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Smart Growth: Can Policy Marketing Improve Its Salience?
Anybody can make the simple complicated...

Creativity is making the complicated simple
                                                   -- Charlie Mingus
Policy advocates have long searched for ways to maximize the support for preferred policy objectives.  Simultaneously, policy scholars have developed more complexity in pinpointing the factors leading to policy success.  The literature suggests that three primary issues explain policy salience: the extent to which the public perceives an issue to be a problem worthy of public response; the extent to which the preferred policy response is understandable to the public; and the extent to which the policy's advocates are seen as neutral agencies concerned with the "public good."  These three issues do not exist in a vacuum.  They are influenced by a variety of factors, including real world events, charismatic leadership (or the absence of leadership) by policy advocates, active social marketing, and the policy language itself.
   And, since policy is typically a contested terrain, multiple policy narratives emerge in any given issue area, challenging one another in a dialectic of symbolic and political language.  In reviewing the literature on policy marketing we can find useful lessons to be applied in the pursuit of public-oriented sustainable policy approaches.  

Policy Marketing and the Engineering of Consent
Perhaps the most difficult variable and most competitive terrain in policy development is public perception of problem areas.   If there were common perceptions on problems, policy resolutions would be far easier.  Thus, the desire to engineer common public perceptions through artificial policy narratives is quite strong.  The result is often a conflicting set of political explanations, paradoxical explanations.  Deborah Stone put it this way:

Paradoxes are nothing but trouble.  They violate the most elementary principle of logic: Something cannot be two different things at once.  Two contradictory interpretations cannot both be true.  A paradox is just such an impossible situation, and political life is full of them.

No one person can possibly experience the entire world.  Yet, everyone has an image or "picture" of the world.  Several studies expose the ambiguous and often conflicting opinions most people have.
 These cognitive inconsistencies make publics vulnerable to symbolic policy cues.  Kenneth Burke argued that however important that "sliver of reality each of us has experienced firsthand," the overall "picture" is a "construct of symbolic systems."
  Thus policy narratives inform political cognitions which are, as Murray Edelman suggested, "ambivalent and highly susceptible to symbolic cues."
  In the measure that anything serves as a symbolic policy cue, reactions to it are not based upon facts that are observed and that can be verified or falsified.  Rather, responses are based -- in Edelman's view -- upon what others cue us to believe: 

(The) combination of ambiguity and widespread public anxiety is precisely the climate in which people are eager for reassurance that they are being protected and therefore eager to believe that publicized governmental actions have the effects they are supposed to have.
 

Policy entrepreneurs, aware of this dynamic, influence policy preferences by shaping the cognitions of people in ambiguous situations.  In this way, government, or policy elites, help engineer beliefs about what is "fact" and what is "proper."  

This line of reasoning is, in fact, quite traditional.  As early as 1922 journalist Walter Lippmann considered the narrowing context of discourse reflected in the media as the "manufacture of consent."  In Public Opinion Lippmann summed up the similar opinions a society would share:

A mass exposed to the same stimuli would develop responses that could theoretically be charted in a polygon of error.  There would be a certain group that felt sufficiently alike to be classified together.  There would be variants of feeling at both ends.  These classifications would tend to harden as individuals in each of the classifications made their reactions vocal.  That is to say, when the vague feelings of those who felt vaguely had been put into words, they would know more definitely what they felt, and would then feel it more definitely...  Leaders in touch with popular feelings are quickly conscious of these reactions.

As mass media have increasingly come to replace traditional agents of socialization, citizens have come to rely upon the selective slice of reality mass media represent.  Consent, in Lippmann's model, is based on the acceptance of the selective reality constructed by policy entrepreneurs
 and the mass media ‑‑ upon which citizens base political attitudes, opinions, and ultimately, action.  Iyengar's and Kinder's 1987 study supports this.  They found that "by priming certain aspects of national life while ignoring others, television news sets the terms by which political judgments are rendered and political choices made."
  Page and Shapiro (1992) are more specific.  Their research suggests that policy elites consciously manipulate information in an effort to engineer the policy preferences of Americans.

The notion of creating consensus, of course, did not start with Lippmann.  Plato's well ordered utopia was based on the success of a civic education molding virtuous citizens.  Machiavelli was equally concerned with consent, defining virtue (virtu') as the ability of a prince to manufacture regime support.  Lippmann simply brought the manufacture of consent into the technocratic age.
  This model of public policy adopts the insights of political economists: specifically, the political marketplace has as much to sell as the economic marketplace, and the same assumptions of creating consumers through marketing applies. 

Cobb and Elder have found that success in building policy saliency through policy narratives depends, in large part, on the issue agenda before the public -- as this agenda defines the questions upon which anxieties are based and values are applied.  Consequently, agenda building is central in establishing policy support.  That is, effective policy entrepreneurs will help to define the issue agenda so as to focus on the questions that best suit their objectives.  This will include "easy," emotionally laden symbolic issues which attract citizen attention, as well as specific policy issues that require mass support.
    Edelman is more cynical.  He suggests that effective elites will arouse anxiety in order to quell it.
  There are, of course, limits to the success of symbolic politics.  Effectiveness depends upon a credible voice articulating an easily understandable agenda to a public atmosphere that is either generally supportive of the policy objectives (at best) or one of  ambiguity and anxiety (at worst).  To the extent opinion cues reinforce  widespread personal experience, symbolic action will be more effective.

The "Issue Attention Cycle"
As early as 1972 policy scholars were developing models to explain the relationship between public attitudes and policy support.  Anthony Downs was among the most influential in framing the discussion with his model of the issue attention cycle: 1) experts and advocates recognize a problem (pre-problem stage); 2) some crisis brings the issue to the attention of the mass public (euphoric enthusiasm stage); 3) as the public comes to realize the costs of solving the problem public support softens; 4) ultimately, there is a decline in the intense public interest; 5) finally, the issue moves into "a twilight realm of lesser attention or spasmodic recurrences of interest" (post-problem stage).
 

Considering the fluidity of policy preferences as suggested in the issue-attention cycle it is appropriate to isolate those factors which appear to encourage greater policy saliency.  Downs stage one (pre-problem stage) suggests that problems are first recognized by experts or advocates, who then engage in a process of problem legitimation where the issue is brought to the public agenda as a problem worthy of public attention.  Many problems are brought into the public discourse, though few have the legs necessary to acquire public attention.  Stage two (problem stage),  therefore, is important in demonstrating that a problem is indeed worthy of policy attention.  Actual crises, such as the Santa Barbara oil spill in 1969, may jettison an issue into the policy sphere quite quickly.  Problems without the immediacy of an oil spill or natural disaster, such as urban sprawl, may be far more difficult to engage in the public's imagination. Policy advocates may therefore look for visible opportunities to link substantive low-profile  issues with symbolic images.  Urban sprawl may not be a primary concern of most Americans.  However, traffic congestion, water pollution, and toxic exposure to agricultural and industrial processes -- all directly tied to sprawl --  are among those issues that survey respondents cite most frequently as major problems.

The challenge in developing and maintaining issue saliency is in succeeding in bringing an issue into the public agenda, without letting salience soften -- that is, without suffering Downs stage three and four.  Issue concern has a limited lifespan, due both to a waning sense of crisis and to the lack of sustained interest among most to follow policy processes closely.  Most problems require complex responses, which, as Edelman and others have suggested, tends to lose the public imagination.  Hot, emotional issues, with easily understandable (soft) solutions tend to stay salient longer.  Crime, for example, has maintained sustained public concern.  Cold, technical issues, with complex solutions, rarely remain salient.  Deregulation of electric utilities, for example, has never gained a foothold in the public imagination.  Most issues, of course, are somewhere in between.  The question, then, is how to take complex policy objectives and repackage them as soft, hot issues, without simultaneously diluting them beyond recognition.  

Lessons Learned
The policy literature suggests that three factors affect issue saliency.  First, is the issue "hot" or "cold",  "soft" or "hard?"  That is, to what extent is the issue emotional (e.g., hot), and easy to understand (e.g., soft)?  Hot, soft issues, like abortion, tend to achieve and sustain the highest levels of salience.
  Second, is the issue or problem widely understood in a similar context?  Narrow issues, such as smoking related diseases, are easier to market policies for because they are commonly understood.  Most everyone understands that smoking is related to a variety of diseases, and agrees that something could be done to minimize smoking related illnesses.  Similarly, recycling is commonly understood as a desirable tool for minimizing the need for new landfills over the next several decades.  Broader issues, such as public transportation, are much more difficult for most people to wrap their hands around.  There is little understanding of the problems public transit is responding to, nor is there any consensus on the most appropriate transit policy response.  And, in following this thrust, the extent to which the problem invites a narrower scope of policy alternatives may influence the ability of any one response to maintain public interest.  Finally, the policy literature suggests that traditional interest-based bargaining is the third factor influencing policy salience, one that is perhaps the most complex, and most enduring feature of the policy process.
  The extent to which identifiable stakeholders with interest in different outcomes are present, policy dissonance or noise may interfere with the ability of any single policy proposal to strongly emerge.  Most policy scholars would agree that this type of pluralist dynamic, while good for a democratic society, may be bad for rational policy construction.
  

Analytic Framework
The policy literature gives insight into both the opportunities and obstacles inherent in any policy process.  Based on the discussion above, policy advocates would benefit by assessing which opportunities exist to increase issue salience and policy demand.  Integrating the lessons of the policy literature into the issue-attention cycle allows policy designers and advocates to maximize the likelihood that an issue will generate salience and a policy response will recruit support.  Starting points include identifying the degree to which an issue area holds public concern as measured by survey data, identifying the policy narratives surrounding that issue area, and, finally, strategically assessing the opportunities and hurdles for building policy salience based on the theoretical foundation discussed above.  

This theoretical framework can be tested on case studies with the following evaluation criteria in place:

I   Issue Salience

Is the issue “hot” or “cold”, “soft” or “hard?

Is the issue or problem widely understood in a similar context?

To what extent are identifiable stakeholders with interest in different outcomes present?

II  Place in  “Issue-Attention Cycle
problem recognition (pre-problem stage); 

crisis creates attention & public demand (euphoric enthusiasm stage);

costs realization & softening of  public support;

decline in the intense public interest;

"a twilight realm of lesser attention or spasmodic recurrences of interest" (post-problem 

stage);

III Opportunities

Identify opportunities that can be taken and obstacles that must be managed;

Case Studies: Applied Lessons
In assessing the potential for building issue salience and policy demand it is appropriate to apply the analytic framework to existing policy case studies.  The case studies below were selected as a consequence of their utility in illustrating the framework.  Environmental policies -- from NEPA to CERCLA -- generally fit the model well, though suffer from their inherent regulatory intrusiveness, and the degree of interest-based policy dissonance that they invite.  Smoking fits the model well in all respects, demonstrating that strong issue salience is effective in balancing interest group influence.  Recycling, while fitting the model well, illustrates the greater difficulty issue areas with complex technical (e.g., hard) policy tools experience.  Most people agree that recycling is a necessary, but few understand the technical issues involved -- clean versus dirty MRFs, and so on. 

Environmental Policy
Environmental policy has experienced dramatic shifts in salience over the past thirty as a consequence of its simultaneously hot (emotional) and hard (complex) character.  In 1968 the National Election Study found only 2% of respondents volunteered environmental degradation as one of the country's "most important problems," going up to 10% in 1972.
  At the same time, the Harris Poll was reporting that in 1970 41% of respondents volunteered environmental degradation as one of the major problems, dropping to 13% in 1972, and 6% in 1975.
  Public opinion polling is only a window in time, determining how respondents feel in that one moment, and is highly vulnerable to event cues.  Nonetheless, over time we can identify trends.  In 1968, environmental awareness was in Downs pre-problem stage, a concern mainly to the attentive public -- those activated members of the ecology movement.  But, as high visibility crises emerged, including the burning of Ohio's Cuyahoga River and the Santa Barbara Oil Spill in 1969, issue salience appeared to peak.  By Earth Day in 1970, environmental concern was at an all time high, clearly in the euphoric-enthusiasm stage.  

Environmental degradation clearly represents a wide variety of complex policy problems.  However, unlike most complex policy areas, the environmental policy discourse enjoyed a very successful series of emotional policy narratives punctuated by several alarming popular books -- including Rachel Carson's Silent Spring, Paul Erhlich's The Population Bomb, Barry Commoner's The Closing Circle, and Garret Hardin's Tragedy of the Commons.  The environmental discourse in 1970 didn't get bogged down with details as it inevitably would a decade later.  Thus, while regulators struggled to craft technically sophisticated policy responses the public was articulating a vague demand for “clean air” and “clean water.”  This allowed a divergent set of problems to be understood as falling within a fairly narrow scope of solutions.  Thus, what in fact was a hot, hard policy area was perceived by the public as hot and soft.  In short, clean air and water captured the imagination of a majority of Americans, ensuring that strong command and control policy responses would be forthcoming.  Indeed, the 1970 Clean Air Act, 1972 Clean Water Act, the 1973 Endangered Species Act, 1976 Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA), and 1980 Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (Superfund), are among the most significant pieces of environmental legislation any nation has ever enacted.  

Issue salience, however, cannot be sustained forever.  Public support for strong environmental laws began to soften in the late 1970s as a consequence of the emerging energy crises, and spiraling inflation.  By 1980, Ronald Reagan could indeed argue that it was morning in America since the public concern for environmental protection that was so widespread in 1970 was somewhat invisible in 1980.  Environmental support did not disappear, but was insufficient to counter the strong economic anxiety that had captured the nation's attention.  The National Opinion Research Center (NORC) found that as late as 1973 61% of respondent's felt that we were spending "too little" on improving the environment, with 7% feeling we were spending "too much."  By 1980, only 48% felt we were spending too little, while 15% felt that we were spending too much.
  While these numbers suggest continued environmental support -- if somewhat softer than earlier in the decade -- Ronald Reagan, an avowed anti-environmentalist, won the presidency by a landslide.  The constellation of issues American's felt were important in 1980 included a clean environment, but this was clearly a lower priority than economic renewal.  In addition, Corporate interest groups such as the American Petroleum Institute, Chemical Manufacturers Association, and the American Forest and Paper Association were extremely active during this period in an explicit attempt to tie the poor economy of the late 1970s to overzealous environmental laws.   Downs final stage of "a twilight realm of lesser attention or spasmodic recurrences of interest" clearly defines the environmental policy arena between 1980 and the present.

Proponents of environmental legislation were very successful at orchestrating policy salience in the wake of the environmental catastrophes of the 1970s. However, the waning of environmental support may have taken environmental advocates by surprise.  Since protecting the environment has long been understood as a moral imperative, slipping support for policy objectives may have seemed improbable.  Thus, policy advocates may have been less vigilant in watching, and driving, the policy narratives surrounding the environmental issue area.  Certainly, by 1980, deregulations were driving the discourse.  While Reagan's "New Federalism" captured the rhetoric of local control, the message of environmental advocates seemed to be that government can solve these problems.  This approach did not generate much saliency.   Environmentally oriented policy entrepreneurs would do well to update their message in an era when air and water quality is much improved compared to 1970.   The greatest successes in the 1990s have grown out of litigation.  While an extremely important tool, litigation does nothing to develop a broader environmental concern.  Clearly there is much more to do, but it will take a message that has evolved past Silent Spring.

Smoking 

In contrast to the environmental issue arena, smoking is squarely a hot, soft issue.  It is extremely emotional, and easily understandable.  In addition, the policy responses are easily understood, and they exist within an extremely narrow scope.  Thus, it is not surprising that issue salience remains high.  What is surprising is that despite the high issue salience, smoking has not declined more than it has.  In 1954, when pollsters began exploring the smoking question in response to an emerging consensus among public health experts that smoking was tied to lung cancer, 45% of survey respondents indicated that they had smoked within the last week.  Only 40% reported believing that smoking caused lung cancer.
  By 1969, 70% of respondents reported that they believed there was a connection between smoking and lung cancer, while at the same time 40% of respondents reported smoking in the last week.  In 1971, 72% reported believing there was a connection, and 42% reported smoking.  A knowledge of smoking hazards was not enough to significantly change behaviors.  By 1977, 81% believed there was a connection, 38% reported smoking.  It wasn't until 1987, when close to 90% of respondents reported a connection, did smoking show a significant drop to 30%.  In 1990, 95% of respondents reported believing that a connection existed, and 28% reported smoking.

Smoking peaked during World War Two, when free cigarettes were shipped in the millions to servicemen overseas.  The health effects of smoking emerged on the national agenda in the early 1950s following the publication of fourteen major studies linking cigarettes to serious diseases.  At the same time, the FDA began to crack down on industry claims that nicotine had positive health value.  By 1957 four major health organizations issued a report linking smoking to disease.  The tobacco industry responded to the emerging reports by establishing the Tobacco Industry Research Committee (later the Council for Tobacco Research), which was run by the public relations firm of Hill and Knowlton, and which spent over $200 million by the mid-1990s getting the tobacco industry's message out.
  

Despite the high degree of industry marketing and lobbying, the high level of awareness surrounding smoking related health issues has allowed the evolution of a variety of smoking controls.  The first policy response comes in the form of the Advisory Committee on Smoking and Health established by the Surgeon General in 1962.  In 1964, the Advisory Committee began issuing Smoking and Health Report, an annual report summarizing the hazards of smoking.  By 1965, Congress began holding hearings on cigarette labeling, and by January 1966, the now familiar warning labels were required on all cigarette packages.  By 1970, after several contentious years of bargaining, Congress passed the Public Health Cigarette Smoking Act.  The law banned cigarette advertising on radio and television, extended the FCC's authority to limit cigarette advertising claims, and strengthened the warning wording on cigarette packages.  By 1971 the Surgeon General linked second-hand smoke to disease, and proposed a ban on smoking in public places.   

The policies of the mid to late 1960s succeeded in bringing smoking from its pre‑problem stage to a euphoric enthusiasm stage.  That is, a consensus began to emerge both within federal regulatory agencies and the public that smoking related diseases were preventable.  The resulting policy responses included the 1972 HEW directive to establish no-smoking zones in conference rooms, auditoriums, and cafeterias, the 1973 FAA directive separating smokers from non-smokers on commercial airlines, and the 1974 ICC directive separating smokers from non-smokers on interstate buses.   By 1981, Smoking and Health Report called for researching the addictive nature of nicotine.  And, in 1982, when C. Everette Koop declared that cigarette smoking is clearly identified as the chief preventable cause of death in our society, it was clear where the momentum of the anti-smoking policy narrative was going.  In 1989 Congress banned all smoking on domestic airline flights less than two hours.  In 1993 the EPA issued its final report on the risks of second-hand smoke.  From the late 1980s onward, public education programs directed at smoking cessation have been common features of state public health departments.  California, for example, taxes cigarette sales and uses that revenue stream to fund an aggressive and graphic anti-smoking campaign.  The smoking issue continues in the euphoric enthusiasm stage, with no softening of public support.

Recycling
Recycling is a warm, soft issue.  It is emotional and somewhat intuitive; most understand  it in a fairly similar context.  Most importantly, however, recycling is a relatively easy behavioral change.  Most people want to recycle, and if given the opportunity will do so.  However, the extent to which people will go out of their way to recycle remains questionable.  And, while there are identifiable corporate stakeholders who are cool to the notion of imposed material recovery by corporations, they are largely unconcerned about residential recovery programs supported by municipal tipping fees.  

The federal government has been somewhat lax in promoting waste recovery.  The Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (1976) required the Commerce Department to promote the commercial viability of waste recovery (recycling).  This included encouraging markets for recycled materials, encouraging the development of waste recovery technologies, and encouraging research into conservation.  The cornerstone of RARA was to be waste reduction and safe disposal.  Although RARA required investigating the viability of recycling and conservation programs, federal regulators have consistently seen conservation and recycling as local models that have little place in federal policy.

In the early 1990s, state recycling programs surpassed federal efforts in several areas.  California's Integrated Waste Management Act may be one of the most successful programs.  Californians generate over 37 million tons of municipal solid waste every year, about 90% of which has traditionally been buried in the state's 670 landfills.
   The Integrated Waste Management Act of 1989 (AB 939) requires cities and counties to divert at least 25% of their waste by 1995 and 50% by 2000 (relative to the 1990 waste stream) through reduction, recycling and composting.  AB 939 establishes a statewide policy of waste management focusing on source reduction, recycling, and composting as policy priorities over landfilling and incineration.   The state required each county to develop a recovery plan which would meet the 25% and later 50% diversion goal.  Rather than rely upon a complex series of policy narratives, California simply relied upon the general warm feelings people have about environmental protection, and provided residents the opportunity to recycle.  The onus has been on counties and municipalities -- traditional bureaucratic agencies -- to develop and implement recovery programs.  In this sense, the most significant expectation of behavior change was placed on local government.  Once county based programs were in place, residents simply had to place their recyclables in curbside receptacles.  There was little active policy marketing necessary.  

Recycling, as a policy issue, has benefited from the long series of policy narratives surrounding general environmental concern.   However, there are few recycling-specific policy narratives actively being generated by policy advocates.  Issue salience remains high, though recycling programs are experiencing some softening of enthusiasm.  Residential recycling is at an all time high, though it has also become a rather mundane behavior -- literally analogous to throwing out the trash. This may suggest that recycling is in Downs costs realization stage which, if left to its own momentum, may allow the emergence of the twilight realm of lesser attention or spasmodic recurrences of interest.  Residents have long demonstrated their desire to let bureaucrats and technology solve their waste problems, making any single policy approach vulnerable to pluralist dynamics in local and state government.  If  a coalition of anti-recovery constituencies were to emerge, it is unlikely that the existing salience would be sustained.  Recycling as a policy priority, therefore, will exist as long as state and county regulators find it useful. 

Smart Growth: Can Policy Marketing Improve Its Salience?
Urban sprawl is recognized by many as the major environmental challenge of the next several decades.  But, its saliency is currently limited to land use planners and environmental policy researchers.  The policy marketing discussion above suggests that the Smart Growth movement has several opportunities for improving issue awareness and policy support.  However, the challenges of developing and maintaining saliency are unlike any of the case studies discussed here.  Sprawl remains a cold issue, with low salience.  And, smart growth as a policy response is somewhat hard, in that the collection of land use policies generally understood as smart growth are complex -- not intuitive nor easily accessible to the lay person.  Further, while sprawl is easily defined, there is little consensus among the public as to what development is appropriate (e.g., my neighborhood) versus what development is sprawl (e.g., your neighborhood).  Such contradictions among the public are typical -- everyone hates Congress, but most people like their individual congressperson.  Everyone hates sprawl, but most people like their neighborhoods.  Finally, there are many identifiable stakeholders -- from developers to farmers to large retailers to homeowners to environmentalists -- with clearly different interests, suggesting that smart growth will be an increasingly contested terrain.  Urban sprawl is clearly in Downs pre-problem stage.  And, whether smart growth advocates can initiate broad support remains an open question.
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