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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Capabilities to address terrorist threats have grown since September 11, 2001. Most individuals in the 
United States now have access to advanced capabilities within a few hours. One reason why has been 
federal support of state and local efforts to build and sustain these capabilities. In the aftermath of 
September 11, federal grant programs such as the State Homeland Security Program (SHSP) and the 
Urban Area Security Initiative (UASI) arose to ensure that jurisdictions had the resources they needed to 
help defend our country against terrorist threats. 

Thankfully, since September 11, we have not experienced another terrorist attack of such magnitude on 
U.S. soil. As time passes, however, the federal commitment to bolstering terrorism preparedness 
capabilities across the country has been undermined by questions about whether the SHSP and UASI 
grants are an effective use of federal funds. To provide evidence of their effectiveness, the National 
Emergency Management Association (NEMA), as one of the 22 partner organizations of the National 
Homeland Security Consortium, conducted a nationwide study that examined how SHSP and UASI 
funds are providing a return on investment toward terrorism preparedness from states and localities. 
NEMA issued an online survey to all 50 states and to jurisdictions from 50 current and former urban 
areas eligible for UASI funds. Forty states and 19 urban areas responded. NEMA used these responses to 
develop a national picture of return on investment and to assess the repercussions of reductions in (or 
loss of) SHSP and UASI funds. 

NEMA identified several findings in relation to two central research questions that guided the study: 

 How much money has been invested by state and local government in pursuit of terrorism 
preparedness, and how is this spending affected by federal assistance?  Although states exhibited 
different spending approaches in pursuing terrorism preparedness activities, the majority of states 
are investing more dollars in terrorism preparedness than they are receiving through SHSP and UASI 
grants. NEMA determined that for every SHSP and UASI grant dollar invested, the median return 
was $1.70 for state and emergency management and homeland security agencies. The return for local 
emergency management and homeland security agencies was $0.92. Corresponding investments by 
other state and local agencies increase these returns even further. For example, most state fusion 
centers do not rely heavily on SHSP and UASI funds to support their cost of operations. Based on the 
median value, state fusion centers spent an additional $2.39 of funding from other sources (e.g., state 
appropriations) for every dollar of SHSP and UASI funds spent. Even more impressive, survey 
responses from local fire and police departments had a median return of $49 for every dollar. A 
principal reason why returns can be so high is that SHSP and UASI grants capitalize on existing 
human capital and basic responder capabilities.  

 What has preparedness funding bought since September 11, and what capability do we have 
now that we did not have then?  SHSP and UASI funds have facilitated a 124-percent increase in 
the number of advanced hazardous materials, incident management, and structure collapse/urban 
search and rescue teams since September 11. These are teams that can respond to unknown chemical 
releases or incidents involving chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear, or explosive weapons; have 
attained National Incident Management System Type I, II, or III status as an incident management 
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team; or can perform at medium or heavy operational levels for structural collapse incidents. The 
increase in specialized teams has increased the percentage of the U.S. population covered by these 
advanced capabilities. Among the 843 teams identified by the survey, 92 percent have received 
support from SHSP or UASI grants. In addition, state and local jurisdictions have used SHSP and 
UASI funds to improve operational coordination through exercises. Survey results indicate that 
exercises supported by SHSP an UASI grants heavily rely on these funds at both the state and UASI 
levels. For example, the 19 UASI jurisdictions responding to the survey reported that 92 percent of 
the 123 exercises that were supported by SHSP and UASI funds to some extent would not have taken 
place in the absence of these funds. 

NEMA also looked to the past for clues as to what further reductions in (or loss of) SHSP and UASI 
funds would mean for state and local terrorism preparedness. In fiscal years 2011 and 2012, SHSP and 
UASI awards decreased by 65 percent and 41 percent, respectively. More than five years later, the survey 
reflects the true implications of these cuts.  

Different states and urban areas were affected in different ways. Based on observations from the fiscal 
year 2011 and 2012 funding reductions, it is unlikely that many states will react to further cuts in funding 
by securing additional state funds for terrorism preparedness. The previous substantial decrease in SHSP 
and UASI funding did not prompt a corresponding increase in state spending to offset the federal funding 
gap, resulting in stagnation of capability development or even worse. NEMA developed a six-stage scale 
to categorize and rank the severity of the capability losses that jurisdictions experienced after the fiscal 
year 2011 and 2012 program cuts. Results indicate that many states are already sacrificing capability, 
foreshadowing even more severe consequences if program funds are cut in the future. 
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INTRODUCTION 

WHY DID THE NATIONAL EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION AND NATIONAL 

HOMELAND SECURITY CONSORTIUM CONDUCT THIS STUDY? 

The attacks of September 11, 2001, were defining moments in our attitudes toward terrorism. More than a 
decade and a half later, people can still recall when they initially heard about or saw footage of the Twin 
Towers’ collapse. 

In the wake of this tragedy, the federal government 
took numerous actions to better prepare our nation 
for future terrorist attacks. Among these actions 
were new legislation and appropriations that 
committed to using federal grants to bolster state 
and local capabilities in defense against terrorism 
threats and close those gaps in national 
preparedness not filled practically by the federal 
government. Two of the most critical grant 
programs were the State Homeland Security 
Program (SHSP) and the Urban Areas Security 
Initiative (UASI). 

Almost 17 years later, both programs persist—a 
testament to their importance. Over time, however, 
the U.S. Congress has desired more precise 
quantification of the benefits from these grants, as 
well as a clearer demonstration of the links between 
grants and outcomes. Questions remain as to 
whether the grants are an effective means of 
assisting states and localities in meeting the 
National Preparedness Goal.1 For the emergency 
management and homeland security communities, 
there are real consequences to leaving these desires 
and questions unaddressed. Congressional 
appropriations to the grant programs have diminished over time. Absent information on the return on 
investment, such as the corresponding contributions invested by states and local governments, these 
grants remain an easy target for funding cuts. For example, beginning in fiscal year 2011, SHSP and UASI 
grants were roughly halved over a two-year period. Without better information about the contributions 

                                                             
1 The National Preparedness Goal identifies 32 core capabilities that preparedness stakeholders collectively need to 
build, sustain, and deliver to achieve a secure and resilient nation that can prevent, protect against, mitigate, 
respond to, and recover from the threats and hazards posing the greatest risk. 



2 

of states and localities to increasing terrorism preparedness,2 federal preparedness grants may face 
further reductions or elimination. 

In January 2018, NEMA, as one of the 22 partner organizations of the National Homeland Security 
Consortium, embarked on an ambitious effort to examine the SHSP and UASI grant programs and how 
effectively they support terrorism preparedness nationwide. The effort began with a survey issued to all 
50 states and to jurisdictions from 50 urban areas currently and formerly eligible for UASI funds3 to help 
answer long-standing questions such as 

• How much money has been invested by state and local governments in pursuit of terrorism 
preparedness, and how is this spending affected by federal assistance? 

• What has preparedness funding bought since September 11, and what capability do we have now 
that we did not have then? 

This report represents responses from 40 states (80 percent response) and 19 urban areas (38 percent 
response).4 These responses present a national picture of the return on investment from SHSP and UASI 
grants and the repercussions of reductions in (or loss of) SHSP and UASI funding. 

                                                             
2 For this study, terrorism preparedness pertains to those efforts to build, sustain, and deliver the capabilities 
necessary to prevent, protect against, mitigate, respond to, and recover from acts of terrorism. Relevant 
expenditures include those necessary to address threats posed by cyberattacks and attacks involving chemical, 
biological, radiological, nuclear, or explosive (CBRNE) weapons. 
3 NEMA issued the survey to jurisdictions in the 33 urban areas that were eligible for UASI funding in fiscal year 
2017, as well as selected jurisdictions (randomly sampled) from an additional 17 former UASI-eligible urban areas. 
4 Please note, however, that not all states and UASI jurisdictions provided complete responses to the survey; the 
number of respondents to each section of the survey varied. Throughout the report, we provide the corresponding 
sample size (i.e., n) that served as the basis for the analysis. 
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SURVEY FINDINGS 
Two versions of an online survey—one tailored to 
states and the other to local jurisdictions5—covered 
the following topics: (1) UASI and SHSP grant 
expenditures in fiscal year 2017; (2) state/local 
budget expenditures on terrorism preparedness; 
(3) return on investment outputs (e.g., plans, 
exercises,6 training); (4) specialized teams; 
(5) fusion centers; and (6) effects of reductions in 
SHSP and UASI program funds. The survey results 
led to the identification of 10 findings, which are 
highlighted in bold throughout the text. We 
organized these findings according to the two 
aforementioned questions, as well as a final section 
on the possible consequences of future reductions 
in SHSP and UASI program funds. Also included in 
the report are two case studies highlighting 
terrorism preparedness improvements, as well as a 
number of text boxes providing the perspectives of 
individual survey respondents in their own words. 

HOW MUCH MONEY HAS BEEN INVESTED BY 

STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENTS IN 

PURSUIT OF TERRORISM PREPAREDNESS, 
AND HOW IS THIS SPENDING AFFECTED BY 

FEDERAL ASSISTANCE?  

To arrive at estimates of relevant terrorism 
preparedness expenditures,7 the surveys focused on 
a few components of government agency budgets:8 
(1) personnel (including salaries and benefits); 
(2) supplies, equipment, and capital expenditures; 
and (3) state-funded grants (for states only). 

                                                             
5 The state and local versions of the survey questionnaire contained 68 and 45 questions, respectively. 
6 The state version of the survey included an additional section that addressed regional exercises. 
7 In developing the survey, attempts to improve data quality came by addressing three principal challenges: (1) most 
state and local data management systems do not align their expenditure data in ways that can easily isolate 
expenses relevant to terrorism preparedness; (2) different opinions exist on what should or should not be counted 
as terrorism preparedness activities; and (3) there is the potential for data on terrorism preparedness expenditures 
to reside within multiple agencies within a jurisdiction. 
8 States were also asked to characterize any expenditures provided through state-provided grants for terrorism 
preparedness. 
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For every SHSP and UASI grant dollar invested, the median return was $1.70 for 
responding state emergency management and homeland security agencies; for local 
emergency management and homeland security agencies, it was $0.92. Corresponding 
investments from other jurisdictional agencies increase these returns even further. 

Although states exhibited different spending approaches, data on fiscal year 2017 expenditures indicate 
that the majority of states invest more dollars in terrorism preparedness than what they receive through 
SHSP and UASI grants. Thirty states provided sufficient expenditure information to determine the 
fraction of expenditures associated with SHSP and UASI grants (versus other sources). In fiscal year 
2017, the median amount of money supplementing every dollar of SHSP and UASI funding spent in state 
emergency management and homeland security agencies was $1.70 (interquartile range = $0.07–$4.16).9 
Approximately 57 percent of the responding states had returns that were more than $1.00. Furthermore, 
returns on SHSP and UASI investments generally increased when considering the contributions of other 
state agencies.10 In particular, we observed two cases in which state law enforcement agencies provided 
substantial additional returns at the Broad category level (see the “How Did We Estimate Terrorism 
Preparedness Expenditures on Personnel?” box on the previous page). This benefit requires further 
examination, however, as many of the other state agencies did not submit a breakdown of their 
expenditures or provided only partial information. 

Available data from UASI-jurisdiction responses 
was also limited, with only 13 jurisdictions (24 
agencies total) providing detailed expenditure 
data. For local emergency management and 
homeland security agencies, the median return 
on SHSP and UASI investment was an 
additional $0.92 (n=8, interquartile range = $0.48–
$1.55). In comparison, additional investments by 
fire and police departments were higher, with a 
median return of $49 for every dollar (n=8, 
interquartile range = $4.75–$146). When analyzing 
the individual returns associated with 
(1) personnel and (2) supplies, equipment, and 
capital, we determined that the larger returns 
were driven by relevant personnel expenditures. 
Even under a more restrictive threshold for personnel inclusion (i.e., the Narrow category level), fire and 
police departments still provided more than a comparable investment, with a median return of $2.19 
(interquartile range = $1.58–$65). Additionally, one police department and three public health agencies 
reported relevant expenditures without any corresponding investment from SHSP and UASI funds. The 

                                                             
9 The interquartile range is the range associated with the middle 50 percent of results in a dataset. 
10 Respondents listed those state agencies that (1) had significant expenditures toward terrorism preparedness and 
(2) in total, captured at least 90 percent of all state government expenditures toward terrorism preparedness. 
Fifteen states (out of 36) identified additional agencies with significant terrorism preparedness expenditures, with 
law enforcement (eight) and public health (five) agencies identified most frequently. 
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results highlight the additional return on investment captured by considering a broader set of agencies 
that have been incorporated into the homeland security enterprise.11

WHAT HAS PREPAREDNESS FUNDING BOUGHT SINCE SEPTEMBER 11, AND WHAT 

CAPABILITY DO WE HAVE NOW THAT WE DID NOT HAVE THEN? 

Investments in terrorism preparedness have resulted in tremendous gains in capability since September 
11. To demonstrate this progress, the analysis focused on the role of SHSP and UASI funds in supporting 
three areas: (1) the development of advanced specialized teams; (2) the establishment and maturation of 
state fusion centers; and (3) the use of exercises to enhance multi-jurisdictional and multi-level 
coordination. 

Advanced Specialized Teams 
This study focused on three specialized teams that could be deployed in the immediate aftermath of a 
terrorist attack and defined advanced capabilities for each team as satisfying the following:12

• Hazardous materials (HazMat) response teams trained and equipped to respond to unknown 
chemical releases or incidents involving CBRNE weapons13

• Incident Management Teams (IMTs) that have attained National Incident Management System 
(NIMS) Type I, II, or III status 

• Structural collapse or urban search and rescue (USAR) teams that can perform at medium or 
heavy operational levels 

SHSP and UASI funds have facilitated a 124-percent increase in the number of advanced 
HazMat, incident management, and structural collapse/USAR teams since September 11. 

Survey respondents identified a total of 839 teams satisfying the aforementioned capability requirements. 
The increase in access to HazMat, incident management, or structural collapse/USAR capabilities 
nationwide has been dramatic. Comparing the number of advanced teams established after 2001 to what 
existed before, we observed the following:14

• 1.8 times the number of HazMat teams 

• 18.5 times the number of IMTs 

• 1.9 times the number of structural collapse/USAR teams 

The vast majority (92 percent) of these teams have received support from SHSP and UASI grants (n = 
794). Twenty-seven states (out of a possible 39) reported establishing a state-backed network of 

                                                             
11 Only six jurisdictions provided a complete set of expenditure data for all agencies responsible for terrorism 
preparedness activities in the jurisdiction. Median values were $1.29 and $0.90 for the broad and narrow 
definitions, respectively (interquartile range = $1.18–$21, $0.36–$1.34, respectively). 
12 While essential for terrorism preparedness, bomb squads and SWAT teams were not addressed in the survey in 
deference to sensitivities that law enforcement agencies might have about divulging this type of information. 
However, we were extremely gratified by the responses from a number of jurisdictions that entrusted us with such 
information. 
13 Analogous to a National Incident Management System (NIMS) Type I or Type II HazMat entry team, for 
example. 
14 Ratios based on teams for which data on the year they achieved advance capabilities is known. 
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specialized teams to provide localities with more advanced capabilities and support regional approaches 
to terrorism response. In contrast, other states have taken a bottom-up approach to identifying localities 
that require more advanced capabilities. Regardless, federal funds have helped ensure that specialized 
teams within select local jurisdictions have the advanced-level capability to prepare for and respond to 
an act of terrorism, as well as to serve as shared assets through mutual aid agreements. As noted by one 
state respondent, it can now handle many types of incidents without FEMA because of its state and local 
investments in preparedness. 

Case Study: Los Angeles Police Department Hazardous Materials Unit 

Today, it’s hard to imagine that a major city like Los Angeles 
would not have this capability. But soon after the attacks of 
September 11, a surge in calls about letters containing “white 
powder” left the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) 
Hazardous Materials Unit frustrated with the limited equipment 
and technology available to first responders to resolve whether 
the letters contained biological agents. 

Los Angeles is a prime example of the dramatic improvements 
since September 11 in expanding CBRNE response capabilities 
and improving coordination across all levels of government. 
Since 2001, the LAPD Hazardous Materials Unit used UASI 
grant funds to offset the costs of advanced equipment and 
receive advanced training to address CBRNE threats. As a 
result, the unit can now determine the potential for a biological 
threat on site by conducting operations within the contaminated 
area. This greatly reduces the time and resources necessary to 
address these calls, limiting their fiscal impact on the department 
and community. In addition, all members of the unit are certified 
to the Technician/Specialist level, the highest level of training 
offered for hazardous material emergency responders. Members completed extensive training to operate in 
CBRNE environments, including training with "live" chemical warfare nerve agents. 

The LAPD Hazardous Materials Unit also built on the responses to the 2001 “white powder” letters, 
strengthening relationships with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the United States Postal Service to 
enhance coordination in future incidents. More broadly, the region established a Joint Hazard Assessment Team, 
which includes the LAPD, the Los Angeles Fire Department, and the Los Angeles Department of Public Health, 
to facilitate a collaborative approach to incident response. This emphasis on relationship building has increased 
readiness and accelerated the city’s ability to mitigate the impact of incidents. 

In Their Own Words: Insights from the Wisconsin Survey Response 

Federal investment in homeland security and terrorism preparedness is critical because it elevates the state's 
ability to deal with larger, more complex incidents. Preparing for a large-scale, complex, multi-jurisdictional 
incident is not a priority for local agencies when compared to all the other needs they face. They train and 
equip themselves for their daily and most commonly occurring incidents. Federal grant funds provide an extra 
layer that allows local responders to participate in regional response teams and train and equip for the larger, 
more complex incidents. The funds provide an incentive and opportunity to be part of a larger structure that 
benefits everyone involved in preparedness and response. 
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The increase in specialized teams for HazMat, incident management, and structural 
collapse/USAR has increased the percentage of the U.S. population covered by these 
advanced capabilities to address terrorism events. 

With the progress states and localities have made in developing advanced teams, a much larger portion of 
the U.S. population is now covered. Figures 1 through 3 map the locations of advanced HazMat, incident 
management, and structural collapse/USAR teams across the nation, comparing the number and 
distribution of teams in 2001 to the number and distribution in 2018 based on responses from 34 states 
(colored in gray on the maps) and additional UASI jurisdictions. For each team, we modeled the 
corresponding geographic area it covers based on the team’s primary location, available road and highway 
networks, and drive-time constraints. These areas are indicated by the orange-shaded regions on the 
maps. 

Figure 1. Areas accessible to an advanced HazMat response team within a four-hour drive 

Note: Comparison showing the increase in coverage nationwide from HazMat teams with advanced capabilities 
based on responses from 34 states (in gray) and additional UASI jurisdictions. Orange-shaded regions indicate 
areas accessible within a four-hour drive of team locations. Darker shading indicates areas where overlapping 
coverage from multiple teams occurs. Dark grey dots (on the 2001 map) indicate team locations for which data on 
when they achieved advanced capabilities are unavailable. 

Figure 2. Areas accessible to an advanced IMT within a four-hour drive 

Note: Comparison showing the increase in coverage nationwide from IMTs with advanced capabilities based on 
responses from 34 states (in gray) and additional UASI jurisdictions. Orange-shaded regions indicate areas 
accessible within a four-hour drive of team locations. Darker shading indicates areas where overlapping coverage 
from multiple teams occurs. Dark grey dots (on the 2001 map) indicate team locations for which data on when 
they achieved advanced capabilities are unavailable.  
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Figure 3. Areas accessible to an advanced structural collapse/USAR team within a four-hour drive 

Note: Comparison showing the increase in coverage nationwide from structural collapse/USAR teams with 
advanced capabilities based on responses from 34 states (in gray) and additional UASI jurisdictions. Orange-shaded 
regions indicate areas accessible within a four-hour drive of team locations. Darker shading indicates areas where 
overlapping coverage from multiple teams occurs. Dark grey dots (on the 2001 map) indicate team locations for 
which data on when they achieved advanced capabilities are unavailable. 

Each of the three figures shows a growth and spread in coverage between 2001 and 2018. This translates 
into a risk buy-down for the populations that now have access to these teams. The benefits of this 
growth are enhanced with the location of these resources in more densely populated areas. Table 1 
highlights the increase in the percentage of the population covered by these teams.15 As indicated by the 
broad ranges listed, however, the underlying datasets of when teams achieved their advanced capabilities 
requires further exploration, as this information remains unknown for numerous teams. 

Table 1. Percentage of the U.S. population covered by advanced HazMat, incident management, and 
structural collapse/USAR teams, 2001 versus 2018 

Team Type Percentage of 
U.S. Population 
Covered, 2001a 

Percentage of 
U.S. Population 
Covered, 2018 

Percentage Point 
Increase 

HazMat  68.1–95.4 98.2 2.8–30.1 

Incident Management 19.6–57.9 94.5 36.6–74.9 

Structural Collapse/USAR 83.6–85.7 97.6 11.9–14.0 
a The value range accounts for two different assumptions. The lower-bound value assumes that all “unknown” 
teams—i.e., teams for which data are unavailable on when they achieved advanced capability—attained advanced 
capability only after 2001. Alternatively, the upper-bound value assumes these teams all attained advanced 
capability by 2001. 

                                                             
15 We adjusted our estimates of the percentage of the U.S. population to account for states that did not respond to 
the survey while acknowledging the benefits provided by teams in neighboring states and UASI jurisdictions 
within those states that did respond. 



9 

Case Study: Connecticut Incident Management Team Three 

Two incidents drawing national attention 
highlight how Connecticut has benefited from 
rapid access to more advanced incident 
management capabilities, as well as the role 
of federal grants in maturing capabilities. On 
February 7, 2010, a massive explosion at the 
Kleen Energy power plant in Middletown, 
Connecticut, killed six workers and injured at 
least 40 others. Connecticut Incident 
Management Team Three (CT-IMT3) 
supported the Incident Commander in 
managing a complex response that involved 
more than 250 federal, state, local, and 
private-sector responders. The team helped 
develop Incident Action Plans and provided 
recommendations and technical assistance to 
support decisions and conduct operations 
under the Incident Command System. Local authorities commended the team for alleviating the stress of 
planning and resource management from the Incident Commander. Even so, an after-action review of the 
incident recommended additional equipment and training opportunities for the team. Through SHSP and UASI 
program funding, the team was able to address these needs. For example, the team used funds to send 
members to position-specific training, and to also support opportunities to shadow federal Incident 
Management Assistance Teams during several large, complex incidents. As a result, more than two years later, 
CT-IMT3 was better prepared to deploy and assist in another crisis—the Sandy Hook Elementary School 
shooting.  Once again, CT-IMT3 supported local authorities, supplying the unified command with the incident 
planning expertise and capabilities to manage the largest grade-school mass shooting in U.S. history. 

Fusion Centers 
Fusion centers emerged as a potential solution to one of the harshest criticisms identified from 
September 11—the inability to share information and “connect the dots.” Fusion centers serve as the focal 
points within states and urban areas for the collection, analysis, and dissemination of threat-related 
information. Today, each state has at least one fusion center. Figure 4 illustrates the inception of and 
growth in the number of state fusion centers over time since 2001 based on data from 47 states. 

Figure 4. Establishment and maturation of state fusion centers over time since September 11, 2001 
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Fusion centers use SHSP and UASI funds to assist in maturing their capabilities. Also shown in Figure 4 
is a timeline of when the state fusion centers achieved the final “Mature” stage under the National 
Network of Fusion Centers maturity model.16 The sharp upturn beginning in 2011 likely reflects the 
formal release of the maturity model to evaluate progress and its use in reporting progress in the DHS 
Office of Intelligence Analysis’s annual National Network of Fusion Centers assessment. As of January 
2018, however, 17 percent (n = 35) had yet to fulfill the requirements for reaching this stage. 

SHSP and UASI program funds make up the majority of federal support for state fusion centers.17 
However, most state fusion centers did not rely on SHSP and UASI funds to support the 
majority of their cost of operations in fiscal year 2017 (see Figure 5). Among states that 
responded to this portion of the survey (n = 32): 

• Nearly half (45 percent) had fiscal year 2017 expenditures in which SHSP and UASI funds 
contributed to less than a quarter of their total fusion center expenditures; and 

• Nearly three-quarters (72 percent) had fiscal year 2017 expenditures in which SHSP and UASI 
funds reflect less than half of total fusion center expenditures. 

Notable exceptions exist. Five states indicated that 100 percent of their state fusion center expenditures 
in fiscal year 2017 were supplied through SHSP and UASI funding. But based on the median value, 
for every $1 of SHSP and UASI funds used, state fusion centers spent an additional $2.39 of 
funding from other sources such as state appropriations. We found no correlation between the 
magnitude of the SHSP and UASI funds used and the resulting ratio of state and local expenditures to 
federal grant expenditures. 

Figure 5. Percentage of total expenditures sourced from SHSP and UASI grant funds 

                                                             
16 DHS developed a four-stage National Network Maturity Model that defines "Mature" as the stage in which the 
National Network of Fusion Centers has the full capability to leverage the collective resources among individual 
fusion centers and adjust to both the changing threat environment and evolving requirements. 
17 Of the 35 states responding to this portion of the survey, 31 (89 percent) reported that UASI and SHSP funds 
make up more than three-quarters of all federal support they received for their state fusion center. For 23 states, 
UASI and SHSP funds are the only federal funds their state fusion center received. 
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In Their Own Words: Insights from the Virginia Survey Response 

In years past, more SHSP and UASI funds were available to assist with critical training programs related to 
fulfillment of the Baseline Capabilities of Fusion Centers. These training programs provided foundational and 
advanced analytical training for Virginia Fusion Center staff to improve finished analytical products in support of 
the Intelligence Community. The inability to host training programs such as these diminishes the overall quality 
of analytical production over time as turnover continues. 

Fusion centers provide a good example of how SHSP and UASI funds provide an additional 
layer of training to personnel that are paid for through other funding sources. In fiscal year 
2017, 345 state fusion center analysts (based on 38 responding states) received training supported by 
SHSP or UASI funds or a SHSP- or UASI-funded trainer. The median number of analysts trained was six 
(interquartile range = 2–10.75). Only three state fusion centers indicated that none of their intelligence 
analysts received training supported by these grant programs. In contrast, the median number of state 
fusion center analysts supported through either an SHSP or UASI grant in fiscal year 2017 was 2.5 
(interquartile range = 1–5), with seven states reporting 
that none of their intelligence analysts were paid 
for, either partially or entirely, through SHSP and 
UASI funds. For some responding states, ratios of 
analysts trained versus paid for through SHSP and 
UASI funds were as high as 20 or 30 to 1. As noted 
by one state respondent, the grant-funded training 
facilitates information sharing across the National 
Network of Fusion Centers by instilling a uniform 
approach to investigative case support and vetting 
and submitting Suspicious Activity Reports. 

Exercises 
Lack of coordination among first responder 
agencies was one of the challenges identified in the 
9/11 Commission Report. Exercises are integral aspects 
to verifying competencies and developing 
readiness. Full-scale exercises, in particular, allow 
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participants to mimic the complex coordination challenges they may encounter in the context of a real-
world event. 

Exercises supported by SHSP and UASI grants heavily rely on these funds at both the state 
and UASI levels. 

For fiscal year 2017, responding states (n = 36) identified a total of 251 full-scale exercises that they 
supported (e.g., personnel participation, exercise design, funding) in which operational coordination was 
tested in a multi-agency, multi-jurisdictional context. Of these, roughly half (51 percent) received 
support from SHSP or UASI funding. For these 128 exercises, the reliance on SHSP and UASI funds for 
support was high. State respondents estimated that 76 percent (97 exercises) would not have taken place 
without SHSP and UASI funds. Moreover, six states indicated that only SHSP and UASI funds were used 
to support all of their full-scale exercises that tested operational coordination in a multi-agency, multi-
jurisdictional context. 

Reliance on SHSP and UASI funds was even 
greater for UASI jurisdictions. The 19 UASI 
jurisdictions responding to this section of the 
survey identified a total of 123 exercises that 
were designed, conducted, or evaluated using 
UASI and SHSP funds. Absent these funds, 
respondents indicated that 92 percent (113 
exercises) would not have taken place. As 
shown in Figure 6, the loss of SHSP and UASI 
funding would have severe effects on the 
number of opportunities to coordinate among 
different preparedness stakeholders. 

Figure 6. Preparedness stakeholder participation in UASI 
jurisdiction exercises 

WHAT DOES THE PAST TEACH US? 

One way of examining the possible consequences of future reductions in preparedness grants is to simply 
look at the past, since SHSP and UASI grant programs have been subject to past reductions. The most 
recent cuts took place in fiscal years 2011 and 2012, when SHSP and UASI awards decreased by 65 
percent and 41 percent, respectively. More than five years later, the survey reflects the true implications 
of these cuts. 

In Their Own Words: Insights from the Oklahoma Survey Response 

The Oklahoma Regional Response System (RRS) is a robust system made up of numerous public safety 
response disciplines strategically scattered across the state to provide efficient coverage during emergencies. 
The RRS was designed and built when Oklahoma received almost 10 times the amount of grant money we 
currently receive from DHS. However, due to an almost 90-percent decrease in SHSP and UASI funding, RRS is 
now in sustainment mode, which allows for only the most basic expenditures necessary to keep the system 
operational. Original equipment for the RRS units is reaching its end of life and will possibly be unsafe to use if 
not replaced. However, there is very little money available to make such replacements. The severe decrease in 
funding has made growth unsustainable and very much opens the door to possibly seeing a decrease in the 
current capability to save lives within the state. 
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It is unlikely that some states will react to further cuts by securing additional state funds 
for terrorism preparedness. At the time of the last decrease, nine states contributed little or no 
funding for terrorism preparedness activities. For these states, the substantial decrease in SHSP and 
UASI funding did not prompt a corresponding increase in state spending to offset this funding gap, and it 
is unlikely that further cuts would be any different. More broadly, of the 37 states responding to this 
portion of the survey, 14 reported that the decrease in SHSP and UASI funds led to a moderate or 
significant decrease (defined as more 
than 10 percent) in corresponding 
state spending toward terrorism 
preparedness. In comparison, only 
three states reported corresponding 
increases in state expenditures to 
offset the decrease in SHSP and UASI 
funds (see Figure 7).18 Additionally, 
respondents from two states noted 
that their states had to pass the extra 
burden from the funding gap on to 
localities.  

For a number of states and UASI jurisdictions, the SHSP and UASI program reductions 
forced them to apply their remaining grant amounts toward sustaining and maintaining 
existing capabilities. The result has been stagnation in capability development. Because of 
the grant reductions, state agencies were forced into difficult decisions regarding their terrorism 
preparedness activities. For many states responding to the survey, this meant focusing on sustaining and 
maintaining the capabilities they had already built. The effects varied in severity, however, as detailed in 
the “Loss of Capability Due to Prior Funding Cuts” infographic box below. Based on survey responses, 
some states are already experiencing difficulty in sustaining existing capabilities because of 
the previous funding cuts. For example, some jurisdictions have described having to proactively sacrifice 
training and exercises in order to shield their specialized teams from dismantling. Moreover, jurisdictions 
predict far more dramatic losses to capability in the future, as the equipment purchased with large 
capital expenditures eventually breaks down. Many of these equipment purchases occurred prior to the 
funding cuts, were heavily supported by SHSP and UASI grants, and meant to fill the national gap in 
preparedness. Any further reductions in SHSP and UASI program funds may push states and UASI 
jurisdictions to suffer more extreme losses than were felt in the fiscal year 2011 and 2012 cuts, and 
therefore severely handicap preparedness efforts already achieved.  

Figure 7. Impact of the decreased SHSP and UASI funds on state 
expenditures

18 Sixteen states did not link a causal connection between decreases in SHSP and UASI funds and state 
expenditures for terrorism preparedness. However, in five of these cases, the lack of any effect stemmed from the 
fact that the state had already zeroed out funding for terrorism preparedness. 
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In Their Own Words: Insights from the Illinois Survey Response 

Until fiscal year 2017, decreases in funding did not affect specialized team capabilities because we closed other 
programs to prioritize the response capability of these teams. However, starting in fiscal year 2017, the 
decrease in funds has forced us to close down three Statewide Weapons of Mass Destruction Teams and 
merge some of their assets into other teams. At this point, the decrease in funding is limiting capital 
replacement. Many of our teams received their capital equipment (e.g., vehicles, CBRNE sensors, 
communications gear) between 2004 and 2007. That equipment is reaching 11 to 14 years of age. At some 
point in the near future when large capital equipment breaks, it will not be replaced, reducing our ability to 
respond. 

FINAL THOUGHTS 
Given the wide variety of threats and vulnerabilities that states and major urban areas face, it is not 
surprising that they have adopted different attitudes toward terrorism preparedness. Moreover, 
jurisdictions have had to formulate their approaches and make decisions even as our nation’s 
understanding of what constitutes terrorism preparedness has continued to evolve, and in the face of 
corresponding shifts in federal priorities. For a few jurisdictions, terrorism preparedness is a federal 
responsibility, discharged through federal grants. Given limited operating budgets, perceived low 
probabilities of terrorist attacks, and more pressing daily needs, SHSP and UASI grants are the sole basis 
of any terrorism preparedness capability. Cuts in these grants simply prompt cuts in capability. 

A far greater number of jurisdictions, however, have used federal preparedness grants to catalyze and 
substantiate their own investments in terrorism preparedness. Our results indicate that SHSP and UASI 
grants take advantage of existing human capital and basic responder capability that reside within 
jurisdictions to establish advanced capabilities, providing a substantial cost savings versus creating these 
capabilities from scratch. This return on investment is even greater when looking beyond the emergency 
management and homeland security communities to include other state and local agencies, many of 
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which are engaging in terrorism preparedness efforts with little or no additional SHSP and UASI 
investment.  

The capabilities to address terrorist threats have grown enormously since September 11, 2001. Most 
citizens of the United States now have access to advanced capabilities within a four-hour drive of their 
residence. But capability progress has been stifled in recent years, as jurisdictions are still dealing with 
the “new normal” imposed by the severe SHSP and UASI program cuts in fiscal years 2011 and 2012. 
These cuts have already slowed or stopped many jurisdictions from progress toward the National 
Preparedness Goal and have detrimental effects on the National Preparedness System. Although a few 
fortunate jurisdictions have been able to use their own funding to fill in the gap, our survey results 
indicate that most states and local jurisdictions are already sacrificing capability due to funding cuts. 
Ironically, one of the first activities lost are the interactions (e.g., working groups, stakeholder 
engagement) that allow the emergency management and homeland security communities to draw in and 
coordinate the broader participation in terrorism preparedness that is generating additional returns on 
investment.  

Meanwhile, more than one jurisdiction ominously discussed being on “borrowed time,” with large-scale 
capital investments nearing the end of their lifespans. The funds available soon after the establishment of 
these grants for capital expenditures no longer exist, foreshadowing potentially more substantive losses 
of capability when equipment finally fails. Even after they’ve been initially established, trained, and 
equipped, specialized teams require future federal grant funds to maintain and replace their equipment 
and address training needs from staff turnover and refresher training. Moreover, simply maintaining the 
status quo is tantamount to falling behind, given the dynamic and expanding nature of terrorist threats. 
Without greater investment in terrorism preparedness, the nation may soon find itself in a new era in 
which capabilities are in decline.  
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Utilizing Lessons Learned to Build Next Generation Public Policy 
 
  
The goal of these sessions will be to collectively better understand policy development as it is 
influenced by actual events over time and, even more importantly, how this understanding might 
help the consortium and its members better engage in homeland security policy and strategy 
development in the future. 
  
To enrich this portion of the agenda, small group, and plenary discussions; please review the 
following materials: 
  
1. NPS/CHDS online “Timeline of Homeland Security Events and Milestones” at:  

https://www.hsdl.org/c/timeline/ 
 

Claire Rubin’s timeline at:  
https://www2gwu.edu/~icdrm/publications/DRL04Jan28.pdf 

 
 Browse the timelines and use the filters to get a sense of the past, refresh your 

memories and think about the significance of these events in terms of what they 
produced or influenced after their occurrences. 

 
 Consider the linkages or correlations among events and the resulting policy, 

doctrine, strategic or major operational changes because of them individually or 
from multiple events. (e.g. the Emergency Management Assistance Compact 
followed multiple hurricane responses culminating in the response to Andrew in 
1992.) 

 
 Be prepared to discuss your impressions and observations in small groups and 

plenary in Portland. 
 
2. Attached are two supplemental readings from our presenter, Dr. Tom Birkland.  While 

full consumption is encouraged, if your time is limited, the presenters recommend the 
following approach: 

 Read Section 1, Section 3.1, Figure 1, Section 4.2 and Section 6. from Disasters, 
Lessons Learned, and Fantasy Documents. 

 Scan Chapter 1 from Lessons of Disaster. 
 
The ultimate objective of these discussions is to consider how we use this knowledge to 
influence and produce better policies in the future. 
 

 

 

[RETURN TO AGENDA] 



Disasters, Lessons Learned, and
Fantasy Documents

Thomas A. Birkland

School of Public and International Affairs, North Carolina State University, Campus Box 8102, Raleigh,
NC 27511, USA. E-mail: tom_birkhand@ncsu.edu

This article develops a general theory of why post-disaster ‘lessons learned’ documents

are often ‘fantasy documents’. The article describes the political and organizational

barriers to effective learning from disasters, and builds on general theory building on

learning from extreme events to explain this phenomenon. Fantasy documents are not

generally about the ‘real’ causes and solutions to disasters; rather, they are generated to

prove that some authoritative actor has ‘done something’ about a disaster. Because it is

difficult to test whether learning happened after an extreme event, these post-disaster

documents are generally ignored after they are published.

1. Introduction

A staple of crisis management and emergency

response is the post-response report, often

known as an ‘after action’ report or a ‘lessons learned’

document. Many of these reports are the routine

product of organizational self-evaluation and are pri-

marily concerned with operational or ‘tactical’ matters.

Indeed, this sort of learning is known to organizational

theorists as ‘single-loop learning’ (Argyris & Schön,

1996), which has very important implications for crisis

management (see Moynihan’s and Deverell’s papers in

this symposium). But I am more concerned with the

second loop, as it were, of ‘double-loop learning’, which

involves learning about the fundamental assumptions

behind policy design at the strategic level. Here, the

claims of ‘lessons’ and ‘learning’ have significant implica-

tions for the supposed lesson learners and the broader

policy system.

Because social and political pressures to create such

lessons learned reports are the greatest in the immedi-

ate aftermath of the event, while the event’s status on

the agenda is freshest, a great deal of attention is paid to

ensuring that lessons really are learned, so that the

worst effects of the next disaster can be avoided.

These pressures also mean that lessons learned

reports are usually very quickly generated. It is difficult

to claim that any actual learning occurred because

insufficient time has elapsed between the event, the

creation of the report, and any subsequent tests of the

‘lessons’. Instead, these documents really focus on

‘lessons observed’ or, more simply, the observations

that officials and experts made about the preparations

before and responses to the crisis or disaster. Moreover,

most of the time, these reports are narrow-bore efforts

to derive meaning for a particular constituency; in the

disaster field, these groups include first responders,

communications experts, and public health officials.

There are few comprehensive efforts to learn broader

strategic lessons about the events based in sound

science; this is consistent with the idea that single-loop

learning is more common than double-loop learning.

In this article, I borrow concepts and terminology

from Lee Clarke, who coined the term ‘fantasy docu-

ments’ (Clarke, 1999). I call many lessons learned

documents ‘fantasy learning documents’ for the same

reason that Clarke terms many pre-disaster plans ‘fan-

tasy documents’: because they are created and dissemi-

nated for rhetorical purposes, even if their authors

somehow believe that learning has really occurred.

To begin, I review the theories of focusing events and

outline a theory of learning from focusing events. I then

develop a general theory of why post-disaster lessons

learned documents are fantasy documents. This is not

true in all cases, of course, but the general trend is

towards producing such documents to prove that some
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authoritative actor has ‘learned its lessons’ about a

disaster and that, given this learning, will not replicate

its errors.

2. Overview and definitions

John Kingdon (1995) uses the term ‘focusing event’ in

his study of agenda setting and alternative selection to

describe a class of political phenomena that can cause

an issue to gain attention in the media and among

various institutions. In my work (Birkland, 1997, 1998,

2006), I further defined focusing events as events that

are sudden, that are known to policy makers and elites

simultaneously, that affect a community or a community

of interest, and that do actual harm, or that suggest the

possibility of greater future harm. My definition of the

term ‘focusing event’ is influenced by Cobb and Elder’s

(1983) work on agenda setting, in which they call

phenomena like focusing events ‘circumstantial reac-

tors’, and Baumgartner and Jones’s (1993) work on the

‘punctuated equilibrium’ model of the policy process,

in which public policies remain rather stable until

something upsets the system’s equilibrium, yielding

change. All of these works acknowledge that sudden

events are important examples of agenda drivers, but

do not go further than that. My work sought to sharpen

the idea of focusing events1 and in showing how

focusing events do not influence all policy domains in

the same way. On the other hand, my definition of

focusing events is rather more restrictive than King-

don’s; this definitional difference will not be resolved

here, but it is important to acknowledge.

Focusing events, by elevating issues on the agenda,

can, says Kingdon, open a ‘window of opportunity’ for

policy change. This window of opportunity can yield

immediate policy change, improved understanding

of the social or the natural forces that lead to a disaster,

or can be an opportunity for a variety of actors to learn

how better to argue for their policy or political

interests. Of course, these outcomes are not mutually

exclusive, and this knowledge can be accumulated

and applied after later focusing events or other change

opportunities. Peter May (1992) defines these three

types of learning as instrumental policy learning, social

policy learning, and political learning. Instrumental

policy learning involves learning about the effectiveness

of various policy tools applied to problems. Social policy

learning relates to learning about the social construc-

tion of problems and the interaction of policies with the

targets of policies. Political learning involves learning

about the effectiveness of rhetorical appeals for policy

change, and involves political strategies and tactics at

the ideological level, rather than the specifics of public

policies. This paper will be mostly concerned with

social and policy learning, although politics and political

learning are undeniably important.

Natural disasters, industrial accidents, and acts of

terrorism – what are together called ‘extreme events’ –

constitute one type of focusing event that can have local

and distant social and political effects. hurricane Katrina

was a local event for the Gulf Coast, while the distant

impacts of a focusing event are illustrated by the sig-

nificant loss of life in Thailand in the 2004 tsunami. This

disaster killed and injured a great many Swedes on

holiday, the governmental response to which had signifi-

cant consequences for Swedish politics (Naik et al., 2005;

Strömbäck & Nord, 2006; Widfeldt, 2007).

Because these events are undesirable, humans and

their institutions are presumably interested in mitigat-

ing them or preventing their damages from happening in

the first place. For example, the Air Accidents Investi-

gation Branch in the United Kingdom, and its counter-

part in the United States, the National Transportation

Safety Board, exists to collect a vast amount of infor-

mation on aviation incidents, ranging from minor mis-

haps to catastrophic accidents. The catastrophes are

the more focal events, but from nearly every major

aviation accident we have learned about the causes and

‘cures’ for aviation accidents (Perrow, 1999), such that

aviation safety has made remarkable gains (Cobb &

Primo, 2003).

Because learning from disasters is usually the result of

some sort of intensive investigational and study activity,

learning should not be seen as an outcome or a goal of the

process, but should be considered an ongoing activity

within the policy process. George Busenberg defines the

learning process as ‘a process in which individuals apply

new information and ideas to policy decisions’ (2001).

I accept this definition and suggest that focusing events

can provide that new information, although in a relatively

raw form. For example, the risk of a catastrophic terrorist

attack on the United States was no greater on 12

September 2001 than it was on 10 September, but the

September 11 attacks caused the public and elites to be

much more attentive to the terrorism problem. The

focusing event brings information to the attention of a

broader range of people than normally consider the issues.

However, my definition extends somewhat on Bu-

senberg’s by focusing more on the outcome of learning

than on the process – that is to say, I seek evidence of

some sort of change as a result of the new information,

while Busenberg’s definition only requires the applica-

tion of new information, regardless of the policy

decision. Policy learning can be identified if there is

prima facie evidence of policy changes that are reason-

ably linked to the causal factors that connected the

event under consideration to its harms, and if addres-

sing these factors would be likely to mitigate the

problem (Birkland, 2006). For example, we can say

that policy learning has occurred in the United States

after September 11 through a regulatory requirement

that cockpit doors be kept closed and securely locked
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during flight (Airline Industry Information, 2001; World

Airline News, 2001). The new requirement is therefore

clearly a response to the insecurity of cockpits pre-

September 11. However, it is also true that cockpit

intrusions were nothing new, and we can speak of the

failure to learn from less catastrophic, but still worri-

some, episodes of deranged passengers seeking to

enter the flight deck (Air Safety Week, 2000; Richfield,

2000). This is an example of double-loop learning

because a small but fundamental policy change occurred

that transcended the usual regulatory adjustments that

characterized single-loop learning.

However, what looks like policy learning – that is, a

change after some sort of external shock – may not be

learning at all, for at least two reasons; first, the

‘lessons’ that may be ‘learned’ after an event may not

be related to the event at all, but, rather, the lessons

had already been ‘observed’ several times before the

event. That existing knowledge was either not taken up

by those who could have acted, or the knowledge was

available, but policy makers and implementers simply

chose not to act on that new knowledge. Examples of

this include the significant evidence of security pro-

blems in civil aviation well before September 11; it took

September 11 to drive these ideas forward on the

agenda. This is entirely consistent with Kingdon’s idea

that focusing events open the window of opportunity

for the joining of problems with pre-existing solutions,

such as better checkpoint screening, cockpit security,

and the like (Cobb & Primo, 2003; Birkland, 2004, 2006,

Chapter 3). Indeed, the oft-stated lament that ‘it takes a

disaster to change anything’ is entirely consistent with

agenda setting and focusing event theory in a wide

range of fields, from the ongoing financial crisis to

industrial accidents and natural disasters. Moreover, at

least intuitively, we know that ‘big’ events are more

likely to yield policy change than are ‘small’ events.

Second, some policy learning is ‘superstitious’ learning,

which either attempts to use ‘lesson drawing’ from other

places or times, regardless of whether the comparison is

apt (Neustadt & May, 1986), or when, in the urge to ‘do

something’, policies are adopted that have little or

nothing to do with the problem at hand. For example,

after the Columbine school shootings near Denver,

Colorado, in 1999, some policy makers sought to

more closely regulate video games and popular music,

which were said, absent sound scientific information, to

cause the sorts of behaviours that led to this disaster

(Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2001; Lawrence & Birkland,

2004; Larkin, 2007). While no real social policy or

political learning occurred in this incident, there was

considerable evidence of political learning, in which all

manner of arguments – about popular culture, the

availability of guns, the lack of mental health services,

and so on – were honed and deployed in a battle of ideas

that, ultimately, generated more heat than light.

3. Why are disasters change and
learning opportunities?

Disasters are change and learning opportunities be-

cause they provide an opportunity for close analysis of

the things that happened before the disaster, during the

acute phase of the disaster, and in the recovery period.

The opportunities for learning and change come be-

cause these are extreme events, and therefore gain the

attention that routine events do not. These events gain

a great deal of media attention and, therefore, public

attention. If nothing else, decision makers assume that

what is on the media agenda is also high on the public’s

agenda as well. With public attention comes pressure

to do something about the event. What that ‘some-

thing’ might be is often very murky, because focusing

events not only raise an issue on the agenda; they also

elevate the manifold constructions of the issue on the

agenda. Only those constructions that somehow reso-

nate with the public or elites are elevated, even if these

constructions are, in the causal sense, wrong (Hilgartner

& Bosk, 1988; Lawrence & Birkland, 2004). Thus, after

September 11, there were many ‘new’ problems to be

addressed: border and immigration control, flight train-

ing, airline security, illicit money transfers, emergency

pre-paredness, seaport security, law enforcement, and so

on. Many of these issues were opportunistically advanced

on the agenda by interests who had sought policy change

for years; in other words, the event did not provide new

information, but provided new ways of framing an

existing set of policies to achieve a set of goals (in

particular, the advancement of the political right’s law

enforcement agenda). September 11 was an opportunity

to tie their issue to the new world of ‘homeland security’.

But it is at the ‘do something’ juncture that the

opportunity to learn is manifest, but, given the haste of

the decisions made in the wake of these events, the risk

of superstitious learning – that is, learning without some

sort of attempt to analyse the underlying problem – is

greatest. In some cases, pressure to act is so strong that

action is taken immediately, as was the case of the

enactment of the USA Patriot Act in 2001. This event

broke the pattern in the United States in which most

legislation and regulatory change followed some sort of

investigative or ‘after action’ report (Rubin et al., 2003).

The quick – or hasty – reaction to the September 11

attacks provides considerable evidence of learning, or of

political opportunism, as with the enactment of rather

stringent changes to criminal law enacted in the Patriot

Act but that have been more often used in run-of-the-

mill criminal cases than in prosecutions of terrorism.

This notion of political opportunism is not meant to

be cynical. Rather, it is a reflection of how ideas come

to the fore in both Cohen, March, and Olsen’s (1972)

‘garbage can’ model of organizational decision making,

as extended to the policy process in Kingdon’s ‘streams’
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metaphor. After all, all groups have an ‘agenda’, which,

in American politics, at least, has come to sound like

something sinister (‘the liberal agenda’, ‘the right-wing

agenda’) but that really means the pre-existing goals

that groups seek to pursue. Clearly, if it is more

economical, in terms of political capital and the gen-

eration of public interest, to use an event as a way to

advance a group’s agenda, they will do so, such as when

environmental groups were able to use the Exxon Valdez

oil spill to advance claims that further development of

oil resources in Alaska would be environmentally

damaging (Birkland, 1997, Chapter 4).

Another type of reaction is one through which some

sort of learning (sometimes called ‘assessment’ or

‘evaluation’) process is begun, either within or outside

an agency, to assess what went well after an event, what

did not go well, and what should be improved in the

future. Such efforts, if done well, are designed to

understand the social, technological, and engineering

reasons for major failures that lead to disasters, such

as the multiple investigations of the levee failures

during hurricane Katrina conducted by expert investi-

gators. Others, who may not be as familiar with the

response as the experts, will develop ‘lessons learned’

documents that focus on particular aspects of their

concern that are based on secondary sources, and

that use the event as an exemplar. For example,

publications aimed at information technologists will

use an event to highlight lessons learned about the

physical security of computers, servers, and related

infrastructure, even though these ‘lessons’ were well

known before the event in question, and there is little

reason to believe that action as a result of these efforts

will be greater after the report than before. Indeed, we

might call all these lessons learned documents ‘lessons

observed’.

This is often well known to the participants in these

efforts, which is part of the investigatory process.

Leaders of investigative bodies pledge that their report

will not join a series of reports that ‘sit on a shelf and

collect dust’. Rather, their investigations will yield

tangible improvements in the way of policy and practical

change. Indeed, some members of the September 11

commission created the nongovernmental Public Dis-

course Project as a way to keep the recommendations

alive and in front of public officials, although this group

was disbanded at the end of 2005.

3.1. Potential patterns of ‘lessons learned’
processes

There appear to be five broad patterns of ‘lessons

learned’ processes and documents:

� An event happens, and then change happens with

little or no effort devoted to learning from the

event. A major example is the USA Patriot Act,

which was enacted very soon after the September

11 attacks, without any real effort expended to see

whether the policy tools contained in that act

would really be the most effective in preventing

terrorist attacks.

� An event happens, and an investigation is under-

taken that is agency serving, is incomplete, or states

the obvious, without any evidence of a serious

attempt to learn. An example is the Executive

Office of the President’s Lessons Learned from

Katrina, the point of which is as much rhetoric as

it is real learning. Such reports simply hope to, in

Schattschneider’s (1975) terms, contain the scope

of conflict by creating the appearance of learning or

reform. Of course, there may well be some real

learning reflected in such reports, but their primary

function, ultimately, is public reassurance, not inter-

nal evaluation.

� An event happens, and an investigation is initiated,

which leads to policy change, but that policy change

cannot be linked to the investigation, or policy

changes without reference to the changes recom-

mended in the post-event investigation. For exam-

ple, there were many different attempts to

investigate September 11, but it is not clear

whether the creation of the Department of Home-

land Security was a direct outcome of these in-

vestigations, particularly given the thin evidence that

such an agency was really necessary (Tierney, 2005).

Indeed, DHS was created 2 days before the major

investigation – popularly known as the September

11 commission – was established. Its final report

was submitted in September 2004.

� An event happens, and a thorough and careful

investigation is initiated, but policy change does

not result. This may be because of cost, bureau-

cratic delay, political opposition, or any of the usual

reasons for political and policy stasis. For example,

the fruits of many NTSB investigations of airplane

crashes, including precursors to ValuJet 592, were

largely ignored for years by the Federal Aviation

Administration (Schiavo, 1997). The same is true for

aviation security problems before September 11,

where FAA moved very slowly in the face of what

was considered to be a growing threat (Birkland,

2004). However, we might still find the learning

process to be functional if the crisis was so anom-

alous that no intervention could improve policy

performance, such as the unforeseen ‘freak acci-

dent’, or if the remedy for the problem would

create more problems than the original problem

itself. For example, we know that some number of

people may be trapped in cars by seat belts in

accidents, and may perish in a fire if the car catches

fire. We also know that some very small fraction of
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people who are vaccinated against diseases may

react badly to the vaccine, resulting in illness or

death. But we do not generally contemplate remov-

ing seat belts or halting vaccinations because the

broader social good these things do far outweighs

the small potential harms (while acknowledging, of

course, that the harms to those few injured indivi-

duals are not small).

� An event happens, and a thorough and careful

investigation is initiated, which leads to policy

change as a result of careful investigation, assess-

ment, and policy design. An example is the Colum-

bia Accident Investigation Board, which probed the

2003 space shuttle accident. There were changes at

NASA as a result of this report, including a much

closer inspection of heat shields and, in particular,

of potential damage to wings from falling foam

debris from the external fuel tank. However, one

must not make too much of ‘successful’ learning,

because these lessons can decay over time, as they

did between the loss of Challenger and Columbia. On

the other hand, the second shuttle accident has

led to fundamental rethinking about spaceship de-

sign, with new craft being simplified and designed to

put the crew far forward of the dangerous fuel

tanks; this focus on safety and survivability is a

function of double-loop learning. However, many

careful investigations yield single-loop learning that

does yield operational and regulatory change with-

out being elevated to the legislative level. An

example is the NTSB’s and the FAA’s investigation

of a series of rudder deflection incidents that

included the crash of US Airways flight 427 near

Pittsburgh in 1994. This investigation ultimately led

to the discovery and remedy of a design flaw with

the mechanism that controlled the Boeing 737-300

rudder (see http://www.ntsb.gov/events/usair427/

items.htm). Indeed, the NTSB’s work on aviation

accidents is considered a model of learning from

thousands of minor to major incidents that accu-

mulate into a vast body of operational knowledge

(Perrow, 1999).

The first four of these examples falls into a class I call

‘fantasy learning’ that generates ‘fantasy lessons learned

documents’, although the fourth example might be

more a function of bureaucratic delay rather than

of rhetoric. Only one of these scenarios – the fifth –

is an example of sound instrumental learning. While

this sort of rational, experience-, and evidence-based

learning is considered by the public and many actors

to be a desirable outcome of such events, and describes

what we might consider the classical model of learning,

this sort of learning is rare. There are many reasons,

then, for the production of fantasy lessons learned

documents:

4. A model of event-related policy
change

The logic model in Figure 1 depicts the ideal process of

event-related learning, which can be used to test the

patterns of lessons learned processes. In this model, if

certain actions occur at points after a focusing event

occurs, learning becomes more likely, and policy change

as a result of this learning becomes more likely. This

model also suggests that after an event, it is possible for

learning without policy change to occur after one event,

or for policy change to result from mimicking or

‘superstitious’ learning. This learning is the result of

pressure to ‘do something’ after an event, and where

issuing a ‘lessons learned’ document is taken to be

evidence of at least the beginning of an effort to tackle

the failures revealed by the event. Finally, the model

acknowledges that not every event will lead to policy

change, but that events may contribute to a base of

experience that may promote learning from subsequent

events as knowledge accumulates, as noted in the

feedback arrow. In other words, not all events do

involve explicit acknowledgement of lesson learning.

In this model, I operationalize learning in this way:

first, I adopt Busenberg’s process-based definition but

stipulate that focusing events, consistent with Kingdon’s

streams metaphor, and Cohen March and Olsen’s ‘gar-

bage can’ (Cohen et al., 1972) model, on which Kingdon

relies, that definition of learning as ‘a process in which

individuals apply new information and ideas to policy

decisions’. However, I modify this definition slightly to

define learning as a process in which individuals apply

combined new information that may be revealed by a

disaster with and ideas, or new and preexisting information

and ideas elevated on the agenda by a recent event, to actual

policy change, policy decisions. This redefinition takes

into account two factors: the ebb and flow of ideas on

the agenda and the accumulation of ideas over time, even

as those ideas are not uniformly translated into policy.

I do not claim to be able to measure ‘learning’ at the

individual level based on behavioural or cognitive science.

Rather, I focus on the apparent lessons of these events,

and ask whether it appears that the clear lessons of these

events have been learned, as reflected in the policy-

making process. In particular, we can say that there is

prima facie evidence of learning if policy changes in a way

that is reasonably likely to mitigate the problem revealed by

the focusing event. This operationalization of learning

cedes a great deal of judgement to the researcher making

the claim of learning. This is why clear criteria and coding

frames are necessary to any detailed study of learning.

4.1. Drivers of the learning process

What is the motive force that advances the learning

process? I identify three drivers of this process, all of
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which can either promote learning or lead to dysfunc-

tional learning. The first driver is the desire to learn,

quickly, why a bad thing happened so as to prevent

its recurrence. These pressures create hasty attempts

to learn from events, which can induce pre-mature

attribution of causes, such as the early claims by Jack

Kallstrom, the FBI’s New York bureau chief, that TWA

flight 800 was brought down by a bomb in 1996; it

turned out that a careful analysis found that the plane

exploded due to an abundance of explosive vapours in a

fuel tank. The news media are notoriously prone to

both warning against speculation and then speculating

about the causes of airplane crashes, sometimes in the

same story.

Self-interest is not simply about attempting to inocu-

late an agency or a group against criticism. The mirror

image of the self-promoting ‘lessons learned’ process is

a wildly critical effort that seeks to find fault with

everything that everyone did in an event. Few reports

are this critical, but the legislative branch is often

tempted, for partisan or institutional reasons, to focus

on failures and ignore successes. Sometimes, these

failures are overstated or personalized, as in Congress’s

grilling of former FEMA director Michael Brown after

An Event
Occurs

Increased
Agenda

Attention

Group
Mobilization’

Discussion
of Ideas
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Figure 1. A Model of Event-Related Policy Learning.
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hurricane Katrina, which attempted to attribute

many of the problems encountered in hurricane Katrina

to one person’s purported incompetence, not to

systemic failures.

On the other hand, the political and time pressure

created by a crisis may create a sense of purpose and

urgency that would not otherwise exist without the

crisis having happened. The investigations of the losses

of space shuttles Challenger and Columbia were driven

by the very fact that they led to loss of life (and, less

publicly, by the significant costs of losing these space-

craft). Urgency can therefore be a productive or a

distorting force.

A second driver of the learning process is individuals’

or groups’ self-interest. The choice to call a document a

‘lessons learned’ document can be strategic and rheto-

rical, and is revealed by the policy prescriptions to which

the report leads. For example, the American Highway

Users Alliance commissioned a study (American High-

way Users Alliance, 2006) to demonstrate the ‘need’ for

better evacuation planning using private automobiles and

over the road buses to allow entire cities to evacuate

because of what was ‘learned’ about the ‘failed evacua-

tion’ of New Orleans. While this study was triggered by

hurricane Katrina, this study was based almost entirely

on industry self-interest, was methodologically deficient,

and failed to take into account the largely successful

evacuation of New Orleans and its environs (Roig-

Franzia & Hsu, 2005; Wolshon et al., 2006; Derthick,

2007). The report’s credibility was further undermined

by its authorship by a consultant with a strong pro-

automobile, anti-transit, and anti-planning bias.

A third driver is the human tendency, under bounded

rationality, to attempt to find simple or monocausal

explanations for very complex social and political pheno-

mena. Focusing on one or a few aspects of a disaster will

not often get to the heart of the problem. For example,

the concentration of attention on New Orleanians’

choices to live in the parts of the city resting below

sea level seemed to create a causal story that focused on

the ‘poor decisions’ of the people who live there, which

is another version of ‘operator error’ rather than of

systemic error. The implicit lesson is that people should

be discouraged from living in vulnerable areas, but this

construction of vulnerability fails to account for a wide

range of things that create vulnerability. These include

complex socioeconomic and demographic factors, the

political economy of the region, the physical landform,

the roles of other actors (the Orleans Parish Levee

Board, the Corps of Engineers, the city and state

governments), and so on (Cooper & Block, 2006). The

blaming of individuals for the failure, such as the afore-

mentioned criticisms of Michael Brown, is yet another

example of monocausal attribution, as are ‘operator

error’ causes in complex systems accidents, such as

aircraft or nuclear power (Perrow, 1999).

4.2. Propositions about event-driven learning

The goal of the logic model is to generate propositions

about after disaster learning. These propositions also

suggest the data needed to understand the phenom-

enon of interest. I do not claim that these are hypoth-

eses, because further model development and theory

building is required. But I advance these as guidance for

future research.

The first proposition is that a few events will gain the

most attention. The distribution of damage and deaths in

disasters and accidents is not statistically normal;

rather, the distribution has a long ‘tail’, where a large

number of relatively small events garner little attention,

and a few events gain a great deal of attention. For

example, many tropical storms or hurricanes that can

strike the nation during the hurricane season, but only

the very few largest storms, on the scale of hurricanes

Katrina or Andrew, receive the most attention and can

have the greatest influence on learning. Smaller inci-

dents do not gain attention because they place less

strain on existing organizations and policies; in other

words, they are ‘routine’ disasters to organizations

designed to respond to such events. Hurricane Katrina

receive more attention than did all four of the hurri-

canes that struck Florida in 2004 because the response

to the Florida hurricanes was generally perceived as

adequate, and because no individual storm was cata-

strophic, while Katrina was a catastrophe that over-

whelmed the national emergency management system.

The disaster–catastrophe distinction is important,

because we can think of a disaster as affecting a

relatively small area whose emergency response may

be strained, but not overwhelmed, while a catastrophe

entirely overwhelms the ability of a community or its

region to respond (Quarantelli, 2005), as was evident in

hurricane Katrina. This distinction is important because

it reflects the greater scale of the catastrophe. In

English, this distinction is much more pronounced

than in, for example, French, where catastrophe naturelle

usually translates to ‘natural disaster’ in English.

The second proposition is that most, if not all,

participants in a policy domain want to address or

solve the problems revealed by a focusing event, but

that the proposed solutions will likely vary with the

interests and motivations of the various participants.

This reflects the idea that nearly all participants in a

domain are goal oriented (Jones, 2001). No legitimate

actor in any policy domain wants to see planes hijacked

or people displaced due to natural disasters. But the

policy instruments with, which problems will be pre-

vented or mitigated will differ from participant to

participant in the policy process, because the depiction

of how problems come to be, and therefore solved, will

be different based on each participant’s ideological and

organizational commitments.
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The third proposition, related to the second, is that

group mobilization is linked in time to a particular focusing

event. In particular, the activities of groups – or the

representatives of such groups – will become more

evident in news accounts of the crisis or disaster as it

unfolds. In congressional hearings (or parliamentary

inquiries), particular groups’ representatives will be

heard from more often.

The fourth proposition is that group mobilization will be

accompanied by an increased discussion of policy ideas.

These will include theories about the causes and poten-

tial solutions of the problem, and, as such, are primarily

social and instrumental policy learning matters. I assume,

therefore, that events drive group mobilization, which

drives the discussion of policy ideas, again consistent

with the ‘garbage can’ model of decision making (Cohen

et al., 1972). Evidence of political learning may also exist,

but such evidence may be less apparent, given that this

learning happens internally within organizations in the

policy domain or advocacy coalitions. In any case, policy

learning is much less likely without the mobilization of

tangible ideas, and ideas are unlikely to come to the fore

without some sort of group mobilization.

Thus, the fifth proposition is that there is a relationship

between ideas and policy change. In particular, change is

more likely when there are ideas triggered because of

events, compared with when there are no ideas gener-

ated by an event or elevated to a higher position on the

agenda. Policy change can occur without ideas, but we

can assume that such policy change does not happen

because of careful debate of ideas and therefore does

not result from learning; instead, it is mimicking or

copying without learning (May, 1992). Table 1 shows the

types of evidence one would use to illustrate learning as

conceptualized in these propositions.

The sixth proposition is that it is possible for the

lessons learned to decay over time. While policy change

may result from an event, the time that intervenes

between one focusing event and another, and the

demands placed on policy makers in that intervening

period, may cause participants in the policy process to

‘forget’ the lessons that they learned. The effect of

hurricane Katrina, and the fumbled federal, state, and

local response to the event, suggested that the putative

lessons of hurricane Andrew were not fully learned,

forgotten over time, or were influenced by the inter-

action between the natural hazards and the ‘homeland

security’ domains. Kingdon calls these interactions

between policy domains ‘spillovers’, and such spillovers

can theoretically reinforce learning, or can retard it.

The focus on homeland security had a corrosive

influence on the nation’s pre-paredness for natural

disasters (Tierney, 2005). None of this is to suggest a

normative claim that lessons should not decay over

time; rather, it is to acknowledge that any lesson will

necessarily decay unless it is fully institutionalized into

the law, from legislation through regulation to the

standard operating procedures of regulations.

5. Interim observations on the model
and propositions

This article started with the idea of the lessons learned

document as a ‘fantasy document’. The paper then

proceeded to explain a model of crisis-spurred policy

learning, including its main drivers and key propositions

that derive from the model. Clearly, the entire concept

of ‘fantasy learning’ is broader than the actual document

itself. Rather, I describe a process where the production

of a document is a final or even an interim step along a

much longer timeline, where the document might signal

the end of a period of significant reflection, or may

mark the beginning of further controversy over what

was claimed to have been learned. I focus on the

document as a key feature of the analysis because the

thinking that often goes into such documents reflects

both the functional and the dysfunctional features of the

learning process I outline here. The functional features

include improved policy that yields improved perfor-

mance; the dysfunctional features involve features that

impede learning, or that would, for whatever reason,

prevent what was learned from being put into practice.

Of course, by contrasting ‘functional’ and ‘dysfunc-

tional’ aspects of learning, I appear to adopt a function-

alist perspective on the entire policy process. But

scholars of public policy have long known that most

policy problems are socially constructed and are em-

bedded in long-standing ideas, norms, and practices.

Framing of problems and their solutions is a key part of

this process. It is important to acknowledge that the

learning described in this article is about lessons that

may already be well known, or that were ‘learned

Table 1. Typical Evidence of Learning in the Policy Process

Organization or
institution Evidence of learning

News media Stories about the problem
Changes in the nature of news coverage
(people quoted, substance of news cover-
age).

Interest groups Change in appearances at congressional
hearings.
Increased attention from news media
(generated by the group).

Congress Legislative change.
Change in the substance of debate.
Change in the topic areas of hearings.

Regulatory and
implementing
agencies

Issuance of new and proposed regulations.
Change in the nature and substance of the
regulations being issued. Change in proce-
dures and in the interpretation and imple-
mentation of statutes and regulations.
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before’ but that become dormant between events, and

the very nature of the lesson-learning process will

depend on how the original policy failure – the problem

itself – is framed. Considerable contention can result

when there are different interpretations of the pro-

blem, because these different interpretations and claims

will greatly influence the claims about what the ‘lessons’

should be. In such an environment, even the claim of

‘fantasy’ learning is contested, because, after all, who is

to say that the learning process is ‘real’ vs. ‘fantastic’?

This paper suggests, however, that there are important

distinctions between learning that is functional in the

sense that it yields policy change and improvement, and

dysfunctional ‘fantasy’ learning that may be driven by

poor causal theory or by narrow self-interest.

In working through this model of policy learning, and

accounting for the special conditions of learning from

crises and disasters, there are important avenues for

future research and for refining this model. After all, it

is a tall order to expect that a policy network will

experience a disaster, will take the necessary steps to

learn from it, and then will put those lessons into effect.

The first issue deserving of attention is the combined

question of time pressures and the overwhelming

publicity that surrounds crises and disasters. Indeed,

the most relevant feature of large disasters is that they

are so huge that their harmful nature is immediately

clear to all in the disaster area, and to those who learn

of the disaster through the news. Containing the scope

and scale of the disaster is the main goal of decision

makers during a crisis, but they must work very quickly

to achieve this end. They do not have a great deal of

time to be reflective and, instead, must often improvise

to find good interim solutions to problems that were

unanticipated, or to problems that cannot be amelio-

rated through standard operating procedures in routine

times, or even routine emergencies such as a small

chemical spill or a relatively minor hurricane.

The second issue is the question of single- vs. double-

loop learning. Single-loop learning is generally learning

about tactics or operations, and is therefore not a key

feature of my model of the policy learning process. I

am more concerned with broader strategic learning

about the usefulness and appropriateness of policy

tools. These policy tools are presumed to have failed

in a crisis, and the crisis is, therefore, an opportunity to

learn and to improve our knowledge of problem solving

at the instrumental level (the policy tool) or at the

social level, involving better understandings of cause

and effect relationships, rhetoric, or the tractability of

public problems. But the line between the types of

learning is blurry, at best. Learning about policy tools,

even at the legislative level, certainly invokes opera-

tional issues. The learning I am most interested in this

paper therefore suggests some sort of fundamental

rethinking about policy besides its operational aspects.

This is why I put the ‘fantasy document’ at the start of

my investigation of learning in this article; such docu-

ments are the end point of an ongoing process. But the

real point is less the document than it is the process

that yielded the ultimate document. We might there-

fore wish to test the process from its outset, by asking

whether the process was an ‘honest’ attempt to learn,

or whether the process was a public relations activity

or a ‘whitewash’ intended to burnish the image of an

organization, or to absolve it of responsibilities for

failures. One might approach this question by finding

out whose office was ultimately responsible for compil-

ing and disseminating any ‘lessons learned’. If we learn

that the public relations staff developed such reports,

one might approach the entire process much more

sceptically than if one knew that the report was created

by a serious internal effort, and external review body,

or some combination of the two.

Indeed, this points out a flaw in the idea that there is

‘one’ lessons learned document. Future research should

look into the range of ‘lessons’ documents that are

produced after a crisis or a disaster. These include

anything from changes to standard operating proce-

dures to major statutory changes, as well as internal

reports and analyses. There may be some divergence

between the public face of an organization and its

private deliberations, particularly under conditions of

extreme attention and time pressure.

6. Conclusion

To call a ‘lessons learned’ document a fantasy document

is to call the entire process by which the document was

created a fantasy exercise. This is not true, of course,

in all cases – there have been many earnest efforts

to improve performance after a crisis or a disaster,

and some – but by no means all – of these efforts

have improved performance. But, in many cases, when

viewed from a political perspective, learning processes

are often not ‘serious’ in the sense that they are

intended to extract lessons from experience and apply

them to current and future problems. Instead, many of

these documents and the processes that create them

are mere reflections of a group’s or interest’s preferred

social construction of a problem and its ‘target popula-

tions’. Often, these groups will resist serious lesson-

learning processes by either resisting the creation of

such investigations, or will, once the investigation is

complete, deny the lessons on cost, feasibility, or other

grounds, or will simply ignore them. For these reasons,

learning is not as common as one might think, even if

the participants in these processes sincerely believe

that the process in which they are engaged is intended

to learn something. Many of these participants learn

that they have to communicate ex cathedra if their ideas
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are to gain attention in future policy debates. More

often, these processes simply result in reports that fail

to address the real problems revealed by an event or a

series of events. The challenge for democracies is to

create the sort of public pressure necessary to make

learning processes more realistic and responsive to the

problems and to the needs of the organizations, com-

munities, regions, and nations in which these events

occur. Because many political systems contain features

that prevent rather than promote policy change, such

learning efforts are doubly challenged, and a great deal of

energy is necessary to overcome systemic inertia. But, in

some cases, learning can exist, and we can ‘learn’ from

these processes how to structure organizations and

policy systems that bring serious learning to the fore.

Note

1. In sharpening the definition, I acknowledge that I also

narrowed the definition substantially, thereby ignoring the

influence of personal experience among decision makers,

among other factors, as type of focusing events. There is

likely some sort of typology of focusing events, which is

beyond the scope of this paper.
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theories and models of

policy change and learning

This book is about the dynamics of policy change after �udden 

events known as focusing events. These sudden events rnclude

accidents, natural disasters, and deliberately caused catastrop�es ,

such as terrorist attacks. The term focusing event entered w1d:·

spread use among students of the agenda-setting phase o� pubhc 

policy injohn Kingdon's seminal book, Agendas, _Alternatives, and

Public Policies, first published in l 984. In After Dzs_aster (Birkland 

1997a), I applied the idea of focusing events to d1_sasters and ac­

cidents and found that disasters and accidents do mdeed cause a

discernible increase i.n the attention paid to a policy problem . This

may seem obvious; it is intuitively sensibl_e that peopk _do not pay

much attention to earthquakes or terronst attacks unul one actu­

ally happens. What was interesting about After Disaster was not

merely the finding that disasters influence the agenda but the

discovery that there is an interaction between the event, the na­

ture of the event (human versus natural, for example), and t�e 

composition of the community of actors who a�d:ess the _rohcy

issues or problems revealed by the disaster._ l� this m_teracuon we

can find rather different agenda-setting pohtJcs, rangmg from_ the

domain of hurricane policy, in which there are very few orgamzed 

interests available to use the occurrence of a hurricane to effect
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changes in hurricane policy, to the domain of nuclear power, 
which is so polarized that even a focusing event does not neces­
sarily yield much movement in the positions of the contending 
parties. 

This book expands on After Disaster by considering whether and 
to what extent policy change-not just agenda change-follows 
a disaster. I examine four policy domains: homeland security, avia­
tion security, earthquakes, and hurricanes. The complexities and 

_ subtleties of the agenda-setting process that accompany focusing 
events are extended, if not magnified, by the process that deter­
mines whether policy will or should change after disasters. 
Whereas it is easy to give examples of policy change that accom­
panied and were seemingly caused by disasters, the processes of 
policy change are often subtle and complex, when change hap­
pens at all. One of the sources of complexity is the choice of theo­
retical framework for explaining change. In this book I explain 
how we can understand policy change as the result of learning 
processes in the policy process. I call policy change that can be­
plausibly linked to a particular event event-related policy change. 

In After Disaster I defined a potential focusing event as "an event 
that is sudden, relatively rare, can be reasonably defined as harm­
ful or revealing the possibility of greater potential future harms, 
inflicts harms or suggests potential harms that are or could be con­
centrated on a definable geographical or community of interest, 
and that is known to policymakers and the public virtually simul­
taneously" (Birkland 1997a). I defined potential focusing events in 
this way because there can be many events in a policy domain tl1at 
do not become focusing events. An earthquake in a distant loca­
tion may be an event in the seismological sense, and it may well 
be a harbinger of worse things to come in another locale, but an 
earthquake in the Aleutians will not have the same focal power 
for Anlericans that an earthquake in Los Angeles or Seattle will. 
Similarly, a hurricane tllat fails to strike populated areas is still a 
hurricane in the meteorological sense, but it is not a hurricane 
worth noting in human history.1 

Crises, disasters, and catastrophes are three types of focusing 
events, as outlined in figure 1.1. In this book I adopt the distinc­
tion between crisis and disaster from Faulkner, who argues that 
crises are sometimes "induced by the actions or inactions of an 
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organization," while disasters result from "induced natural phe­
nomena or external human action" to which government or 
organizations can simply respond (Faulkrter 2001, 137). Such re­
sponses range from immediate relief and recovery to efforts to 
mitigate the hazard should a future event take place. Whether or 
how crises emerge depends upon the way in which they are inter­
preted by relevant actors, which determines whether these events 
become policy issues. 

Crises and disasters also differ in their scale, as shown in figure 
1.1. Some crises are small scale, such as the flash flooding that, 
in the "Swiss Canyon incident," killed thrillseekers who went 
"canyoning," which involves hiking through whitewater in a nar­
row watercourse. This was a crisis for the company that led these 
tours and was certainly unfortunate, but it was not a disaster be­
cause of the relatively small scope of the event's effects and in 
particular because it was the result of the tour operator's careless­
ness. Anlerican crises include the Exxon Valdez oil spill, the Three 
Mile Island nuclear accident, the widespread food poisoning cases 
at the Jack in the Box restaurant d1ain in 1993, and the high­
profile crash of Valujet Flight 592 into the Florida Everglades in 
1996 (Birkland and Natll 2000). In each case the problem was "in­
duced by the actions or inactions of an organization." 

Figure 1.1 Crises, Disasters, and Catastrophes 

Crises Disasters Catastrophes 

Chernobyl September 11 attacks Hurricane 

t Kobe earthquake 
Katrina 

Exxon Val.dez 
South Asia 

Scale or Tylenol poisoning Pan Am 103 tsunami 

Magnitude 
of the Event 

I 
Swiss Canyon 
incident Katherine flood 

(Australia) 

Source: Adapted from Faulkner (2001 ). 
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. T he flo~d in Katherine, Australia, a popular tourist area, falls 
m to the disaster category because it was the result of forces be­
yond the cffeaive control of the tourism industry in the region. 
Mu~h larger d1sastc1·s mclude the Chernobyl nuclear power plant 
~cc1dent and the Kobe earthquake of 1995; American disasters 
mclud~ Hurricane Andrew in 1992 and the Loma Prieta and 
Nortlmdge earthquakes in 1989 and 1994, respectively, as well as 
the Septemb~r 11 attacks. T hese events all involve na tural disas­
ters or terronsm, and although organizational failures clearly took 
~lace before and after these events, one cannot say that the ac­
tions o~ any one firm or organization caused or led directly to 
these disasters. -

A further distinction arises from the idea that some disasters are 
catastroj,hes. Catastrophes are more profound than disasters be­
cause they affect a much broader area, render local and ne ighbor­
mg governments un_able to respond because they, too, are affected, 
an~ therefore require considerable assistance from regional and 
na~1onal gov_ern_men ts or from international or nongovernmen tal 
relief orgamzauons (Quarantelli 2005). Recent catastrophes in­
clude t~e South Asia tsunami in 2004 and Hurricane Kau·ina and 
t!1e maJor ~arthquake in Kashmir in 2005. Catastrophes are most 
likely '.·o gam the greatest a ttention and therefore are the events 
most hkely to tngger policy change. 

The disti~ction between crisis, disaster, and catastrophe is use­
fL'.I, but the _h_n~ between what constitutes a disaster and what con­
sutu_te_s a cn ~1s 1s unclear. It will always be in me interest of some 
par~cipants '.n policy debate to depict an event as a crisis triggered 
by willful action or gross human malfeasance (and tl1erefore as the 
product of an o rganization or institution). Others may argue that 
the same event is a_ disaster or even a catastrophe over which me 
su~posedly responsible organization had little or no control. Blame 
fixm~ 1s a key featu_re of causal stories; these stories are important 
~otl1 •? agenda settmg and in laying tl1e groundwork for the selec­
?on o_l ~tern_ative policy directions (Stone 1989). Whethe r an event 
is a ci:s1s, a disaster, or a catastrophe-and therefore whetl1er it can 
effective~y ~e blamed o~ some acto r or o rganization-may be as 
much a socia l construction as an objective fact. 

Regardless of its ultimate cause, a disaster has an influence on 
the broader social and political community. The larger the disas-
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ter in terms of lives lost, property damaged, and the physical a rea 
covered (that is, the more like a catastrophe the event is), the 
larger the potential influence on the politicaJ and policy world, 
all other things being equal. This follows Carter 's definition of a 
disaster as "an event, natural or man-made, sudden or progressive, 
which impacts with such severity that the affected community has 
to respond by taking exceptio nal measures" (1991, xxiii). I depart 
from this d efinition by stipulating that most disasters are sudden. 
If a "disaster" builds gradually, it is more difficult to portray as a 
disaster because it is possible to detect the indicators of the d e­
veloping problem, even if action is not immediately taken. Indeed , 
crises tend to build over time, whereas disasters strike suddenly. 
For example, the crash of Valujet Flight 592 into the Everglades 
was the culmination of several organizational failures at the air­
line not one sudden event. Nevertheless, the crash attracted at­
tention and led to change. When an event is unanticipated (even 
if it is "inevitable" in the sense that we know it will happen even­
tually-for example, the maj or earthquake that we expect will 
strike Los Angeles, San Francisco, or Seattle someday), it affects 
both the way people react and the impaet on the policy process. 
A sudden event means that the public and policymakers begin to 
scrutinize an issue nearly simultaneously. A disaster can often do 
in an instant what years of interest group activity, policy entrepre­
neurship, advocacy, lobbying, and research may no t be able to do: 
elevate an issue on the agenda to a place where it is taken seriously 
in one or more policy domains. 

A crisis can be internally generated or it can be the result of 
a disaster or some other undesirable event that strains an organi­
zation 's adaptive capacity. Faulkne r quotes Booth's definition of 
a crisis as "a situation faced by an individual, group or organiza­
tion which they are unable to cope with by the use of normal rou­
tine procedures and in which stress is created by sudden change" 
(Booth 1993, 86) . The entire field of crisis management is devoted 
to the development of nonnormal procedures to respond to 
non rou tine managerial problems. ln other words, a disaster is 
what happens to individuals-those people in the path of a hur­
ricane, for example-but the crisis is suffe red by an organization , 
from the government broadly to individual agencies or groups. 
These groups must pay extraordinary attention to a crisis if they 
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arc to address it successfolly. Crisis management becomes impor­
tant because organizations (even ad hoc organizations that are 
spontaneously created in a disaster), not individual victims, are 
responsible for managing crises. Furthermore, what may be 
thought of as a "disaster" may not lead to a crisis for a particular 
organization if the organization is well prepared for potentially di­
sastrous eve~ts. Earthquakes, hurricanes, and the like may always 
be stressf~l_ 111 some_ ways, but planning for disasters and taking 
st~ps to m1t~gate their effects may prevent them from rising to the 
level of cns1s. Indeed, as we will see in this book, federal disaster 
reli~f policy is designe_d to routinize responses to predictable types 
of disasters. Natu_ral disasters are predictable in the sense that we 
know that a 'big flood, earthquake, or hurricane will happen some­
where, sometime in the future. T he goal of the government is to 
make responses lO disasters routine, reduce strain on the disaster 
relief and management system, and therefore reduce the likeli­
hood of organizational crisis in the national government. When 
responses become non routine, or when existing systems are over­
whelmed in catastrophic disasters, such as after Hurricanes An­
drew (1992) or Katrina (2005), crisis in the sense defined above 
is more likely. 

. _A policy do11u1._in is th_e substantive subject of policy over which par­
uc1pants Ill pohcymakmg compete and compromise (Burstein 1991; 
Knoke and Laumann 1982). Thus earthquakes are a policy domain, 
as are hurricanes (both part of a broader domain of natural disas­
ters) , aviation secu.-ity, and homeland security. There is some over­
lap and nesting in these domains: Earthquakes and hurricanes are 
part of a ?roader natural hazards domain, and since September 11 
natural disasters have become pan of a broader "homeland secu­
rity" or "pubHc security" domain, although not entirely comfortably. 
Some _paru_c1pants 111 the earthquake and hurricane policy domains 
have little 111 common (for example, seismologists and meteorolo­
gists), wher~as others (f01· example, disaster relief experts) are 
concerned with any naturnl disaster and therefore bridge the earth­
quake and hurricane domains. We will see the implications of this 
nestmg and bddging in the case studies of natural disasters. The 
policy comm11:1ity c?nsists of ~1e indi\~duals acting on behalf of groups 
that are acuvely mvolved 111 policymaking in a particular domain 
(Laumann and Knoke 1987). 
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Domains prone to disasters are policy domains that are the most 
sensitive to policy change in the wake of a disaster . .These domains 
generally gain very little attention until a sudden event gives issues 
priority on the agenda. The domains that deal with earthquakes 
and hurricanes are almost by definition domains prone to disas­
ters. People working in these domains seek to prepare for, respond 
to, and mitigate the effects of these disasters. Members of the avia­
tion security domain are more concerned with preventing bomb­
ings, sabotage, and hijackings before these crimes happen and 
thus have a somewhat different job from those working in the 
natural disaster domains. Domains not prone to disasters include 
domains such as consumer product safety or most kinds of disease. 
In these domains problems become known slowly, as indicators of 
problems accumulate and become more evident. H~rmful side 
effects of medicines or dangers of toys or automobiles do not 
become evident all at once; rather, problems arise nationally and 
worldwide as products are used, data accumulate, and analysts 
connect seemingly disparate events with common causes. And in 
many domains there are no single causes. I_n traffic safety, for ex­
ample, nearly forty thousand fatalities a year can be lai_d to m~ny 
causes, from drunk driving, to driver inattention, to vehicle design 
or highway design flaws, to simple ba~ !uck. In the ~afety and dis­
ease domains, problems are often anticipated even 1fthey are not 
successfully addressed. In 2005, for example, the pro~lem of t~e 
H5Nl strain of bird influenza gained worldwide attention, and its 
transmission to humans in Turkey and Europe in early 2006 has 
increased concern about pandemic flu, and in particular about the 
possibility of its transmission from person to person rather t~an 
from birds to people. But a global flu pandemic is a diffe~ent kmd 
of disaster from the type described in this book because 1t can be 
anticipated before the pandemic occurs. _Thus policy chan?e can 
actually precede an event, and so the pohcy change dynamics are 
somewhat different from those I study here. One reason to study 
the process of learning from disasters is that :fforts to learn and_ to 
change policy are likely to be accelerated m t~e wak: of maJor 
events. At the same time, learning may be more difficult 111 do~ams 
prone lO disaster because large events g_e~eral_ly happen mfre­
quently. Learning from such low-probab1_hty/ h1gh~consequence 
events is therefore likely lO be challengmg, parucularly when 
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policymakers are confronted with the urge to "do something," and 
when action, regardless of its value, may be more politically advanta­
geous than more cautious and ultimately more effective deliberation. 

Knowledge, Learning, and Policy Change 

Policy scholars and political scientists have tended to view partici-
- pation in policymaking and politics as a process in which power 

is wielded to promote an individual's or group's inte rests. Since 
the I 980s this primarily interest-driven notion of politics has given 
way to a more-subtle understanding of politics and policymaking. 
As John Kingdon argues with his "streams metaphor" of agenda 
setting and alternative selection, this understanding relies on the 
substantive meaning of ideas in the policy process, and on the 
ability of actors in the policy process to prevail in competitions 
over ideas ( 1995). While power and interests are still important 
aspects of policymakers' behavior, the substance of what is being 
promoted and enshrined in policy is the idea. 

Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith expand on the notion of ideas, not-
ing that policies themselves a re idea-driven be lief systems: 

[P]olicics and programs incorporate implicit theories about how 
to achieve their objectives, and thus can be conceptualized in much 
the same way as belief systems. They involve value priorities, per­
ceptions of important causal relationships. perceptions of world 
states (includ ing the magnitude of the problem), perceptions of 
the efficacy of policy instruments, and so on. The ability to map 
beliefs and policies on the same "canvass" provides a vehicle for 
assessing the influence of various actor~ over time, particularly the 
role of technical information (belief) on policy change. (Sabatie r 
and J enkins-Smith 1993, 17) 

The process by which participants use information and knowl­
edge to develop, test, and refine their beliefs-the be liefs that 
motivate political action as well as the beliefs tha t find their way 
into policies-is the learning process. Busenberg defines a learn­
ing process as "the institutional arrangements and political events 
that shape individual learning" (2001, 173). This process is cen­
tral to a theory of event-related policy change. Participants in 
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policymaking may alter some of their belief~ as they learn more 
about the policy problem, the potenual solutions_ to the proble~, 
and the argumen ts they can make to advance their prefe~red po!t· 
cies. As these beliefs are altered, we can say that participants 111 

policymaking are engaged in learning. . . 
Why do individuals learn? Why do some u:ieonsts cla1_m tha t or­

ganizations learn? Because human informatton-process111g capac­
ity is limited by o ur ability to gather ~nd ~naly~e all relevant 
information. People and the orgamzauons 111 which they make 
decisions are boundedly rational (Simon 1957), which means that 
they seek to make rational decisions within the limits of informa­
tion gathering and analysis capaci ty. Saying that hu~ans are 
boundedly rational does not mean that people cannot 1~prove 
their decisions, however. Rather, a model of deos1o n makmg that 
rests on bounded rationality contains within it the idea that people 
have a problem-solving o rientation; that is, people_ want to s~l~e 
problems and make better decisions. It also con ta111s the ab1hty 
for people to make, correct, and learn from errors. People t~ereby 
develop "new understanding, and [adopt] new strategies 111 pur­
suit of their goals" (Busenberg 2001, 174,'citing Ostrom 1999). In 
other words, social policy learning and political learning are oc­
curring. The ultimate goal of social policy learning and political 
lea rning, however, is to actually effect change 111 s~me tangi?le ~ay, 
and the most tangible evidence of policy change 1s new leg1slat1on 
and regulation. . 

To say that events lead to efforts to learn, that they contnb~te 
to the learning process, therefore assumes some degree of rauo­
nality among political actors and within political i~s~tut!ons. One 
might consider any system entirely dysfunctional 1f 1t failed to re­
spond in some way to disasters or crises. At the o~her extreme 
would be fully rational behavior in which an event simply led to a 
set of calculations about what the "best" course of action would 
be based on at least two variables: the probability of the recurrence 
of the most recent disaster, and the consequences of the damage 
from any recurrent event. Indeed , these two variables are central 
to our discussion of what studen ts of disasters and catastrophes call 
"low-probability/ high-consequence events." Both must be taken 
seriously: One need not be too concerned about a_n event that_ has 
few if any consequences, whether it happens daily or once 111 a 
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thous~nd years. Rai~storms happen all the time, but they a1·e gen­
erally inconsequential from a flood policy perspective. Neverthe­
less, if a potential event is catastrophic, even the possibility of its 
~eturn m~st be taken seriously (Clarke 2005a); probability alone 
1s insufficient for making policy about potentially catastrophic 
events. 

~umans and their institutions behave in ways that are boundedly 
rational, then, but also adaptive. Bryan Jones, in Politics and the 
Architecture of Choice, sough t to better understand "more careful com­
parisons of adaptive behavior and its failure in particular situations" 
Uones 2001, xi). Jones employs a rich literature in the social and 
behavioral sciences to argue that humans and our institutions have 
important limits, are boundedly rational, and are adaptive within 
limi ts. 

Jones outl ines the basic argument of his book as follows: 

(1) Human behavior is mostly adaptive and goal-oriented. (2) Be­
cause of biological limits on cognitive capacities, however, humans 
are disproportionate information processors. They tend to react to 
new information by neglect or overestimation. (3) The fonnal or­
ganizatio_ns_cre_ated _by humans aid in adaptation by overcoming in­
herited lnmtauons m adaptive abilities. ( 4) Nevertheless, some of 
ou~ limitation~ in _adaptability will show through in even the most 
ratwnal of msutuuons. (5) As a coi;isequence, these institutions will 
not r·eact proporti_onately to incoming information. and outputs 
from the most rational of institutions will be disjointed and epi­
sodic. (Jones 2001 , 25) 

People are goal orien ted and want to solve problems. In the 
case of focusing events, there is ample evidence, at least in the 
age~da-setting literature, that a sudden event will lead to a d ispro­
portton~te amoun~ of attention to the issues revealed by the most 
recent d isaster. This ts because the fact that an event has occurred 
gen~rally does not change the overall risk of any future event hap­
penmg; rather, what has changed is the level of inte rest in atten­
tion to, and perhaps appreciation of the possibility of an ~vent's 
recurrence. In other words, this disproportionate increase in at­
tention to _and concern about an issue is the complement to the 
d1sproporttonate lack of concern and attention to the problem be­
fore the focusing event. 
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This increased attention does not necessarily mean that learn­
ing will occur, however. Increased attentio n a~one is insuffici~nt 
evidence of any sort of learning. Rather, we should be able to hnk 
attention to actual policy change. Are the organizations in policy 
communities able and prepared to learn from disasters, and to 
what extent? This question is taken up in the case studies ad­
dressed in the following chapters. In particular, those chapters 
look for evidence that some sort of learning process led to policy 

change. . 
We can base our understanding of policy change and learning 

on features of human behavior as reflected in organizations and 
institutions. The first of these features is "intended rationality." 
People seek to be as rational as possible; social sc!e~tists often fi~d 
the many ways in which people deviate from this intended ratio­
nality particularly interesting and worthy of study (Jo~es 20~1, 
54). Second, in some cases people are prepared to take m new in­

formation and deliberate on their responses to it, while in other 
cases people must react very quickly in the f~ce ?f new inf~rma­
tion. Nei ther model of reaction to informauon 1s optimal m all 
cases, nor can an individual react quickfy and deliberatively at the 
same time. Jones calls this tension the "preparation-clelibera~ion 
tradeoff." The decision how to respond to some cnses and disas­
ters requires a degree of deliberation, but if existing rul:s and 
procedures are close al hand, they may well be used even tf they 
are almost immediately found wanting. Available tools may also 
be pressed into service because of extreme pressures to act quickly 
in crises and disasters. The continued failure of existing tools and 
processes in the face of a disaster may provide a powerful impetus 
for learning and policy change after a disaster. 

Different Types of Learning 

From a normative perspective, it is evident that people sfwu/,d learn 
from d isasters. Newspapers and journals of all stripes have dis­
cussed the "lessons of 9/ 11" or "the lessons of Hurricane Katrina" 
as if we will inevitably-and almost automatically-learn from 
these events. This is not necessarily the case. Part of the difficulty 
in explaining how we learn or fail to learn from disasters lies in 
the difficulty of developing a model of learning. 
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Researchers must make clear at the outse t whether the ir model 
of learning allows nonhuman entities such as institutions o r o r­
ganizations to "learn." Most students of the policy p rocess assume 
that individuals-agen cy heads, interest group lead ers, academ­
ics, j ournalists, and so on-are the key objects of learning in the 
policy process (Busenberg 2001; Levy l 994; May 1992; Saba tier 
1987, 1991 ; Sabatie r and J e nkins-Smith 1993). Indeed, Sabatier 
( 1987) argues that learning a t the level of groups and organiza-

- tio ns is largely "metaphorical," because organizatio ns do not have 
the cognitive capacity to "learn." I adopt Sabatier 's assumption that 
individuals learn. However, as noted above, we can also stipulate 
tha t pa rticipan ts in policymaking know of their cogni tive and 
information-processing limits; they therefore create organizations 
to capitalize on the ability of people to work together to seek so­
lutions while seeking to overcome the limitations of individual de­
cision making Uones 2001). 

O nce we address the question of who learns, we must address 
the questio n of what is learned. This is not as straightforward as 
o ne might suppose. Schola rs who have considered the question 
of learning have outlined different theories of both the process 
oflearning and the object oflearning, as summarized in table 1.1. 
Benne tt and Howlett ( 1992) ide ntify fou r prominent students of 
learning in the po licy process: f;lugh Heclo, Pe te r Hall , Lloyd 
Ethe redge, and Paul Sabatier. Hugh Heclo's seminal 1974 study 
suggested tha t "political learning" is "a gove rnme ntal response to 
some kind o f social or e nvironme n tal stimulus" (Bennett and 
Howle tt 1992, 277). This is an attractive way of thinking about 
learning from disasters and o ther focusing events, for the stimu­
lus for learning-the event- is obvious and its effects can to some 
extem be sepa rated from the "background no ise" of normal 
policymaking. 

Pe te r Hall ( 1993), howeve r, describes what he calls "social learn­
ing'' as more measured and deliberate than Heclo 's poli tical learn­
ing. "As [Ha ll ] puts it, learning is a 'de libe rate attempt to aqjust 
the goals or techniques of policy in the light of the consequences 
of past policy and new information so as to better attain the ulti­
ma te objects of gove rnance'" (Benne tt and Howle tt 1992, 277, 
quoting Hall 1988). Bennett and Howle tt note that Heclo's notion 
of responding to an external stimulus and the "de liberate" attempt 

-g 
E 
(G 
QI 
...I 

~ .. 
"' ..c 
~ 
~ 
C 
(G 

In 
C 

:. 
3 
0 
..c 
~ 
tiii 
C .E 
(G 
QI 
...I 

'o 
VI 
QI 
c.. 
~ 

... ... 
QI 

::0 
~ 

VO 0 
... 
"' b() -
:i -0 V v .., .., .., V ... :t 

:i: ·;::; 
0,/ 0,/ ... 

.s:: "' § 6 .., 0. 
0 6 .... 

" "' 0 ~ @... ., ,.; "' 
~ b() 

0 !!l C: 

'" .; "' !=, C: 
.s:: ~ 

., 
~ V 0,/ E~ 

'" b() ,::: 6'o~ 
~ C: C: · -

0 1 ~ ~ ~ 
·;::; V ~ 

IS ~ -o ,, 
·- 6 ~ -~ 
C: ~ ·- 0 V ~ "8 5.. ;g 
c5£«160. 

0.. 0.. -

.::--0 
~ 

., 
.; !!l 

·;::; 

"' "' ~ v C: .D "' .... .., "' .., 
E ~ 6 ~ 'So ., ::s 

~ ~ 
~ 

V !:; "' 
....; 

0 "' 
., 

!:; bi> ...:i ... .5 ~ 0.. en :. t:: 
en 
00 
CN 

"' 
:~ c:i' 

a, 
.1 C: 

r! 
a, 

... ::s .., 
"' 0 6 8 E ] l 6 V .:; 

3 V "' "j ., 
0 IE C: V "' 0 

<) 0 >- -~ :~ 
:I: 

~ ~ -~ -0 
JS 0 o o C 

en 0.. 0.. 0.. .. 
~ 

.:; 
C 
C ., 

b() ct; 
C: E ·2 ... b() .g .. b() b() .:: .!! C C: C -0 ., 
i: .§ ·- ... ., 

~ C: "' c.. 
~ ., ... .!! .. 

6 -0 "' -0 

~ .!! '" < C: C: V 

~ 'i~ ... 0 '" ·;::; ., 
"' ·;:; > "' 0 " 3 0 0,/ 0 0 

0 ..J en 0.. V) 



14 Theories and Models of Policy Change and Learning 

to adjust goals or policy tools may be two ways of describing the 
same sort of stimulus-response mechanism that characterizes 
much of the policy process. The difference, if there is one, is that 
Heclo suggests that learning is a less conscious activity, while Hall 
argues that learning is a conscious action explicitly linked to the 
motivation for policy change. 

Etheredge (1985) first posed the question "can governments 
learn?" and his "government learning" is more closely associated 

_ with organizational theory than the other categories are. 
"Although themselves divided in terms of a precise definition of 
learning, organizational theorists share notions of organizational 
adaptati<:>n and behavior change due to knowledge accumulation 
and value-change within institutions and their members. 
Etheredge suggests these concepts apply equally to public orga­
nizations as to private firms" (Bennen and Howlett 1992, 277, 
internal citations omitted). This is a useful application of orga­
nizational theory to the public policy process, but I will not rely 
heavily on this conception of learning, both because it fails to 
specify precisely what learning is and because Etheredge focuses 
on individual organizations rather than on the broader range of 
actors in the policy communit>'· 

At the heart of Saba tier's Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) 
is "policy-oriented learning," which is learning about "relatively en­
during alterations of thought or behavioral intentions that result 
from experience and are concerned with the attainment or revi­
sion of the precepts of one's belief system" (Saba tier 1987, 672). 
As noted above, belief systems are important in Sabatier's frame­
work. This framework argues that while policy-oriented learning 
is an important aspect of policy change and can often alter periph­
eral features of a coalition's belief system, changes in the core 
aspects of a policy are usually the result of perturbations in non­
cognitive factors external to the subsystem, such as macroeco­
nomic conditions or the rise of a new systemic governing coalition 
(Sabatier 1988, 134). 

In essence, learning is a day-to-day activity, but it does not often 
change the core of an individual's or interest group's belief system. 
Larger systemic shocks-perhaps larger than just a focusing event 
by itself-are required, such as the political realignments in the 
United States that preceded the Civil War. which led to the demise 

Knowledge, Learning, and Policy Change 15 

of the Whig Party, or the Great Depression, which created a New 
Deal coalition in the Democratic Party that lasted pearly fifty years. 
These major shifts are not the result of one eyent but are often 
driven by a combination of related events. In the_ case of the New 
Deal, Franklin Roosevelt was required to react quickly to problems 
that resulted from tl1e crash of the stock market, th~ coll~pse o~the 
world trading system under crushing tariffs, the hqu1d1ty cns1s of 
me early 1930s, and the related insolvency of many ban ks. ~tl10ugh 
the causes of these events are complex and hard to sort into neat 
categories, we can argue that the responses _to the~e crises l_ed to 
learning based on both experience and ongoing pohcy expenmen­
tation. Indeed, one of Roosevelt's most famous statements, made 
in response to demands that the government ad~ress the Depres­
sion is this: "The country needs and, unless I mistake its temper, 
the ~ountry demands bold, persistent experimentati~n. It is common 
sense to take a method and try it; if it fails, admit 1t frankly and try 
another. But above all, try something" ( emphasis added) -2 

. 

Perhaps the most obvious form of le~rning i_s lesson drawing 
(Rose 1993). This is different from expeni:nentauon. ~esson draw­
ing involves scanning nearby jurisdictions- or more_ d1sta~t- places 
for policy ideas that can be applied to local s1tuauons; it 1s both 
stimulus driven and externally focused, but the mechan_isms for 
learning-and the reasons for me~e mimicki~g or copymg~are 
not well defined. While lesson drawmg may be important, parucu­
larly in federal systems, where subnational governments_ dra_w les­
sons from other governments' experiences, lesson drawing 1s less 
a theoretical framework than a description of how learnmg pro­
ceeds. It relates directly to what Peter May ( 1992) calls instrumen­
tal policy learning, described in the next section. 

In the end, no one type of learning can account :or th_e ~ull 
range of learning that can occ~r after a disaster. Mays dep1cu~n 
of learning from policy failure incorporates the strongest feat~1 es 
of these learning types and provides a bridge between learning, 
policy failure, and disasters. 

Policy Failure and Learning 

In After Disaster I argued that focusing even_ts get_ so much a~ten­
tion because they provide evidence of policy failure. May !mks 
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policy failure to learning and in particular provides guidance as 
to what would serve as evidence of learning. This is very impor­
tant: May's 1992 article is one of the few works on this subject that 
considers the empirical implications of studying learning. May also 
draws upon the literature reviewed above to generate his theory 
of fai lure-inspired learning. He argues that policy fa ilure inspires 
three different kinds of learning: instrumental policy learning, 
social policy learning, and political learning. 

Jnstnunental policy learning is learning about the "viability of 
policy interventions or implementation designs." This learning 
centers on implementation tools and techniques.3 While this 
appears to be similar to lesson drawing, it differs in that it can in­
volve iridirect experience with the performance of policy instru­
ments but a lso direct experience with policy instruments. When 
we analyze feedback from implementation and make changes in 
design that improve performance, we have prima facie evid ence 
that learning has happened. Instrumental policy learning is cen­
tral to th is study because it is relatively easy to demonstrate the 
existence of policy change by pointing to legislation or regulation; 
one can then trace the ideas that fed into policy change in media 
reports, records of debates, congressional hearings, or public com­
ments on proposed regulation. 

Social policy learning involves learning about the "social con­
struction of a policy or program." T his learning goes beyond 
simple adjustments in program management to the heart of the 
problem itself, including attitudes toward program goals and the 
nature and appropriateness of government action. If applied suc­
cessfully, social policy learning can result in better understanding 
of the underlying causal theory of a public problem, leading to 
better policy responses. Social policy learning involves the inter­
play of ideas about how problems come about and how they can 
be solved, a nd is much more likely to engage ideology and belief 
systems than are more practical aspects of instn1mental learning. 
This distinction is not a precise one, however; the choice of policy 
tools is also influenced greatly by beliefs about what will work and 
what is desirable from managerial and ideological perspectives. 

Political learning is considerably different from instrumental 
and social learning. Political learning consists of learning about 
"strategy for advocating a given policy idea or problem," leading 
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vary with the interests and motivations of these participants. This 
reflects the idea that nearly all participants in a domain are goal 
oriented, as suggested by Jones (2001) and as i,mplied by the lit­
erature on learning. No legitimate actor in, any policy domain 
wants to see planes hijacked or people displaced by natural di­
sasters. But the policy instruments through which problems will 
be prevented o r mitigated will differ from participant to partici­
pant in the policy process because the depiction of lww problems 
come to be, and therefore how they are solved, will be different 
depending on each participant's ideological and organizational 
commitments. 

The second proposition is that a few events will gain the most 
attention. T he distribution of damage and deaths in disasters and 
accidents is not statistically normal; rather, the distribution of fo­
cusing events has a long "tail," where a large number of relatively 
small events garner little attention, and a few big events g-.tmer a 
great deal. For example, many tropical storms or hurricanes can 
strike the eastern United States during hurricane season, but only 
the very largest storms, on the scale of Hurricanes Katrina or 
Andrew, get serious attention and have the greatest potential 
influence on learning. Smaller incidehts do not get attention 
because they are often successfully addressed by existing organi­
zations and policies; Hurricane Katrina got more attention than 
did all four of the hurricanes that struck Flo1ida in 2004 because 
the response to the Florida hurricanes was generally perceived as 
adequate, and because no individual storm was catastrophic, 
whereas Katrina was a catastrophe that overwhelmed the national 
emergency management system. 

The third proposition is that group mobilization is linked in 
time to a particular focusing event. In particular, the activities of 
groups-or the representatives of such groups-will become more 
evident in news accounts of the issue. In congressional hearings, 
particular groups' representatives will be heard from more often. 
In the media and in the legislative branch, these actors' activities 
will be clearly linked to an event. 

The fourth proposition is that group mobilization will be ac­
companied by an increase in discussion of policy ideas. This will 
include theories about the causes of and potential solutions to the 
problem and as such are primarily social and instrumental policy 
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learning matters. Evidence of political learning may also be 
present, but such evidence may be less apparent, given that this 
learning happens for the most part internally, within organizations 
in the policy domain or advocacy coalitions. In any case, policy 
learning is much less likely without the mobilization of ideas, and 
ideas are unlikely to come to the fore without some sort of group 
mobilization. 

Thus the fifth proposition is that there is a relationship be­
t~een ideas and policy change. In particular, change is more 
likely when ideas become more prominent after events than 
when they do not. Policy change can occur without ideas, but 
such policy change is not typically the result of careful debate 
and therefore does not result from learning; instead it is mim­
icking or copying without learning (May 1992). Table 1.2 shows 
the types of evidence one would use to illustrate learning as con­
ceptualized in these propositions. 

The sixth proposition is that it is possible for learning to decay 
over time. While policy change may result from an event, the time 
that intervenes between one focusing event and another and the 
demands placed on policymakers in that intervening period may 
cause participants in the policy process to "forget" the lessons they 
learned. In this study I am more concerned with event-related 
policy change and learning than I am with the long-term decay, 
if any, of the lessons of a given event. 

As I finished writing this book in late 2005, Hurricane Katrina 
struck the Gulf Coast of the United States, resulting in what ap­
pears to be the largest natural disaster in terms of monetary dam­
age in American history. The effects of Hurricane Katrina, and the 
apparently fumbled federal, state, and local response to the event, 
suggest that the putative lessons of Hurricane Andrew were not 
fully learned, were forgotten over time, or were influenced by the 
interaction between the natural hazards and the "homeland secu­
rity" domains. Kingdon calls these interactions between policy 
domains "spillovers," and such spillovers can theoretically rein­
force or retard learning. I will show that the focus on homeland 
security had a corrosive influence on the nation's preparedness 
for natural disasters. I address this problem of decay in more fully 
in chapter 5, where I discuss the implications of event-related 
policy change for policy implementation. 
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Table 1.2. Typical Evidence of Learning in the Policy Process 

Organization 
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tation and implementation of statutes and 

regulations. 

. what l call event-related learning. In this 
Figure 1.2 depicts . ·nts after a focusing event •r · occur at vanous p 01 

model, 1 actions . l'k l as does policy change as a 
occurs, learning b_ecome~ mo1~e; a~s~ su ests that learning with­
result of this learmng. This mof evegngt or that policy change 

. 1 may occur a ter one , . 
out pohcy c iange . . k' or "superstitious" learning. This kmd 
may result from mimic mg " h' " after an 

. h It of pressure to do somet mg 
of learning 1s t e resu 

1 
. Whether learning occurred is 

event without any careful ana ys1s.b made within the context of 
I' • · dgment that must e 

a qua 1tauve JU . ode! acknowledges that not every 
each case study. Fm ally, the m b t that events may contribute to 
event will lead to policy change u t learning from subsequent 
a base of experience that may iromo e depicted by the feedback 
events as knowledge accumu ates, as 

arrow. 



22 Theories and Models of Policy Change and Learning 

_ I_a?opt Busenberg's definition oflearning as "a process in which 
md1VJ~uals ~pply n~~v info_rmation and ideas to policy decisions." 
I modify t~1s d~fini~10~ ~ligh tly, however, and define learning as 
a process m which 111d1V1duals apply new information and ideas 
or informatio_n_and ideas elevated on the agenda by a recent event: 
to pohcy decisions. This amendment takes into account the ebb 
and flow of ideas on the agenda and the accumulation of ideas 
ove_r time, even as those ideas are not uniformly u·anslated into 
pohcy. ~or example, the risk of catastrophic terrorist attacks on 
the Umted States was probably about the same on September 12, 
2001, as It was on September IO, but the September 11 attacks 
cause1 the public and elites to be much more attentive to the ter­
r?rism problem. A focusing event brings information to the atten­
~1011 of a broader range of people than normally consider the 
issues. 

. I. d_o not claim to be able to measure "learning" directly at the 
md1v1dual level on the basis of beha'vioral-scientific notions of 
learning or improvement in cognitive skills. Rather, I focus on the 
apparent lessons of these events and ask whether it appears that 
the clear lessons of these events have been learned, as reflected 
'.n tl~e policymaking process. In particular, we can say that there 
1s pnma fac1e :v1dence o~ learning if policy changes in a way that 
1s reasonably likely to mitigate the problem revealed by the focus­
m_~ event. This operationalization of learning cedes a great deal 
Of Judgment to the researcher making the claim that learning has 
occurred. The case studies in the chapters that follow will show 
however, that empirical and narrative analyses can provide a stron~ 
base for learning or the lack thereof. 

. In the ?eginning of the process, an event happens. The first cru­
cial st~p 1s_f~r the_event to gain attention. Ifit fails to gain much 
atte~t'.on'. 1t 1s unlikely to result in much group and policymaker 
mobil'.zauon. Events that fall into the low-attention category gen­
erally mclu?e events that do relatively little damage, appear to be 
u_nthreatenm~, or_appear to be well contained within existing poli­
cies a~d- reqm_re httle or no action on anyone 's part. The several 
cockpit 111trus10ns that occurred in commercial airliners before 
September 11 are examples of such events; drunk or otherwise dis­
orderly passengers perpe~ated most such intrusions. The system 
then m place, which required that the cockpit door be closed and 
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rather weakly locked, was deemed able to cope with the occasional 
inconvenience of an intrusion. The threats contemplated before 
September 11 were not considered suf~c~en! t'o require a more 
secure cockpit. In other words, the ex1st1ng system treated the 
possibility of a fatal cockpit intru~ion as very_remote.

4 
Even when 

intrusions received much attention, they failed to cause groups 
and policymakers to move toward understa~ding whether policy 
failure had occurred and whether something should be done 
about it. The failure to mobilize stymies learning because lea_rn­
ing requires competition between advocacy coalitions, a~ each side 
tries to marshal evidence and knowledge about the policy proc~~s 
and about political tactics to advance its goals._ ~y gr?up mobili­
zation, however, I do not mean broad-based c1uz~ns gro~ps or 
social movements but the relatively small groups ot profes~10nals, 
experts, and advocates that are mostly likely to be energized by 

an event. . 
If there is discernible group mobilization after a focus111g 

event, we should expect to see a discussion of ideas in vario_us 
forums-th at is, an exchange of opinions, beli~fs: and t~eones 
about why the event happened and whether ex1st1n~ p~hcy can 
address the problems revealed by the event. If _a _policy 1s shown 
to have failed, the discussion will include pohc1es t_hat seek to 
remedy the failure and prevent recu:rence_- It is at this ~tage that 
we may see considerable evidence ~f learnmg._If_th~re 1s change 
without such a discussion, it is possible that m1m1ckmg or_ super­
stitious learning is at work. If, by contrast, w_e can ~raw a lmk be­
tween ideas, an event, and increased attenuon to ideas and n~w 
policies, then we have strong evid~nce of instr~men~al policy 
learning, and possibly also some evidence of sooal policy learn­

ing and political learning. 

Learning and Lessons in This Study 

Evidence of political, social policy, and instrumental learn_in_g 
varies in both type and ease of identification. May notes ~hat _it 1s 
very difficult to find definitive evidence of po~itical le~rnmg m a 
domain because secondary sources "rarely proVJde detail about the 
relevant policy elite's causal reasoning about a policy problem or 



24 Theories and Models of Policy Change and Learning 

sol~Jti~n, oft~~ lack explanations for the choice of particular policy 
ObJe~uves_ ~• mstruments, and are sketchy about different advo­
cat~s pohucal strategies" (1992, 349). Prima facie indicators of 
soc~al learnmg involve "policy redefinition entailing changes in 
pohcy goals or scope-e.g., policy direction, target groups, rights 
bestowed by the policy" (336). 

_ As noted above, it is easiest to provide prima facie evidence of 
1~strumental learning because a great deal of substantive legisla-

- ~1011_ will ?ften follow a focusing event. The substance of that leg­
islation w~l! often reveal the extent to which instrumental learning 
has occ_uned_- Tl~e traces left by the legislative process-for ex­
ample, 1~ legislatton that was introduced but failed to pass, media 
~ov~rage, congressional testimony, and the like-provide at least 
111d1rect_ evidence of learning after a disaster, while an actual 
ch_ange 111 the law is obviously the most direct and important 
evidence. ' 

I h~ve adopted this somewhat stringent standard of evidence of 
learnmg be~ause it is hard to measure learning outcomes without 
concrete evidence of change. Of course, the passage of legislation 
or enactment of ~ n~w _regulation is not necessary to show that 
some s~rt oflearnmg 1s hkely to have occurred. As Kingdon notes, 
a focusmg event, or anything else that moves the key streams to­
gether, merely opens a window of opportunity for change with­
out any guarant~e of change itself. Thus I analyze both legi; lation 
that has passed mto law and legislation that has not. 

Methods 

To assess these pr?positions requires the collection of data on key 
aspects of the policy process, as outlined in table J .2. 

_ Poli? change c~n be defin~d broadly or narrowly. The most pal­
pable form of pohcy change mvolves constitutional amendments 
?r the enact~1ent_ of n:iajor legislation. Lesser forms of change 
mclude ~od1fi_cat1ons m _ regu_lations or standard operating pro­
cedures ~.nd _transformations 111 the behavior of "street-level bu­
:eaucrats (Lipsky 1978). In each of these instances policy change 
1s detectable t~ some degree, but the mechanism by which this 
change occurs 1s often unspecified. 
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In this book I use proposed and enacted legislation and regu­
lations as evidence of policy change, or movement _in the direction 
of policy change, as reflections that some sort of.!~aming_ may have 
occurred. Legislation and regulations are tangible evidence of 
learning outcomes, and we can assume that they are likely to be 
"reasonably enduring." _ 

An important source of data for my case studies is the testimony 
of witnesses who appeared before congressional hearings. Congress 
is a good institutional venue to study, as its ~ctivities are c~nsistently 
well documented through transcripts of testimony at heanngs, com­
mittee reports, bills, and the like. Members of Congress, mo?vated 
by the desire to make good policy or by pressure from their con­
stituents, are likely to react to focusing events. Specifically, congres­
sional testimony is an appropriate indicator of group activity 
because it is among the most popular lobbying techniques em­
ployed by interest groups (Davidson and Oleszek 1?94, 298)._Be­
cause Congress keeps such copious records, congre~s1o~al hean~gs 
provide a good record of what groups were most active m the pohcy 
domain, at least as far as Congress is concerned. 

I found hearings using the Congression'-al Information Service 
index via the LexisNexis online database. This database allows re­
searchers to isolate hearings on particular topics using a keyword 
search. This method is similar to that used by Baumgartner and 
Jones (1993), bUL as in After Disaster my unit of analysis is the i_n­
dividual witness before each hearing. I did not code appropria­
tions hearings because they tend to cover routine budget matt~rs 
and hear from a very limited range of witnesses compared with 
other legislative and oversight hearings. Once I had isolated hear­
ings, J included them in a database listing each ?e~ring and ~t­
ness. I coded witnesses' testimony for group affihauon, the mam 
subject of their testimony, and whether the testimony was related 
to a particular event. I used a very conservative method to code 
the last variable-the witness needed to mention the event directly 
in his or her testimony. I then categorized the witness's group af­
filiations by group type (industry, government, interest group, and 
so on) to understand how broad categories of groups behaved in 
the wake of focusing events. 

Congressional testimony does have some shortcomings as 
a measure of an issue 's importance. The partisan balance of 
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Congress or a committee cha ir's po litical preferences can influ­
ence the nature and number of wi tnesses. Fu rthermore, Congress 
is not the only arena of group activity or conflict. Mass pro tests 
and med ia pressure are two othe r methods of influencing policy. 
Still, focusing even ts can reasonably be expected to generate con­
gressional testimo ny from groups that seek change as a result of 
the even t. The event may be of such magnitude that it could be 
politically dangerous for a committee chair (and his o r he r allies 
outside Congress) to exclude opposing witnesses fro m hearings. 

- Indeed, from the perspective of more powerful groups, it may be 
strategically wise to le t such opponents vent their frustration at 
hearings, so as to prevent it fro m boiling over into other forms 
of po li'tical expression that could exert real pressure for policy 
change (Molo tch 1970). 

Anothe r issue in the use of congressional testimony is the ques­
tion of partisan control of the legislative branch and its concomi­
tant influence on which witnesses are allowed to testify. But the 
issues studied here are not obviously p~rtisan; we canno t say that 
aviation security is a liberal or conservative issue, or a Democratic 
o r Republican issue, even if proposed policy too ls may be more 
closely associated with a particula r party or ideology. To the extent 
that partisanship matters, it can reasonably be assumed to be part 
of the "error term" of any model of focusing event dynamics. Of 
course, we can say that the potential solutions to the problem will 
ref1ect partisan preferences, but it is unlikely that a la rge focusing 
event "~II be igno red. Focusing events arc of great interest to the 
news media and e lite actors, and Congress, regardless of the party 
in power, will ignore such events at its pe ril. Data from floor debates 
that reflect the attitudes of rank-and-file members of Congress were 
gathered from the Congressional Record via the Library of Congress's 
Tho mas search enE,rine (http:/ / thomas.loc.gov). Legislation was 
gathered from the same source. 

News coverage of these focusing events, gathered to provid e a 
sense of the broader public agenda, was gene rally collected from 
the New York Times via LexisNexis. I use the New York Times as a mea­
sure of the public agenda for substantive and practical reasons. The 
Times is readily accessible and searchable electronically, which makes 
it a particularly useful source, but it is also widely viewed as the na­
tio nal "paper of record ," one that •'aspire[s] to high journalistic stan-
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dards" (Lawrence 2000a, 11) and thus epitomizes professionalism 
and journalistic excellence. For the~e reasons the. Tmzes has remar~­
able power in setting the agenda for other m~d1a outlets, such ,ts 
the network news broadcasts (Auletta 2005) .5 

• 

In the case studies that follow, the da ta collected are not fully 
parallel. Ra the r, I seek to use these da ta , and da ta fro m o the_r 
sources as d eemed necessary (such as local news coverage of ~1-
sasters, employed in chapter 2) to illustra te ~hat I see_ as the his­
tory of ideas and learning in a particular policy d omam . 

The Case Studies 

Many policy domains are p rone to disaste rs. A wide range ~f natu­
ral disasters, from the generally inconvenien t, such as blizzard~, 
to the po tentia lly catastrophic, such as earthquakes and h u rri­
canes, have the potential to change percepuons of problems and 
thus policy. Accidents that are a consequence of modern technol­
ogy can also lead to policy change, but t!1ese accidents have the 
added dimensio n o f be ing caused by- cir at least blamed o n-:­
human e rror. The politics of policymaking after sue~ ~ven ts 1s 
likely to be diffe rent in an_alytically _important wa'.s, and 1~ 1s worth­
while to consider both kmds of disasters, natUi al and humanly 

caused ." . 
Because of the breadth of these two categones,_1 focus on four 

types o f disaster: do mestic terrorist attacks (specifically the ~ep­
tember 11 attacks), earthquakes and h urrican~s (wh!~h I consider 
in o ne chapter because o f some impo rtant s1m1lan t1es and con­
traSts) , and aviation security breaches with fatal ? utcomes. T he par­
ticular even ts of inte rest occurred in the Umt_ed States. I_ stu~y 
d estic even ts because they have the most direct and d1sce1 n-

om . · M d ·1 bout each ib le effects on national pohcymakmg. ore eta1 s a 
policy d omain are provided in the following chapte r~, but we can 
briefly conside r whethe r there a re like ly to be learmng opportu-

nities in these policy domains. . . . 
The first case study in this book 1s the September 11 ten onst 

attacks. O ne reason to study this case is that_th1s was p~rhaps the 
most widely reported one-day ~atastropl~e m world h1st~ry. Be­
cause global communication 1s nearly m stan taneous, a m uch 
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larger proportion of the world's population learned of this event 
within minutes or hours after the first plane struck the World 
Trade Center than has ever learned of a similar event so quickly. 
From a learning pe:spective, the September 11 attacks are impor­
tant because they tnggered the sweeping reexamination of a wide 
range of issues related to what has come to be known as "home­
land security." The key question I consider in the case study is 
whether and t~ what extent tl1e attacks led to policy change as a 
result of lear~ing,_ or whether change occurred without learning. 
The analysis 1s pamted with a broad brush because me Septem­
~er 11 attacks had a profound influence on a wide range of policy 
issues._ -

The second case study is a more intensive examination of a key 
fea~ure of tl1e September 11 attacks: the failure of the aviation se­
cunl)'. system to prevent hijackings. The problems of the aviation 
secunty system were not unknown befo,·e September 11. At least 
once a week since 1995 the avi~tion industry confronted some 
breach or attempted breach of the passenger screening system. 
Passengers: ~ost_ often inadvertently, were caught attempting to 
carry proh1b_1ted items such as knives, chemicals, and occasionally 
g~ns onto a1rc~ft. But ~nly two_ major security incidents gained 
widespread public attenuon and mfluenced policy before Septem­
ber 11, 2001. The first of these was the bombing of Pan Am Flight 
1~3 over Scotland in 1988. The second, the destruction of TWA 
Flight 800 off L~ng Islan~, New York, in 1996, was initially attrib­
uted to a terrorist bombing because the airplane exploded in a 
manner eerily similar to that of Pan Arn 103. Mechanical failure 
was eventua~ly isolated as the cause, and me FM recently has be­
gun to reqmre that atrcraft be fitted with devices that will reduce 
the possibility of fuel tank explosions. 

Then ca~e ilie terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, which 
could be disaggregate~ into four, or even nineteen, separate 
b_rea~h:s tha_t allowed nineteen terrorists to hijack four commer­
cial a1rl111ers in domestic service. Two planes were crashed into the 
World Trade Center in New York, destroying it, one crashed into 
the Pentagon, severely damaging it, and one crashed into a field 
nea_r _Shanksburg, Penns~lvania, the result either of a passenger 
upnsing or of confuswn m the cockpit. 
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We can therefore say wim some confidence that across the t~ree 
policy domains mere are at least nine opportuni~~s for_ learnmg, 
although the TWA crash is a bit of an anomaly, smce 1t was n~t 
caused by a terrorist attack. Yet this crash may be the most fasci­
nating single case, because it led initially to th~ con~lus1on mat 
aviation security required attention. The mounting evidence that 
the plane was Jost because of mechanical faHure may have short­
circuited efforts to pass legislation or regulauons designed t? ~re­
vent terrorist attacks on aviation; instead, the focus was on aV1at1on 
safety rather than security. 

The third case study considers whether and to_ what exte~t 
learning occurs after earmquakes and hurrica~es. It 1s ~ot ~urpns­
ing that there are several opportuniti:s for policy learmng in both 
the earthquake and hurricane domains. Between 198~ and 2004 
mere were at least three major hurricanes mat were w1de~y pubh-
. d and Jed to some attention to me problem: Hugo 111 1989, c1ze • d h 

Andrew in 1992, and Floyd in 1999. During me same perm , t ere 
were two very damaging earthquakes-the 1989 Loma Pneta ~nd 
1994 Normridge earmquakes-and one somewhat less damagmg 
earthquake, the Nisqually. The Nisqually'<e~rthqu~ke struck ne_ar 
Olympia, Washington, in early 2001 , causmg mamly superficial 
damage in the Seattle area and substantial structural damage to 
structures and buildings in Olympia. 

Conclusions 

Postdisaster policy learning is more man simply~ matte1· o~,agenda 
setting. Whemer it seeks something _more t:1ng1ble than greater 
attention" to a problem is the quesuon of mterest here. From a 
normative perspective, citizens expect government an~ other of­
ficials to learn from disasters and to prevent repeat d1sa~ters, or 
at least to prevent repeat mistakes in th_e response to disasters. 
Failure to learn from experience is parucularly embarrassmg to 

members of government if the mistakes of the pas_t are repeated. 
If the political system and broader_ social ~ystems fail to learn from 
mese events, the public can plausibly claim ~hat m~se systems are 
dysfunctional. There is thus a considerable mcenuve to learn. At 
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lhe same time, policymakers musl calc 1 
against the likelihood thal an _u ate tl1e costs of learning 
anotller catastrophic hurricaneeve_nt ~viii recur on the!r watch. If 
not expected to hap d . , eart quake, or terrorist attack is 
efits that would accr~=~ro:1;g a pol_i~ymaker's tenure, the ben­
learning and im rovin . e cons1 crable efforts involving in 
policymaker in the nea~ feo!?Fperfihormance will not benefit tlle 

b 
· urt ermore the costs 1· I 

can e considerable if the b'l' . '. o c 1ange 
Th 

y mo i ize oppos1uon to ch 
e chapters that follow ex lore h ange. 

the increased attention t11at f ~l ;. etller and to what extent 
lo define problems and ado lon ows i~aslers leads policymakers 
concluding chapter assessetth ew p~htes to address them. The 
chang. e introduced i·n lh' he mo e of event-centered policy 

1s c apter and c 'd 
learning happens or fails to ha on~1 er_s reasons why 
looks at how learning fades pp~n after maJOr disasters. It also 

over ume as other · 1 altention and policymakers fi h , issues c amor for orget t e lessons of me past. 

two 

september 11, learning, 
and policy change 

One would presume tllat an event as well documented as the ler­
rorist attacks of September 11, 2001, constituted a classic focusing 
event: The event was rare-in facl, almost unprecedented--deadly, 
and caught the government and lhe public by surprise. The 
changes that followed the September 11 attacks have created a 
sprawling policy domain, "homeland security," that evolved from 
older notions of counterterrorism, national security, and emer-

gency management. 
Even the casual observer of public policy must know that Sep-

lember 11 did "change tllings": The simple acts of boarding a com­
mercial airliner or crossing the U.S.-Canadian border have 
changed considerably since September 11, 200 l. A new agency, 
the Department of Homeland Secmity, was created, although tlle 
term "new" is certainly contestable, considering that the DHS 
brought logelher at least twenty-two existing agencies and func­
tions into one large and, many claim, unwieldy bureaucracy. 

But can these policy changes be attributed to some sort of 
learning process? Recall Busenberg's definition of learning as "a 
process in which individuals apply new information and ideas to 
policy decisions" ( emphasis added) , and my expansion of this defi­
nition to include lhe proposition that learning is cumulative and 
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