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Issue Networks 
 
The following is an excerpt from Janda’s “The Challenge of Democracy” another popular AP Textbook.  It 
downplays Iron Triangles which are featured in our textbook.  Janda discusses Issue Networks which better 
capture the current thinking about how policy is created in the US.   
 
 

We noted earlier that policy formulation 
takes place across different institutions.  
Participants do not wait patently for their turn 
as policymaking proceeds from one institution 
to the next.  Rather, they try to influence policy 
at whatever stage they can.  Suppose that 
Congress is considering amendments to the 
Clean Air Act.  Because Congress does not 
function in a vacuum, the other parts of 
government that will be affected by the 
legislation participate in the process, too.  The 
EPA has an interest in the outcome because it 
will have to administer the law.  The White 
House is concerned about any legislation that 
affects such vital sectors of the economy as the 
steel and coal industries.  As a result, officials 
from both the EPA and the White House work 
with members of Congress and the appropriate 
committee staffs to try to ensure that their 
interests are protected.  At the same time, 
lobbyists representing corporations, trade 
associations, and environmental groups do 
their best to influence Congress, agency 
officials, and White House aides.  Trade 
associations might hire public relations firms to 
sway public opinion toward their industry’s 
point of view.  Experts from think tanks and 
universities might be asked to testify at 
hearings or to serve in an informal advisory 
capacity in regard to the technical, economic, 
and social effects of the proposed changes to 
the Clean Air Act. 

 
The various individuals and organizations 

that work in a particular policy area form a 
loosely knit community.  More specifically, 
those “who share expertise in a policy domain 
and who frequently interact constitute an 
issue network.”  The boundaries and 

membership of an issue network are hardly 
precise, but in general terms such as networks 
include members of Congress, committee 
staffers, agency officials, lawyers, lobbyists, 
consultants, scholars, and public relations 
specialists.  This makes for a large number of 
participants – in a broad policy area, the 
number of interest group organizations alone is 
usually in the dozens, if not hundreds. 

 
Not all the participants in an issue network 

have a working relationship with all the others.  
Indeed, some may be chronic antagonists.  
Others tend to be allies.  For example, 
environmental groups will coalesce in trying to 
influence a clean air bill but are like to be in 
opposition to business groups.  The common 
denominator for friends and foes in an issue 
network is their expertise in that particular 
policy area  

 
Political scientists have long analyzed 

policymaking by issue area.  In the 1950s, policy 
communities were typically much smaller, with 
a few key committee or subcommittee chairs, a 
top agency official, and a couple of lobbyists 
from the principal trade groups negotiation 
behind the scenes to settle important policy 
questions.  Political scientists used to call such 
small, tightly knit policy communities iron 
triangles.  Iron triangles were thought to 
relatively autonomous and to operate by 
consensus.  The explosion in the number of 
interest groups and the growth of 
government and overlapping jurisdictions 
but an end to iron triangles.  Today, policy 
communities are much more open and 
much more conflictual issue networks.   

 
 


