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According to legend, Willie Sutton once said that he robbed banks because that was where the money was.  For equally pragmatic reasons, observers of American public policy have recently turned their attention to the fifty states.  For the past two decades, the states have served as the main locus of policymaking across a wide range of policy arenas.  From abortion and capital punishment to education and the environment, many important decisions are being made in state houses across the country rather than in the nation’s capital.


When state lawmakers view existing conditions as problematic, they can change the existing policy repertoire modestly and at the margins.  For instance, they can provide a program with increased funding or slightly alter the conditions of program eligibility.  Under some circumstances, however, officials will not be satisfied with these incremental adjustments.  Instead, they will propose and adopt new and relatively untested solutions to perceived problems, establishing innovative programs that have not been implemented previously.  These new policies are termed “policy innovations” and mark an alternative to the incremental changes that typify the making of public policy.
  In education policy, for example, one can respond to declining test scores by increasing teacher salaries or by establishing charter school legislation (among other possibilities).  When politicians and other commentators describe the states as laboratories of democracy, they typically have in mind the more fundamental changes represented by charter school legislation.


What makes these landmark changes especially important is the fact that they are rarely confined to a single state.  Instead, innovative programs can spread to any number of states.  Scholars refer to this process as policy diffusion.  What needs to occur before a policy diffuses from one state to another?  As state officials make more decisions across a wider range of policy areas, the answer to this question is not only of interest to academic researchers.  Advocacy groups frequently find themselves advancing their pet program in state houses across the country.  Think tanks often evaluate demonstration projects in one state and then seek to disseminate their findings.  Interested parties of all sorts, ranging from concerned citizens to the elected officials who represent them, can find themselves wondering about developments in other states.


This paper specifies the political processes through which policy innovations diffuse across the states.  Before a policy innovation diffuses from one state to another, four processes must be completed.  First, the innovation must attain a place on the state political agenda.  Second, organizations and policy advocates must generate information about the new program and how it might operate if enacted.  Third, state officials must decide what the program should look like, customizing a policy template to fit political and social realities in their state.  Fourth, the policy innovation must earn the approval of the necessary actors.  In other words, policy diffusion consists of four distinct political processes: agenda setting, information generation, customization, and enactment.  These processes do not represent stages or steps in diffusion, as they do not occur in a specific order.  Yet each of these tasks is an essential part of policy diffusion.


Distinguishing among these processes enables us to understand how different mechanisms contribute to policy diffusion.  Federal developments have a large impact on state political agendas, and national professional associations generate information about policy innovations and utilize various strategies to disseminate this material.  Groups that represent intrastate constituencies affect legislative content, and institutionally critical actors including governors and committee chairs influence the enactment process.  If one thinks of policy diffusion as a mystery and asks “Whodunit?” then the answer is the same as the resolution of Murder on the Orient Express: There is no single culprit.  The most important actors fluctuate based on the process in which one is interested.  The remaining sections of this paper describe these four processes in greater detail, illustrating important themes by tracing the trajectory of medical savings accounts (MSAs) in Oregon.

Politics and Policy Diffusion

Political scientists first turned their attention to the diffusion of policy innovations as the prerogatives of state lawmakers expanded in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  These scholars expressed their dissatisfaction with the conventional means of comparing state policy profiles.  Not content with traditional measures that typically relied on expenditure data, they focused instead on the types of programs put in place at the state level.  They asked why certain types of programs emerged in some states but not in others.  Instead of asking why spending on welfare policy differed across the fifty states, for instance, these scholars assessed how the American states compared in their willingness to implement different innovations in welfare policy.  This research emphasized the order in which the states enacted policy innovations.


Early research on the diffusion of policy innovations across the states conceived of “innovativeness” as an internal state characteristic and implicitly conceptualized the process as one in which innovations radiated outward from a small group of particularly innovative states to the rest of the Union.  These studies are most often remembered (and cited) for their quantitative indices that ranked the states based on the order in which they adopted specific policy innovations.  Focusing only on these indices, however, overlooks their other important insights.  Most importantly, they identified a set of state attributes associated with the early adoption of innovative programs.  Richer, more urban, and more industrial states tended to enact these new policies before the programs gained enactment in their less wealthy, less urban, and less industrial counterparts.


Other scholars built upon the seminal work of Jack Walker and Virginia Gray and demonstrated that the diffusion of policy innovations is a complex, multifaceted process.  Four findings are especially noteworthy.  First, innovativeness varies across policy areas.  Leaders in some realms are laggards in others.
   A state might be a leading innovator in environmental policy but typically lag its counterparts in enacting innovations in criminal justice policy.  Second, innovativeness is a variable and not a constant.  The identities of leading innovators vary across different historical periods.
  Third, geographic clustering sometimes exists, and regional “bellwether states” might serve as regional models even if they do not rank among the most innovative in the country.
  Fourth, the federal structure of the American political system affects the diffusion of innovative programs across the states.
  Issue areas in which state policymakers retain exclusive control differ from issue areas in which the two jurisdictions share responsibilities.  Federal involvement spurs a policy innovation to reach a larger number of states in a shorter period of time.


Increased statistical sophistication enabled scholars to incorporate these insights into subsequent research on policy diffusion.  The introduction of event history analysis proved particularly important.
  This statistical technique enabled scholars to trace the diffusion process over time, and it also allowed them to incorporate internal determinants and regional effects into the same model.  As a result, scholarly investigations of policy diffusion took on a standard form.  In examining the emergence and spread of programs, political scientists investigated the impact of a conventional set of factors.  These “usual suspects” often included state wealth, urbanization, and industrialization.


While statistical standardization facilitated comparability across studies of state-level policy diffusion, it also caused these studies to neglect constitutive elements of the process.  Three primary weaknesses emerged.  First, an emphasis on the “usual suspects,” such as state demographic and economic characteristics, produces a relatively mechanical body of research.  Second, these studies typically accentuate whether or not policymakers put a policy innovation in place while rarely asking about the content of these programs.  Third, scholars generally assume that policy diffusion is a neighboring state phenomenon and that policy innovations spread across adjacent jurisdictions.  These weaknesses merit further description.


Demographic and economic factors are the backdrop against which state officials make decisions, but it is essential not to overstate their significance.  While these factors condition and constrain the choices that lawmakers make, they are less illuminating when one considers the daily grind that is so important in politics.  “Industrialization” does not attend committee hearings or propose legislative amendments, and “urbanization” does not develop relationships with state legislators.  Policy diffusion occurs across space and over time, but these variables are static.  As a result, it is appropriate to view them as the raw materials with which state lawmakers work, but they do not illuminate the political processes through which ideas and information spread.  They cannot answer fundamental questions about policy diffusion as a political process.


Another way of framing this first weakness is to mention the notion that the states serve as laboratories of democracy.  An emphasis on the internal determinants of program enactment is particularly effective, maybe too effective, when it comes to the first part of this metaphor.  One can almost imagine a chemist working in her laboratory, mixing two measures of state wealth with three measures of urbanization and expecting an innovation to result.  Political realities are significantly more complicated, however, and that is why the states are not just laboratories but laboratories of democracy.  The second component of this metaphor complicates any simplistic depiction of policymaking.  An unremitting focus on the correlates of innovation can neither shed light on institutions and decision-making nor develop generalizations about the officials who ultimately make the choices in which we are interested.


In a fundamental sense, factors such as wealth, industrialization, and urbanization are particularly ill suited to explaining policy diffusion.  The most important element of any definition of diffusion is spread.  Diffusion is a causal process rather than the fact of increasing incidence, and spread implies movement from the source of an innovation to its adopter.
  In thinking about how policy innovations diffuse from state to state, it is difficult to see how inert demographic and economic factors transport these innovative ideas.  It is difficult to link these static factors to agenda setting, information generation, or customization.  These processes invoke political dynamics and are driven by political actors and organizations.


The second weakness of existing research on policy diffusion is that most studies focus almost exclusively on the adoption of a specific policy innovation.  An emphasis on adoption neglects other, equally important elements of the process through which policy innovations diffuse across the states.  Furthermore, it places too much stock in the mere existence of a policy innovation without examining the content of the program.  The very same policy innovation may be adapted to certain states, taking account of particularities within a state.  Alternatively, these changes may reflect the lessons learned from earlier experiences with the program.  Simply answering the yes-no question of whether officials chose to adopt a policy overlooks how they may have altered the existing template.  One needs to consider whether and how the policy innovation differs across jurisdictions.


The third critique concerns the conventional proxy that is used to model diffusion.  This proxy has facilitated comparability across studies of diverse programs, yet it rests on an assumption that merits reexamination.  Most diffusion research assumes the process is driven by geographic proximity.  One early study argued that proximity was crucial and that policy innovations diffused in a “concentric circle” pattern.
  City-level studies also highlighted the influence of nearby municipalities, concluding that “there is a geographic basis for the spread of innovations.”
  The proximity hypothesis also grew out of early analyses of the relative innovativeness of the fifty states.  In terms of their willingness to implement innovative programs, states in the South, New England, the Mid-Atlantic and Great Lakes, and the Mountains and the Northwest all clustered in regional patterns.


The utilization of statistical techniques required the development of a numerical proxy for policy diffusion.  In distinguishing the impact of internal factors from that of external forces, scholars utilized a conventional indicator.  This proxy was the number or the percentage of a state’s neighbors in which the policy innovation had already been put in place.  Most studies characterized this variable as a proxy for regional diffusion, and it marked a way to measure the potential influence of external forces.  Some analyses even asserted that diffusion did not take place if this variable did not have a significant impact on program enactment.  This measure assumes that developments in neighboring states affect or perhaps even represent the process through which policy innovations diffuse.


Some scholars argue that communications networks facilitate the geographically based transfer of policy innovations.  An early study of the spread of fluoridation across American cities included spatial distance between cities “only because distance correlates well with the amount of communication between cities.”
  A more recent study of state policymaking argued that innovative policy ideas diffuse through tight communications networks and that state policymakers are more likely to have these connections with their counterparts in nearby states.
  Yet the enactment of a new program does not prove that policymakers communicated with their colleagues in nearby states.  Nor does it establish that they felt pressure from their neighbors.


In an era of instantaneous communication, there is reason to reconsider whether geographic proximity is important to policy diffusion.  Recent technological revolutions have changed who is part of our personal communities.  The telephone, the automobile, the airplane, and the Internet have turned communities into “far-flung social networks” rather than local neighborhood solidarities.
  Long-distance community ties have always been important, but now Americans maintain even more non-local friendship and kinship relationships.  Personal communities transcend neighborhood boundaries.  It is possible to imagine a policymaker or a member of her staff undertaking analogous activities.  If criminal justice policy is on the agenda, she can consult geographically dispersed sources with relative ease.  She could visit the website of a professional association such as the Council of State Governments (CSG) to examine recent state-level trends.  She could also phone one of her colleagues in Tennessee to ask about the effectiveness of an innovation in that state or attend a national conference on recent criminal justice policy innovations.  The use of these resources reflects a search for information that is national in scope, one that is not at all tied to geographic proximity.


Scholars typically assume that the direction of the neighboring state effect will be uniformly positive.  The existence of a policy innovation in a nearby jurisdiction will lead policymakers to mimic the enactment patterns of their neighbors.  This assumption is problematic because the policy or political information that a neighboring state’s program provides can be either positive or negative.  An innovation might actually exacerbate the condition it was designed to alleviate, and seeing this failure might make lawmakers in neighboring states less likely to enact the same policy.  Alternatively, an elected official might successfully shepherd an innovation to enactment and find that it inspires heated opposition during a subsequent campaign.
  This development would make lawmakers less willing to follow the same path as their neighbors.  Thus the expected direction of the neighboring state effect depends on the policy under review.  When a successful policy is considered, this effect is more likely to be positive, but the opposite dynamic is likely to occur in the context of an unsuccessful innovation.


In thinking about how policy innovations diffuse across the states, it is necessary to model the process in a less mechanical and more comprehensive way.  Moving beyond mechanics requires three important shifts.  First, it is essential to think carefully about the relationship between contextual factors and policy enactment.  These static factors do not reveal much about the political processes through which innovations spread from state to state.  Second, it essential to move beyond a yes-no categorization of program enactment.  Officials often respond to social and political realities within their state by amending an imported policy template.  Third, it is essential to reconsider the impact of developments in neighboring states in light of recent revolutions in transportation and communication technology.  In sum, it is crucial to reintroduce political dynamics and political actors into the scholarly discourse on policy diffusion.

Agenda Setting, Information Generation, Customization, and Enactment


Most policy diffusion research emphasizes the enactment of policy innovations.  To give a comprehensive account of policy diffusion, however, it is absolutely critical to consider agenda setting, information generation, and customization.  Failure to perform this task leaves a description of policy diffusion incomplete and particularly vulnerable to the three weaknesses articulated in the preceding section.  Furthermore, it paints a biased portrait of which factors are most important.  Considering all four components of policy diffusion makes it easier to assess the relative significance of various factors.  A focus on enactment neglects factors that affect the agenda setting, the information generation, or the customization processes but have a limited impact on policy adoption.  It is important to reexamine the effects of the factors traditionally associated with diffusion.  Dividing diffusion into four political processes illuminates how the impact of these factors varies.  They have direct and indirect effects, depending on the component of the process that is under examination.

Agenda Setting


To give a complete account of policy diffusion, it is essential to consider how the innovation moved on to the political agenda.  Some analyses of policy diffusion evaluate this process
 and treat the consideration of a proposal as the outcome to be explained.
  When the agenda setting process is examined systematically, a striking pattern emerges.  State political agendas look remarkably similar, and the same innovations are considered nearly simultaneously in state houses across the country.  Policymakers submit bills to establish innovations even in states where these programs do not gain enactment.  Most policy diffusion research overlooks this overlap in agendas.


State agendas look similar because federal developments cause state officials to consider specific alternatives instead of others.  This federal impact is virtually uniform across the states.  The federal government has a systematic impact on state agendas in three ways.  First, it provides financial incentives for state policymakers to consider and adopt specific programs.  When federal funds are tied to specific programs, state officials are more likely to introduce legislation to establish the policy.  Second, federal legislation legitimates a policy innovation and fosters its diffusion even if financial incentives do not exist.  Even in the absence of a federal mandate, the inclusion of an innovation in federal legislation encourages lawmakers to consider the policy innovation.  Third, congressional controversy enhances the political salience of a policy innovation.  When federal debates are not resolved, this enhanced visibility can lead state lawmakers to consider the same program.  In short, the federal government’s activities affect the agenda setting process by providing money, fostering legitimacy, or heightening visibility.


Many diffusion studies have examined the impact of federal intervention.  Policy diffusion is not only a horizontal process during which interstate exchanges transpire.  It is also a vertical process during which federal developments affect developments in the states and vice versa.
  Not every study of diffusion assesses the impact of federalism, but many scholars have examined this topic.  These examinations generally focus on the ways that federal developments push state lawmakers in a specific direction.  In a study of technological innovation in state agencies, federal legislation narrowed the choice set considerably even in the absence of a federal mandate.
  Another early study examined the impact of intergovernmental grants upon the diffusion of these programs and found that programs accompanied by grants-in-aid diffuse substantially faster than programs that are not.
  Other examinations suggest that federal intervention reinforces interstate exchanges.  The federal government adopts innovative ideas that have been developed by state or local actors and thereby spur additional state actors to follow suit.
  Thus federal developments have a strong effect on state policymaking.


Most research on vertical diffusion utilizes a rather narrow conceptualization of federal intervention.  It focuses on definitive or proactive federal intervention such as the establishment of an intergovernmental grant.  This type of intervention is important, but it fails to capture the entire range of federal activity.  Members of Congress can participate in high-profile hearings or heated floor debates without reaching an agreement on how to proceed.  In fact, federal lawmakers frequently face incentives not to reach agreement on a policy.  Politicians will avoid reaching an agreement if a compromise will alienate their supporters, damage their prospects in the next election, or prevent getting a better deal in the future.
  Legislative stalemate might also result from divided partisan control over federal political institutions.
  As a result, federal consideration of an innovative program will not always result in a definitive stance.


The emergence of medical savings accounts illustrates how federal developments affect state political agendas.  As the cost of medical care rose in the late 1980s and early 1990s, officials at all levels of government searched for ways to hold down health care costs.  The advocates of medical savings accounts (MSAs) portrayed them as a potential solution.  MSAs combine high-deductible umbrella health insurance with a routine care account.  Account holders spend money from their individual accounts until they reach their deductible.  At the end of the year, unused money remained in tax-free individual accounts.  Account holders build funds for current and future care, and since they must spend their own funds, MSA supporters argue that they have an incentive to act as cost-conscious shoppers.  This dynamic drives down the cost of health care services.


Beginning in the late 1980s, a coalition of national organizations promoted MSAs at the federal level.  The Golden Rule Insurance Company of Indianapolis was a driving force behind this policy and doggedly pursued MSA legislation for a number of years.  It worked with the Cato Institute, the National Center for Policy Analysis, and various other organizations to form a policy network that released publications extolling the virtues of MSAs.  This campaign experienced limited success in the late 1980s and early 1990s.


The visibility of MSAs increased dramatically, however, during the federal debate over health care reform in 1993 and 1994.  After winning the 1992 presidential election, Bill Clinton introduced the Health Security Act to the American public in a well-received September 1993 speech.  Opponents of the proposal launched a coordinated campaign against the measure, and it eventually died a quiet death.  Clinton was eventually forced to admit defeat when no congressional committee was able to produce a compromise that had majority support in the House or the Senate.


The firestorm surrounding the Clinton health care plan marked a key moment for MSA proponents because conservative Republicans promoted MSAs as their free-market alternative to the Health Security Act.  House Republicans introduced bills to establish MSAs, and many Republican senators voiced their support.  Majority Leader Robert Dole of Kansas referred to the accounts as one of several “common-sense solutions” to health care problems in the United States in his response to the State of the Union Address in 1994.  Thus the federal health care debate enhanced the accounts’ political visibility.

The increased prominence of medical savings accounts at the national level led to a flurry of activity in the states, especially in terms of bill introduction.  When the federal debate began in 1993, Missouri was the only state in which MSA legislation had already passed.  In 1994 and 1995, MSA legislation gained enactment in a total of sixteen states and moved on to the political agenda in many others.  In 1995, state legislators submitted MSA proposals in at least twenty-nine of the forty-three states (67 percent) in which the accounts had not gained enactment.  Another summary of state-level MSA activity noted that at least thirty-nine states had considered MSA legislation, and one observer labeled this state-level activity “an epilogue to the 1993-94 health care debate.”
  In terms of the agenda setting process, it is important to note that the widespread consideration of MSA bills took place after the accounts had assumed a prominent place on the national political agenda.  Developments in Oregon illustrate how the federal debate seemed to encourage state officials to consider medical savings accounts.


The federal debate over health care reform spurred medical savings accounts to a more prominent place on the political agenda in Oregon.  The earliest debate over MSAs occurred in 1993.  That year state lawmakers endorsed Senate Bill 5530, which required that the Oregon Health Plan Administrator prepare a report on MSAs before the 1995 regular session.  Published in December 1994, the report examined various state MSA programs and proposals that had been advanced in Congress.  Administrative reports do not always spark legislative activity.  In fact, opponents of a particular policy sometimes use reports as a way to slow the momentum of a new idea.  This dynamic did not occur in Oregon, however.  In 1995, Oregon lawmakers revisited the topic of MSAs.  Even though the accounts did not gain enactment that year, they occupied a more prominent place on the state political agenda.


In 1995, developments within and outside the Oregon State Legislature increased the salience of medical savings accounts.  In February a conservative think tank based in the state, the Cascade Policy Institute, held a one-day conference on MSAs geared toward state officials and the business community.
  The conference sought to bring heightened attention to the accounts.  Legislative activity also took place.  In March and April, the Senate Committee on Health and Human Resources and the House Committee on State and School Finance held hearings on MSA proposals.  Following the federal debate over MSAs, supporters in Oregon pushed for state legislation to establish the accounts.  They fell short.  Ultimately neither committee produced a bill that was presented to the entire chamber for a vote.  Although the conference and hearings did not result in the passage of legislation, they illustrate how medical savings accounts moved on to the political agenda in Oregon after federal lawmakers had debated their merits.


Thus federal developments can heighten the visibility of public policies and spur state lawmakers to consider them.  State political agendas overlap considerably due to this federal impact, which suggests that the relationship between the federal government and the states is an interactive one.  State lawmakers do not simply battle federal officials for policymaking authority or work with them to implement specific policies.  Instead, federal debates point state political agendas in a particular direction, with state officials frequently reacting to federal developments.  These debates bring heightened visibility and political salience to the innovation under review.

Information Generation


The laboratories of democracy metaphor implies an almost scientific process in which the enactment of a policy innovation prompts its evaluation and other lawmakers use this information to determine whether they too will put the program in place.  Each new policy is assessed along a set of objective dimensions.  If the evaluators agree that the policy achieves its stated goals, then other states will enact an identical program once they are made aware of its achievements.  This conceptualization of state policymaking describes a systematic, rational process of trial and error.


Few observers would agree that public policymaking operates as seamlessly or as efficiently as the preceding description applies.  A laboratory setting requires a hygienic environment, but the world of politics is inherently messy.  Important actors enter and leave the scene while background conditions often change.  Most fundamentally, political imperatives do not operate on the same time frame as scientific research.  Politicians feel a need to act before evaluators can make definitive claims.  An election or the close of a legislative session can require a decision before all the data have been examined.  Time-pressed state policymakers must also perform a variety of activities, and sometimes these obligations supercede the collection of policy-relevant information.


Information acquisition is one of many activities that state policymakers perform.  Elected officials do not possess infinite resources to fulfill their responsibilities.  For that reason, activities such as campaigning and constituency service sometimes supercede the collection of policy-relevant information.  Even when policymakers choose to perform an information search, time constraints lead them to inform themselves as efficiently as they can.  Instead of performing a rational, comprehensive search for policy solutions, elected officials engage in successive limited comparisons or “muddle through.”
  Lawmakers begin with the most accessible information and search sequentially for information which requires more effort, stopping their search once they feel well enough informed to make a given decision.
  Quality is not the only criterion upon which information is judged.

Despite various time constraints and the near impossibility of obtaining scientific information, state lawmakers are nonetheless well versed in the arguments for and against most proposals that come across their desk.  They are generally aware of developments in other states.
  One interesting question concerns the sources of this information.  This is the essence of the information generation process.


Writing in 1969, Jack Walker described the increased prominence of professional associations and the emergence of interstate and federal agencies devoted to facilitating communication between state officials.  He argued that these organizations had begun to replace older modes of communication based on regional and cultural ties.  He explained, “Decision-makers in the states seem to be adopting a broader, national focus based on new lines of communication which extend beyond regional boundaries.”
  Other scholars have also discussed the potential impact of professional associations.  The abundance of professional associations involved in health care policy, for example, can facilitate the diffusion of policy innovations and supercede the impacts of conventional factors such as state innovativeness, regional ties, and federal incentives.
  Professional associations and other organizations use many tools to disseminate information about policy innovations.


Elected officials find two types of information useful.  They combine instrumental learning about the programmatic effectiveness of a policy innovation with a concomitant evaluation of its political viability.  Social scientific research and policy analyses amplify issues, elucidate the options that policymakers possess, and emphasize the nuts and bolts of how to design specific programs.
  In addition to this analytic information, lawmakers assess the political impact of policy innovations.  State officials generally utilize a blend of substantive and political information.  This variety of information gives state officials an expertise that is not available to those who perform detailed studies or to those who work on the “operational firing line.”
 


Professional associations and national organizations generate policy-relevant information.  Once state officials have decided to move on a specific issue, they can rely on an organization like the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) that tracks recent developments across the country.  These organizations do not only provide updates on what other states have done.  In many cases, they also provide the legislative language that established a policy innovation.  Furthermore, these organizations view the provision of information as a key part of their organizational mission and undertake a wide range of activities to disseminate it.  Task forces, state liaisons, policy briefs, and websites update policymakers about developments in other states.  In addition, the organizations sponsor conferences that bring together state officials and create networks that facilitate the rapid spread of policy-relevant information.  When state policymakers attend these conferences, they often look for bills to introduce when they return to their home state.


Surveys of state officials illuminate the importance they attach to conferences and publications.  In 1999, the State Legislative Leaders Foundation asked state institutional officers and party leaders about their use of these resources.  Approximately 70 percent of these leaders ranked conferences as “somewhat” or “very” important, and 63 percent characterized publications as either “somewhat” or “very” useful.
  These survey results indicate that state officials attach some significance to the conferences and publications that professional associations offer.  Lawmakers describe these resources as more useful for policy formulation than for policy adoption. Alan Rosenthal argues that “legislation tends to spread like wildfire” because state officials attend these meetings.  Conferences also enable advocates to introduce officeholders to a policy innovation they favor.


Conferences have equally significant long-term effects.  These meetings usually last only a couple of days, and state policymakers are sometimes interested in program specifics that are not discussed due to time constraints.  For this reason, one of the most important and long-lasting effects of these meetings lies in their ability to bring together similarly situated officials from across the country.  At the meetings, lawmakers develop bonds that can remain strong and useful after the conference is over.  Attendees can use their connections as they develop legislative language.  Statutes from other states inform the formulation of legislative proposals.  Conferences facilitate the development of these connections and, ultimately, the dissemination of policy-relevant information.


National organizations and professional associations also produce publications that contribute to the information generation process.  These reports, policy briefs, and newsletters describe how policy innovations work and provide examples from around the country.  These reports provide important information to state policymakers who rely on them in developing legislation that establishes policy innovations.  In addition to longer publications, national organizations also produce shorter position papers that summarize visible and salient issues.  National organizations do not use these publications to impose an agenda on state lawmakers.  The relationship often operates in the opposite direction.  Elected officials and their staff play an active role by approaching national organizations and asking for information on a specific topic.


Recent technological and institutional changes have augmented the information-generating capacities of professional associations.  Technological advances have made it easier for public officials to utilize the resources of these organizations.  Travel is less onerous, e-mail facilitates quick correspondence, and the Internet provides a reservoir of policy-relevant information.  In the past, tracking down statutory language might involve multiple phone calls and waiting for a mailing to arrive.  Today the same information is often only a click of the mouse away.  In addition, institutional changes have augmented the information-gathering tools of state policymakers.  State legislatures, for example, are more professional today than they were a generation ago.  In the mid-1960s, reformers argued that these bodies lacked the resources they needed to function effectively.  The increased level and complexity of the legislative workload and the declining position of legislatures vis-à-vis the governor spurred a number of reforms.  Today state legislative sessions are longer, legislative pay is more competitive, and legislators employ more staff.  Now a larger and more qualified staff can gather information for state legislators.


Although professional associations function as information clearinghouses, they do not possess a monopoly on these data.  State lawmakers can also draw on the materials produced by executive branch agencies, legislative testimony, and newspaper accounts.  Many nodes provide this information, and policymakers actively consult these sources and use information in a variety of ways.  Most importantly, they use it to scan nationally for new programs to introduce.  State officials are too pragmatic to rely exclusively upon information about their neighbors or their region.  Returning to the example of medical savings accounts illuminates the themes described in the preceding pages.


The Oregon State Legislature held several hearings on the creation of “individual medical accounts” in 1993.  MSAs did not gain enactment that year, but the legislature eventually passed a statute requiring the Oregon Health Plan Administrator to prepare a report on medical savings accounts by January 1, 1995.  Although the report might have been a strategic stalling tactic by MSA opponents, it was submitted as an exhibit when MSA legislation came before the House Committee on State and School Finance in 1995.  The report, published in December 1994, reveals how administrative documents generate information about policy innovations.  It began with a history of MSAs before describing examples from the private sector.
  Another section on MSA legislation compared seven existing state programs and two of the “best-known MSA bills considered in Congress in 1994” along a number of dimensions.
  The Oregon report also described how officials in other states had dealt with the implementation of MSAs.  It highlighted how statutes in Colorado, Idaho, and Illinois defined eligible expenditures, and it also described sunset provisions in Idaho, Michigan, Illinois, and Mississippi.  This report clearly presented a national perspective on MSA legislation.

Similarly, committee witnesses in Oregon highlighted existing programs in other states as they attempt to convince policymakers to enact MSAs.  During a hearing on an MSA bill in 1995, one supporter sought to legitimate this policy innovation by noting that seven states had had two to four years of experience with MSAs and that twenty others were considering MSA legislation.

National organizations and intrastate organizations with national ties also played an important role in the information generation process.  The preceding section described the conference that was held by the Cascade Policy Institute to disseminate information about MSAs.  At the national level, the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) played an important role.  ALEC differs from other professional associations.  Founded in 1973 by a group of conservative state legislators and policy advocates, it retains a more explicitly political agenda.  ALEC promotes the “Jeffersonian principles” of free markets, limited government, and individual liberty and endorses innovations such as MSAs.  The organization produced model MSA legislation, and most states drew upon this proposal by choosing not to penalize nonmedical withdrawals at the end of the year.

Customization


Most policy diffusion research ignores the content of the policy innovations that ultimately pass.  Instead, it simply asks whether a program gained enactment at all.  In doing so, conventional accounts of policy diffusion ignore the heated political battles that determine program content.  Program content often generates intense controversy.  When a bill makes it out of committee, its passage can be preordained because the fight may be over already.  Supporters and opponents testify at committee hearings.  Lawmakers then negotiate with these groups and with each other to generate an acceptable compromise.


Any account of policy diffusion is incomplete unless it considers how lawmakers customize a policy innovation to fit their own state.  This legislative tinkering can take months, and sometimes these changes fundamentally alter the initial proposal.  Potential adjustments of a policy template help explain why programs that purport to be the same actually differ significantly across space.  Customization describes the process through which policymakers take a piece of legislation and mold it prior to a final vote.  These amendments are a standard element of policymaking.  Customization also incorporates technical changes that are made to fit a template to circumstances in an individual state.  Program administrators sometimes urge lawmakers to tweak a proposal because existing policies make it redundant or difficult to implement.


Customization differs from agenda setting and information generation in at least one fundamental respect.  Groups representing intrastate constituencies have a profound impact on these changes.  State policymakers frequently amend a policy template when intrastate interest groups object to its provisions.  These changes will not always convince an opponent to endorse the legislation, but negotiations between governors, bureaucrats, legislators, and interest groups often result in a final product that differs from the original bill.  Consider interest groups.  When these organizations find a proposal unacceptable, they will do everything in their power to prevent its passage.  Sometimes they succeed, but sometimes the bill will pass over their opposition.  This does not mean that the group failed.  Their resistance might have a significant impact on the content of the legislation.


Most research on the spread of innovations emphasizes sameness across adopters.  In organizational sociology this phenomenon is known as “institutional isomorphism.”  Scholars in this field attempt to explain homogeneity in organizational forms, and they concentrate on the mechanisms that encourage organizations to resemble one another.  At a certain point, the adoption of an innovation provides an imprimatur of legitimacy even if its effect on organizational performance is uncertain.
  A similar dynamic can emerge in social policy, where the enactment of a policy innovation becomes a prerequisite for “player” status.


Applying the notion of isomorphism to social policy, however, fails to appreciate how policy innovations take on varying forms in the states where they are enacted.  These variations in program content are not unique to the diffusion of public policy innovations.  Differences across adopters also characterize technological and other innovations.  These innovations are rarely monolithic and prepackaged, so adopters can modify an innovation or incorporate some of its components while rejecting others.
  When state policymakers consider a policy innovation, their choices are not limited to adoption or rejection.  They can also customize a policy template to fit their particular state.  For example, the states converged on a general model of using hate crime law to address increases in intergroup violence, but these laws took on a variety of legal forms.
  Studies that use event history analysis to examine policy innovations typically overlook differences in program content because they simply ask whether or not a policy gained enactment.


The concept of reinvention recognizes that state policymakers create substantively different programs even though the policies can be grouped into a broad general category.  Most scholarly examinations of reinvention imply, however, that these changes are due to the order in which the programs were enacted.  Do later adopters establish less ambitious policies than leaders, do late adopters enact more extensive programs, or do late adopters practice wholesale borrowing?
  Sometimes late adopters enact versions that are more expansive than the tentative approaches that leaders adopt.  The earliest versions of living will laws, for instance, were less facilitative than the statutes that followed them.
  Thus late adopters might not receive high scores on indices of innovativeness, but their policies might nonetheless contain new approaches for dealing with social problems.  They might possess more reliable information about the political and administrative feasibility of the policy innovation.  This knowledge can eliminate the need to take a minimal approach and enable late adopters to enact more expansive programs.


Reinvention is a useful idea because it draws attention to differences in program content, but it is problematic because it assumes that the content of a policy innovation will shift in a more expansive direction.  The passage of time might also encourage state lawmakers to take a more restrictive approach.  Other states’ experiences might generate a backlash that limits its acceptability or convinces state officials that the policy is not administratively feasible.  More fundamentally, the concept of reinvention describes a mechanical process in which the order of policy adoption overrides political factors.  It attributes variation in policy content to a passive process that leaves little room for state politics.  Scholars have different expectations for early adopters, middle-range adopters, and late adopters.  This explanation is unsatisfactory because it underestimates the role of politics, an inherently dynamic process in which groups frame issues, shape agendas, create coalitions, and try to affect public policy.


Politics, not the order of program enactment, affects the specific provisions of a policy innovation.  After a policy template is imported into a state, it undergoes a process of customization that alters its content.  Customization incorporates the changes made to a proposal prior to a final vote.  Sometimes state lawmakers attempt to persuade reluctant groups to endorse a policy innovation by amending the original legislation.  This process also includes technical changes that alter the initial proposal.  Executive branch officials might promote amendments that make a policy innovation easier to implement, whereas objective conditions might push lawmakers in a certain direction.  In Oregon, some state officials argued that high enrollment in health maintenance organizations (HMOs) in the state would limit the effectiveness of medical savings accounts.


Differences in program content, whether they result from political maneuvering or technical changes, reflect intrastate developments.  Elected officials must respond to their constituents if they wish to remain in office.  State lawmakers frequently amend a policy template when intrastate interest groups voice objections to its provisions.  These changes will not always convince an opponent to endorse the final product, but outright hostility toward opponents can have electoral ramifications.  Ignoring the sentiments of the “labor lobby,” the “Catholic lobby,” or another constituency might mobilize a vocal opposition campaign.  When groups representing intrastate constituencies support or oppose specific provisions, their stances are likely to be taken into account.  Elected officials must face intrastate constituencies at the ballot box, and they are therefore willing to address their concerns about policy innovations.  Even when the opponents of a policy innovation are not able to block its enactment, their campaigns can alter the content of a proposal.  For example, advocates for low-income individuals in many states fought welfare legislation in the early 1990s and sometimes succeeded in moderating their strictest provisions.
  Similarly, abortion regulations reflect the percentage of state residents who are Catholics or fundamentalist Protestants.
  Catholics and fundamentalist Protestants typically favor restrictions on abortion, and states in which they have a large presence were more likely to enact these restrictions.   


Interest groups possess a number of tools to make state lawmakers aware of their positions on legislative proposals.  These organizations utilize a variety of tactics,
 but testifying at state legislative hearings is an especially common advocacy activity.  When they do so, interest groups have a profound impact on program content.  During hearings, officials gauge support and opposition to a proposal among the constituencies it would affect.  State lawmakers frequently respond to this testimony by amending proposals in an effort to ameliorate opposition and to generate additional support.  These amendments are a crucial component of the customization process.  Examining legislative testimony illustrates the impact of intrastate groups.


My analysis utilizes a five-fold classification scheme to categorize the witnesses who appear before state legislative committees.  “Individual citizens” do not represent an organization, although interest groups sometimes ask these constituents to testify.  Their testimony often represents an attempt to personalize an issue.  During a hearing on a bill to establish a senior pharmaceutical assistance program, for instance, an elderly citizen of the state might describe her struggles to pay for the medicine she needs.


Organizational representatives fall into one of four different categories.  “National organizations” incorporates the representatives of groups with no presence within a state.  This category includes witnesses who represent professional associations and think tanks headquartered in Washington, DC like the Brookings Institution.  “State chapters” includes witnesses who represent a group located within the state that is affiliated with a national organization.  The Oregon Medical Association, for example, is a state affiliate of the American Medical Association (AMA).  These groups are federations, hybrid organizations that possess a national headquarters and an organizational presence in each of the states.  The connections between state chapters and their national leadership vary in their intensity.


Other committee witnesses fall into two final categories.  Both categories include witnesses who represent intrastate constituencies.  “Intrastate groups” include witnesses from groups or coalitions that operate exclusively within a state.  These organizations are not isolated from national forces, but their national connections are less formal than the links that characterize state chapters.
  “State and local government” comprises the fifth category.  This category includes testimony by elected officials, members of the state executive branch, and individuals who work for local government agencies.  Sometimes these witnesses voice their political opinions.  At other times, they provide a professional assessment of how a policy innovation will work.


Dividing committee witnesses into five categories allows me to assess the relative prominence of intrastate and national organizations.  I examine the relative prominence of witnesses representing intrastate and national constituencies along three dimensions.  First, I simply count the number of witnesses in each category, weighing each appearance equally.  Second, I examine multiple appearances as a proposal navigates the legislative process.  A bill typically receives multiple hearings.  When witnesses appear more than once, it indicates the importance of the group they represent.  Sometimes policymakers amend the original legislation after the initial testimony and, during a later appearance, ask whether the amended bill earns the group’s endorsement.


I also compare the balance of national and intrastate constituencies along a third dimension that grows out of the particularities of the legislative process in Oregon.  The work of legislative committees in Oregon takes place in two stages: public hearings and work sessions.  During public hearings, witnesses generally describe their positions on a policy proposal.  These public hearings give Oregon legislators a sense of where specific constituencies stand and what it would take to earn their support.  During work sessions, which generally follow public hearings, legislators focus intently on legislative language.  They examine specific provisions and discuss their meaning and their administrative feasibility.  Work sessions generally involve a careful reading of the bill.  A 1995 work session on MSAs illustrates this point.  After a very contentious work session, the chair of the House State and School Finance Committee concluded, “This is obviously a pretty complicated thing.  I am beginning to get the feeling right now that we are not going to be able to do this or have it in any form that we are going to be ready to move on.  I think that we have too many questions and too much to adjust.”
  This quotation illustrates the importance of work sessions in shaping program content.


During legislative hearings, Oregon lawmakers heard primarily from groups that represent intrastate constituencies.  Representatives of national organizations testified on behalf of Kaiser Permanente,
 the National Federation of Independent Businesses, and Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America.  The state chapters of national organizations were also prominent.  The state affiliates of professional associations, such as the Oregon Society of Certified Public Accountants and the Oregon Association of Health Underwriters, appeared at the hearings.  Intrastate interest groups based within the state, such as Oregonians for Medical Savings Accounts, also appeared regularly, as did the representatives of state and local governments.  While these groups comprised nearly equal percentages of the witnesses at Oregon MSA hearings, groups with intrastate ties outnumbered national organizations substantially.  This pattern is illustrated in Table 1.  The pattern is even more pronounced if we consider multiple appearances and testimony at work sessions.  No representatives of national organizations fell into either category.  Only groups representing intrastate constituencies made multiple appearances at hearings or participated in work sessions.  Tables 2 and 3 illustrate these patterns.
  Because work sessions often precipitate important changes to legislative proposals, this pattern is very important.


Thus witnesses from intrastate groups, state and local governments, and the state chapters of national organizations dominate legislative hearings in Oregon.  Compared to representatives from purely national organizations, they testify more frequently, they are more likely to appear at multiple hearings on the same proposal, and they are more likely to participate in work sessions.  Organizations representing intrastate constituencies have a strong influence during the customization process.  After a policy template is imported, lawmakers attempt to win support for the policy innovation by amending it in response to the concerns of important intrastate groups and program administrators.


In Oregon, the provisions of the state MSA program reflect the technical goals of its primary sponsor, the Oregon Society of Certified Public Accountants (OSCPA).  The Oregon statute overlaps significantly with the federal model.  MSAs had achieved agenda status in Oregon in the early 1990s, but no legislation passed until 1997.  The creation of a pilot program by the federal government in 1996 provided the impetus for the Oregon bill.  When the state legislature reconvened in 1997, the OSCPA became involved in the MSA debate for the first time.  Its representatives made multiple appearances at public hearings and work sessions.  They argued for the enactment of MSAs as part of a larger “tax reconnection” bill that aligned the Oregon tax code with the federal tax code.


Only three paragraphs of the thirty-page Oregon statute mentioned MSAs, and all of them described the Internal Revenue Code as the current and future basis of the law in Oregon. The Oregon bill was based almost entirely on federal provisions.
  The adoption of MSAs in Oregon therefore might be described as a “technical” shift.  One opponent of the statute, in fact, took umbrage at the political process that produced this bill, arguing that any recognition of the policy innovation “requires a separate policy decision [and] ought to be addressed through separate legislation.”
  The tax reconnection bill sailed to enactment as this argument fell on deaf ears.  The OSCPA dominated the customization process and included MSAs within a larger bill linking the Oregon state tax code to the Internal Revenue Code.  Motivated mainly by administrative concerns, the professional association advocated limited statutory language.


The influence of groups representing intrastate constituencies distinguishes the customization process from agenda setting and information generation.  Developments in Washington, DC set state political agendas.  Professional associations and other national organizations generate policy-relevant information about innovative programs.  When it comes time for lawmakers to amend a policy template, the importance of national factors recedes and intrastate factors are critical.  Local interest groups have their most profound impact during the customization process.  Differences in program content are attributable to variation in the priorities, strategies, and strength of these intrastate forces.  As a result, policy innovations do not have a uniform shape in the states where they gain enactment.

Enactment


In some ways, enactment represents the culmination of policy diffusion.  It is its most visible element and the one that is easiest to recognize.  A policy innovation gains enactment, suffers defeat, or does not come to a vote.  Scholars have generally focused their attention on the adoption of policy innovations, and these studies highlight factors such as wealth, industrialization, and urbanization.  According to this perspective, these factors are proxies for the existence of slack resources.  Lawmakers in states with slack resources can enact policy innovations and remain confident that any failures will not be disastrous for the state.


The significance of slack resources, however, varies by policy arena as well as over time.  In the context of expansive policies that increase governmental prerogatives, state wealth is essential.  Without slack resources, state policymakers will not be able to draw upon the money necessary to fund these policy innovations.  When state lawmakers consider moralistic or symbolic legislation, however, cost will not be an issue.  Similarly, the retrenchment of state programs does not require the utilization of state funds.  Blanket statements about the importance of slack resources therefore need to be refined.  They are important in some cases but not in others.  Because the initial studies of policy diffusion took place in an era of governmental expansion, they tended to overstate the role of slack resources.


Policy innovations do not gain enactment because slack resources exist in a state.  Wealth might make the passage of certain legislation more likely, but it is not sufficient to guarantee its adoption.  The activities of institutionally critical actors frequently make the difference between victory and defeat.  Before a policy innovation becomes law, its proponents must guide it through the legislative process.  This process presents a series of hurdles that must be overcome.  A proposal typically needs to earn the endorsement of at least one legislative committee, the assent of two full chambers, and the signature of the governor.  Failure to fulfill any of these tasks means that the program will not be adopted.  At every step along the way, actors in institutionally critical locations determine the fate of a proposal.  Leaders in the executive and legislative branches possess institutional prerogatives that enable them to shape whether a policy gains enactment or falls by the wayside.  The ability of governors to veto legislation gives them enormous authority, and they can use their office as a bully pulpit to affect policy outcomes.  Legislative leaders including Senate Presidents, House Speakers, and committee chairs are also formidable forces during the enactment process.  It is usually possible to trace the passage of a policy innovation to the active support of these officials.  Their institutional prerogatives merit further description.


As the chief executives of their states, governors possess an impressive array of institutional perquisites.  Their combination of formal and informal powers makes them extremely influential during the enactment process.  Governors’ formal powers include their tenure potential, budgetary power, appointment power, and veto power.
  Informal resources, meanwhile, include their personal popularity and their personality traits.  In spite of differences across states in the reach of these prerogatives, every governor holds a prominent place in state politics.  One scholar, in fact, characterizes the governor as the “chief legislator” of a state.
  Governors initiate legislation and work for its adoption.  If policy advocates were forced to rely on the support of a single state politician, they would be very likely to choose the governor of their state.


Governors affect the enactment of policy innovations by exercising their formal and informal powers.  They serve as institutionally critical actors because of their ability to veto legislation.  Legislatures can endorse an innovative program, but the policy will not become law unless the governor signs the bill or the legislature is willing and able to override a gubernatorial veto.  Veto power means that state legislators must anticipate the reaction that their proposals will provoke.   As a result, representatives of the legislative branch frequently negotiate with gubernatorial representatives.

Governors sometimes use institutional prerogatives besides the veto to facilitate the adoption of policy innovations or to prevent them from gaining enactment.  Because of the visibility of their posts, governors can draw attention toward specific programs and away from others.  Inaugural addresses and State of the State speeches provide governors with a “bully pulpit” from which they outline their priorities.


Conventional accounts of policy diffusion rarely mention the policymakers who make the decisions in which we are interested.  This section has emphasized the role of the governor, an institutionally critical actor in state politics.  The institutional perquisites of this office include veto power and budgetary power.  Governors combine these formal powers and the informal authority of their offices to exercise considerable influence on the enactment process.  Legislation endorsed or introduced by the governor is more likely to gain enactment than measures opposed by the chief executive, but not all endorsements are equal.  Governors have a more powerful impact on the enactment process when they demonstrate a willingness to engage others on behalf of a policy innovation.  Governors undertake a variety of activities.  They endorse innovations during campaigns, propose legislation, give inaugural and State of the State Addresses, and send representatives to testify before legislative committees and negotiate with other state officials.
  Including these activities in a study of program enactment provides a more compelling account of the dynamism that characterizes this process.  The partisan affiliation of the governor, a conventional proxy in policy diffusion research, is an unsatisfactory measure of the effect of the state chief executive.  The energy that governors are willing to devote on behalf of a policy innovation is more likely to influence program enactment.


State legislatures have the power to thwart gubernatorial initiatives.  One scholar notes, “Whatever else governors have, they need the cooperation of their legislatures too.”
  Chamber leaders, legislative party leaders, and committee chairs are particularly influential because their positions give them institutional prerogatives that their fellow legislators do not possess and endow them with disproportionate influence on program enactment.  When legislative leaders actively support a policy innovation, that program is more likely to gain enactment.  Many lobbyists pursue a top-down strategy, concentrating on earning support from presiding officers and committee chairs.  By one estimate, these campaigns account for about half of the work of many lobbyists, especially in states with strong parties and leaders.
  Lobbyists cultivate support from legislative leaders because their active engagement makes adoption of a policy innovation more likely.


Chamber leaders such as House Speakers and Senate Presidents have a profound impact on the enactment process due to the institutional prerogatives of their leadership posts.  Their ability to control committee chairs and other appointments is one important prerogative that gives them tremendous authority.  In addition to appointing the leaders of standing committees, chamber leaders frequently determine which legislators will serve on the conference committees that reconcile the House and Senate versions of approved legislation.  These appointment prerogatives give chamber leaders tremendous influence on legislative operations.  The prerogatives of legislative leaders increase as legislative sessions draw to a close.  Since most state legislatures meet for limited periods each year, they rarely have time to process all the proposals that are introduced.  Legislative activity increases as a session progresses and time becomes a scarce resource.  Committees send more legislation to the floor and sometimes dozens of roll-call votes occur in a single day.  The close of a session frequently prompts legislative leaders to take control of the agenda, deciding which bills will be voted upon.  Their ability to control the calendar is another important prerogative that affects the enactment process.


Policy innovations must clear many hurdles in order to gain enactment.  Programs are more likely to complete this process successfully when they receive the active support of institutionally critical actors such as governors and legislative leaders.  Conventional analyses of program enactment attribute the adoption of policy innovations to mechanical factors such as state wealth and problem levels.  They rarely mention the elected officials who make the choices in which scholars are interested.  This is a rather glaring omission.  For too long, policy diffusion research has understated the impact of these officeholders.  Policymakers frame issues, bargain and debate with their colleagues, and take their case to the public.  All of these activities add a dynamic element to the enactment process that is not captured by standard policy diffusion research.  When governors mention policy innovations during their campaigns or their speeches, they indicate that these programs represent a high priority for them.  Similarly, chamber officers and committee chairs use their institutional prerogatives to steer policies around the various hurdles they confront.  When institutionally critical actors devote their time and energy to campaigns for specific policy innovations, these programs are more likely to gain enactment.  Their leadership is a critical resource.


Professional associations sometimes affect the enactment of policy innovations in the states.  The Oregon Society of Certified Public Accountants (OSCPA), for example, fostered the adoption of medical savings accounts in Oregon.  The organization became involved in this issue after the federal government established an MSA pilot program in 1996.  Its representatives had stayed on the sidelines while Oregon lawmakers discussed MSAs in 1993 and 1995.  In 1997, however, the OSCPA incorporated medical savings accounts into a larger “tax reconnection” bill that aligned the Oregon tax code with the federal tax code.
  This provision evoked howls of protest from MSA foes who argued that their inclusion was a political decision that merited more extensive debate.  Despite these objections, however, Oregon lawmakers accepted the recommendations of the professional association and adopted the larger bill including MSA provisions.
  The norm of reconnection was so firmly established that state officials had not distinguished “Oregon taxable income” from federal adjusted gross income in a major way since 1981.
  Thus reconnection granted the OSCPA a privileged status during the enactment process and endowed the organization with institutional prerogatives that groups rarely possess.


It is important not to overstate the impact of organizations during the enactment process.  The influence of the OSCPA is the exception rather than the rule.  This group served as an institutionally critical actor in 1997.  Oregon policymakers normally would have played this role, but these officeholders deferred to the OSCPA based on the norm of reconnection.  Rarely, however, do interest groups or professional associations occupy this privileged position.  These groups usually attempt to affect the enactment process by lobbying legislators, serving on task forces, testifying before legislative committees, and engaging in protests.


Actors operating within a state are more important to policy enactment than are national actors.  The identities of these intrastate forces differ from those that dominate the customization process.  Interest groups and other political activists often succeed in changing legislative content, but they rarely have a powerful impact on how lawmakers vote.  On the other hand, actors in institutionally critical locations frequently shepherd a piece of legislation to enactment.  These actors hold leadership posts in the legislative and executive branches.  Governors and legislative leaders are particularly important.  Their endorsements can sometimes make the adoption of a policy innovation a foregone conclusion.

Conclusion: The Politics of Innovation


Important policy decisions have always been made in the American states, but the recent “devolution revolution” has expanded the prerogatives of state policymakers.  The states are sometimes characterized as laboratories of democracy where elected officials can experiment with policy innovations and assess whether they function effectively, and the accretion of policymaking responsibilities at the state level has sparked the emergence of many innovative programs.  This is substantively important because policy innovations are rarely confined to a single state.  Instead, they are often considered and adopted all over the country.  When lawmakers act in one state, it might mean that action is soon to follow elsewhere.  The spread of policy innovations across the states is known as policy diffusion.
  A policy that is adopted in one nation can also serve as the model for a program adopted in another country.


To build a compelling account of policy diffusion, it is necessary to specify the political processes through which new ideas and information spread.  The first process is agenda setting.  State political agendas overlap significantly, and state officials consider the same programs nearly simultaneously.  The impact of federal developments explains this overlap.  Federal developments provide money, enhance the legitimacy, and heighten the political salience of policy innovations.  Information generation is the second process involved in policy diffusion.  Professional associations and national organizations serve as information clearinghouses, providing comparative information about new programs in states across the country.  They utilize a variety of tools to disseminate this information to state officials.  They host conferences that bring together state officials, and they produce publications that feature policy-relevant information.


The influence of intrastate actors exceeds that of national actors, however, during the customization and enactment processes.  Intrastate interest groups are very influential during customization.  Their activities alter the structure of a policy innovation that has been imported from other jurisdictions.  Innovative programs take on a variety of forms due to differences in the strength, strategies, and priorities of intrastate groups.  During the enactment process, the most influential actors hold institutionally critical posts within the legislative or executive branch.  The enactment of a policy innovation can usually be traced to the active support of these institutionally critical individuals.  Distinguishing among agenda setting, information generation, customization, and enactment enables us to understand how different political actors and groups contribute to policy diffusion.

Table 1: Witnesses before Oregon Committees
	Topic/Bill Number/Year
	Intrastate Groups
	State and Local Government
	State Chapters of National Groups
	National Organizations

	Medical Savings Accounts

Senate Bill 347 (1997)

House Bill 2488 (1997)

Medical Savings Accounts

House Bill 2865 (1995)


	Witnesses: 2 (22%)

Oregonians for Medical Savings Accounts

Oregon Health Action Campaign

Witnesses: 1 (20%)

Oregonians for Medical Savings Accounts


	Witnesses: 2 (22%)

Department of Revenue

Department of Human Services, Oregon Health Plan Administrator

Witnesses: 1 (20%)

Representative Patricia Milne


	Witnesses: 3 (33%)

Oregon Society of Certified Public Accountants

Oregon Public Employees Union

Oregon Medical Association

Witnesses: 1 (20%)

Oregon Association of Health Underwriters
	Witnesses: 2 (22%)

National Federation of Independent Businesses

Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America

Witnesses: 1 (20%)

Kaiser Permanente


Note: One individual citizen, a local insurance agent who accompanied the representative of the Oregon Association of Health Underwriters, testified on House Bill 2865.

Table 2: Multiple Appearances before Oregon Committees

	Topic/Bill Number/Year
	Intrastate Groups
	State and Local Government
	State Chapters of National Groups
	National Organizations

	Medical Savings Accounts

Senate Bill 347 (1997)

House Bill 2488 (1997)

Medical Savings Accounts

House Bill 2865 (1995)


	None

Oregonians for Medical Savings Accounts (2)


	Department of Revenue (3)

None


	Oregon Society of Certified Public Accountants (6)

Oregon Public Employees Union (2)

None


	None

None




Table 3: Witnesses at Work Sessions in Oregon
	Topic/Bill Number/Year
	Intrastate Groups
	State and Local Government
	State Chapters of National Groups
	National Organizations

	Medical Savings Accounts

Senate Bill 347 (1997)

House Bill 2488 (1997)


	None


	Department of Revenue


	Oregon Society of Certified Public Accountants


	None
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