are exogenous to politics. The critical theoretical question is whether values are simply a cloak to legitimise the assertion of power or values are adopted in response to a separate political process. The distinction between issues-systems and policy-systems does assert that perceptions and attitudes are separable from power relationships.

	Although the policy process itself will focus on how to resolve disputes about participation by various actors in the policy-system, how to negotiate bargains that achieve majority support and how to find answers to problems generated by functional linkages, it must be emphasised that perception of the issues is analytically and behaviourally a prior determinant of the policy interactions. Actor, bargaining and functional linkages are dependant upon the way actors perceive issues. However, perceptions are not static. The policy process itself can change the issues that are invoked by a policy and the value preferences of individual political actors. Just as status can relate to other values, choices initiated by bargaining may come to be favoured for their own sake and functional linkages may lead to re-evaluation of previous preferences. Nevertheless values choices are fundamental, because without a set of value preferences it is literally not possible to think about status questions, how to make bargains or the consequences of functional linkages. Thus power is subordinate to value choices and not the determinant of value choices.
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