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Social Movements, the Rise of New Issues,
and the Public Agenda

Frank R. Baumgartner and Christine Mahoney

The agenda of the U.S. government has changed dramatically in the period
since World War II. Much of the impetus for this change has come from
social movements and the organizations they have spawned. Any number
of examples can demonstrate the truth of that assertion, from women’s
rights to the rights of the handicapped, environmental protection, and
other areas. Similarly, there is no doubt that public policies channel the
future participation and attitudes of established social movements and the
organizations that spring from them. But how can we demonstrate these
links systematically? To say that social movements often cause large policy
changes is certainly not to say that social movements dictate public policy
directions, or even that social movements are more important than other
causes of policy change. After all, policy changes can be caused by many
other sources including business activities, stochastic shocks, the prefer-
ences of policy makers, or public opinion. The relative importance of social
movements compared to other possible causes of policy change is a large
issue beyond the scope of any single chapter-length treatment. In this chap-
ter, we explain an approach to the question and demonstrate its feasibility.
The longer-term research agenda of demonstrating the links between social

movements and public policy in many areas of interest may now be feasible
because of newly available data resources.

This chapter presents an overview of the Policy Agendas Project (see
Baumgartner and Jones 2002, 2003).! The data sets that comprise the
Policy Agendas Project include comprehensive compilations of (1) all con-
gressional hearings; (2) all public laws; (3) all stories in the Congressional






