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RESUMEN

Recensión del libro de Edoardo Guaschino, Regulators as Agenda-Setters: How National Agencies Shape 
Public Issues, Routledge, 2022, 176 pp.
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ABSTRACT

Review of the book from Edoardo Guaschino, Regulators as Agenda-Setters: How National Agencies 
Shape Public Issues, Routledge, 2022, 176 pp.
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In Regulators as Agenda-Setters: How National Agencies Shape Public Issues Guaschino provides a 
new, fresh perspective to agenda setting research. It looks at the agenda-setting role of increasingly rele-
vant political actors –regulatory agencies– that have been almost ignored by previous research on the topic. 
Even though agencies have gained substantial amount of power in most countries in recent decades, being 
part of an important process of change in the modes of governance, the agenda-setting literature still focus 
disproportionately on the analysis of governments, parliaments and the media. With the goal of covering this 
research gap, the book addresses three main questions. First, it wants to explain the agenda setting capacity 
of these agencies, namely the mechanisms and strategies through which they influence the entry of issues 
into the political and the definition of policy problems. Second, it looks at the conditions under which these 
agencies behave as policy entrepreneurs in order to ensure that they preferences are considered along the 
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decisions making process. Third, it wants to illustrates which knowledges do agencies mobilize and how do 
they use evidence to justify policy choices.

To address these questions the book merges two different types of literatures, one related to regulatory 
agencies and the other on agenda setting. Methodologically it relies on mixed-methods strategy and on a 
cross national and cross sectorial approach. To guarantee the robustness and validity of results, the analysis 
relies on different data sources and levels of analysis. The author administered a questionnaire to 35 agen-
cies in the OECD countries in two sectors: food safety and environmental policy. The case selection is based 
on the characteristics of these issues: low salient and highly technical. A key element of the book then, is to 
explore how decision are taken regarding «discreet arenas». An original contribution is the development of 
a new index to measure the involvement of agencies in agenda setting based on the information collected 
through this questionnaire. Departing from this data, the meso-level analysis is based on a fuzzy-set Qualita-
tive Comparative Analysis (fsQCA). The micro-level analysis is oriented to provide a more detailed analysis 
following a qualitative approach and the analysis of three selected agencies (the Italian Institute for Environ-
mental Research, the French Agency for Food, Environmental and Occupational Health and Safety, and the 
Food and Standard Administration in the UK). The goal is to validate the pertinence of conditions previously 
tested with the fsQCA, consider additional variables that could not be included in this analysis, and to further 
illustrates the institutional strategies that these agencies use to influence the political agenda. The author 
collected also additional data through semi-structured interviews, direct observation and agency reports. The 
author’s rigor in the application of qualitative techniques is impressive. For this reason, the methodological 
part of the book, which to me works almost as a best practice guide in the field, should be read by anyone 
interested in this type of methodology (or in the combination of quantitative and qualitative techniques).

The book is organized in five chapters. Following the introduction, chapter 2 provides an excellent litera-
ture review on agenda-setting, with special emphasis on the process of issue definition and the role of policy 
entrepreneurs. Even though not oriented to provide a comprehensive literature review, the author makes an 
excellent use of references and summarizes brightly the main concepts and ideas behind agenda setting 
research. This chapter also explains the role of regulatory agencies in the policy-making process identifying 
some of the research gaps that the book is oriented to address, such as the conditions under which agencies 
are likely to get involved in the process of agenda setting. Chapter 3 goes into the empirical analysis (based 
on data from the questionnaire and fsQCA) to test the five first hypotheses of the book. It starts by analyzing 
the characteristics of the issues under analysis, and by proposing a new conceptualization on which to de-
velop a new measure of agencies’ role in agenda setting. To me this is the most original part of the book and 
one of its main contributions. The author argues that the role of agencies in the agenda setting process can 
be captured along 4 dimensions: cognitive (capacity to identify problems), initiative («first mover» in mani-
pulating issues definitions to control policy), leadership (ability to appropriate or delegate tasks) and instru-
mental (capacity to create tools, indicators or monitoring activities thorough which represent issues). Next it 
provides a very systematic operationalization of these 4 dimensions and present the main results, which can 
be summarized as following. First, the meso analysis corroborates that agencies are extensively involved in 
influencing the agenda setting process (H1). Second, being party of the European Union leads environmen-
tal regulatory agencies to be highly involved in agenda setting at national levels (yet the hypothesis is not 
confirmed for food safety agencies) (H2). Third, a lower risk of venue shifting leads regulatory agencies in 
both sectors to be more involved in agenda setting process (H3). Fourth, smaller agencies that benefit from 
clearer policy goals are more influential in setting the agenda (H4). Fifth, older agencies, that benefit from 
their organizational reputation, are more involved in agenda setting (H5).

Chapter 4 tests these same hypotheses again based on the micro-analysis and hypotheses 6 and 7. The 
chapter provides a more refined analysis of the influence of venue shifting, confirming previous findings. Yet, 
it highlights the importance of improving the operationalization of the concept including other potential com-
petitive venues and the multi-sectorial and single sectorial character of agencies. Results do not find support 
regarding the importance of issue salience (H6) but confirm the importance of considering agencies’ informal 
independence as explanatory variable. The higher the independence the more influential are agencies in the 
agenda setting process (H7). Chapter 5 summarizes the main findings and identifies three main implications 
of the role of agencies in agenda dynamics. Frist, it highlights the importance of considering coordination 
between different levels of governance (if greater coordination is required the agenda capacity is reduced), 
the involvement of a number of stakeholders (they can reduce the capacity of agencies to allocate attention to 
issues), and the difference between agencies’ goals (can accentuate the role of agencies in making networks 
and coordination effective to gain agenda influence). The second implication is that results challenge the 
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idea in the globalization literature, that the majority of issues are constructed at the global level, turning the 
focus to national institutions. The book dialogues also with public administration literature, arguing that NPM 
and more recent paradigms should be considered complimentarily. A third implication relates to the role of 
bureaucrats, who are able to shape organization and individual preferences influencing the political agenda, 
and produce knowledge even without a formal request from parent ministers.

Overall, the book provides both an empirical and theoretical contribution that sheds important light on the 
role of regulatory agencies as agenda-setters. Yet, as the author himself recognizes one of its main limita-
tions relates to the generalization of results. Even though methodologically the book is very systematic, and 
combines different types of data and levels of analysis to guarantee the validity and robustness of results, the 
research design we don’t know whether results can be generalized to other agencies. In addition, the analysis 
reflects the moment in which the survey (and other type of data) was collected so it does not provide insights 
regarding variations in issue attention or changes in framing over time. The book could also benefit from a 
clearer discussion regarding why previous approaches within agenda setting research cannot be satisfacto-
rily applied to the analysis of regulatory agencies. Previous literature has already considered that institutional 
change (which includes the rise of new regulatory agencies) is a fundamental part of agenda setting and 
policy change. Then the question is what makes these agencies so different from other institutions that it is 
necessary a specific theoretical framework (and hypotheses) to explore their role as agenda setters? Some 
of the variables considered in the analysis, such as the involvement of the EU, the size and age of agencies, 
or the influence of venue shopping could well be also applied to explain the agenda setting capacity of other 
institutions. More emphasis could have been added to the variables that are specific to regulatory agencies. 
There is already in the book one hypothesis related to their independence but other aspects, like the role of 
knowledge creation, while present along the book is far less systematized in the analysis. Yet, the book is an 
important reference for anyone interested in agenda setting literature and regulatory agencies. Policymakers, 
students, bureaucrats, think tanks and researchers from public policy, public administration and regulation 
seeking to understand more comprehensively the role of regulatory agencies in the policy process will find in 
this book an essential reference.
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