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ABSTRACT

Background and aims The prevailing ‘evidence-based policy’ paradigm emphasizes a technical–rational relationship
between alcohol and drug research evidence and subsequent policy action. However, policy process theories do not start
with this premise, and hence provide an opportunity to consider anew the ways in which evidence, research and other
types of knowledge impact upon policy. This paper presents a case study, the police deployment of drug detection dogs,
to highlight how two prominent policy theories [the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) and the Multiple Streams
(MS) approach] explicate the relationship between evidence and policy. Methods The two theories were interrogated
with reference to their descriptions and framings of evidence, research and other types of knowledge. The case studymeth-
odology was employed to extract data concerned with evidence and other types of knowledge from a previous detailed his-
torical account and analysis of drug detection dogs in one Australian state (New South Wales). Different types of
knowledge employed across the case study were identified and coded, and then analysed with reference to each theory.
A detailed analysis of one key ‘evidence event’ within the case study was also undertaken. Results Five types of knowl-
edge were apparent in the case study: quantitative program data; practitioner knowledge; legal knowledge; academic
research; and lay knowledge. The ACF highlights how these various types of knowledge are only influential inasmuch
as they provide the opportunity to alter the beliefs of decision-makers. The MS highlights howmultiple types of knowledge
mayormay not form part of the strategyof policy entrepreneurs to forge the confluence of problems, solutions and politics.

Conclusions Neither the Advocacy Coalition Framework nor theMultiple Streams approach presents an uncomplicated
linear relationship between evidence and policy action, nor do they preference anyone type of knowledge. The implications
for research and practice include the contestation of evidence through beliefs (Advocacy Coalition Framework), the impor-
tance of venues for debate (Advocacy Coalition Framework), the way in which data and indicators are transformed into
problem specification (Multiple Streams) and the importance of the policy (‘alternatives’) stream (Multiple Streams).
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INTRODUCTION

Policy process theories can shed light on how policies come
about, and the conditions for policy change. They provide a
conceptual basis for understanding and analysing
policymaking in terms of how policies come to be on the
agenda, how some policy proposals succeed and others fail
and how the interactions and roles of institutions, actors,
context, interest groups and ideologies (to name a few
variables) shape policymaking.

Theories and approaches to policymaking contain
inherent assumptions about the nature and role of knowl-
edge, science and evidence [1]. Most starkly, the evidence-
based policy paradigm concentrates upon identifying ‘what
works’ and then facilitating the translation of this scientific
evidence to policy decision-making [2]. However, there are
multiple types of knowledge relevant to the policy endeav-
our. The simple dichotomy between scientific knowledge
(including terms such as research or evidence) and other
forms of knowledge belies a more detailed categorization
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of knowledge types. As Sedlaĉko & Staroňová [1] note,
aside from scientific knowledge, knowledge can be catego-
rized as procedural knowledge (for example, the planning,
problem structuring and data management to ensure
sound policy decisions), knowledge derived from science
but translated and hence re-interpreted and re-framed in
the policy development process, lay knowledge, practi-
tioner knowledge and policymakers’ intuition. All these
forms of knowledge may come to bear upon policymaking.
The evidence-based policy paradigm places scientific
knowledge at its apex, and hence obscures the role and
functions of these other types of knowledge. In contrast,
policy process theories do not begin with a premise about
the role of science or evidence, but rather with a need to
understand how policy comes about and is retained or
changed over time. With this starting point, the role of ev-
idence, research and other types of knowledge can emerge
as a constituent part of the analysis.

This paper employs two prominent policy process theo-
ries, with the aims of elucidating these theories for alcohol
and drug policy researchers and practitioners and
analysing how the two policy process frameworks articu-
late and place evidence, research and other types of knowl-
edge (including local, embodied and lay knowledge, legal
veridiction and political acumen) within policy action.
There are a number of policy process theories [3], including
Lindblom’s incrementalism [4], Punctuated Equilibrium
[5] and the Institutional Analysis and Development Frame-
work [6], along with Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition Frame-
work (ACF) [7] and Kingdon’s Multiple Steams (MS) [8]. Of
the possible theories focused on policy change, the two
most prominent are the Advocacy Coalition Framework
(ACF) and Multiple Steams (MS). These two theories have
been used in more than 400 papers published throughout
multiple public policy domains (environment, health, edu-
cation, security, transport, planning and development) [9].

Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF)
[7,10,11]was developed originally in the 1980s with refer-
ence to environmental science and with a focus on under-
standing how policy processes engage with technical
information and research. It has since evolved to a more
general framework for analysing policy processes. The
ACF describes policy processes as shaped through a series
of central features: relatively stable external parameters
(e.g. constitutional structure); external subsystem events
(e.g. changes in socio-economic conditions); a political
opportunity structure which delineates the possibilities of
legitimate and effective action by major players in a given
political system (e.g. Australia); and a policy subsystem
(e.g. drugs policy) characterized by different coalitions.
Coalition members can include politicians, bureaucrats,
interest group members and/or practitioners that coalesce
because of shared beliefs. A tiered notion of beliefs within
each coalition is provided: deep core beliefs (which are

ontological and normative, such as the importance of
human rights), policy core beliefs (which are beliefs about
the particular policy domain such as drug policy’s goal as
reducing harm) and secondary beliefs (which are instru-
mental to policy implementation, such as the provision of
harm reduction interventions). Policy in the ACF is the
translation of these beliefs into programmes of action.
Thus, according to the ACF, policy change can occur
through a number of mechanisms (not mutually exclu-
sive): when there is a significant external perturbation
(such as a rapid rise in drug-related deaths) that is then
responded to by the dominant coalition; when a new
coalition (with its attendant beliefs) becomes dominant;
and/or when the dominant coalition sufficiently changes
its secondary beliefs (through policy learning) [10]. The
first two change mechanisms are associated more
frequently with non-incremental (‘major’) policy change;
the latter reflects change through policy learning, and in
the ACF is characterized as ‘minor’ policy change.

Kingdon’s [8] Multiple Streams (MS) approach was
developed in the 1970s in the United States to conceptual-
ize how issues rise onto the federal political agenda, in the
first instance with detailed analysis of federal health and
transport policy. The MS views policy agenda-setting, and
hence the point at which policy change can occur, as the
opportunistic confluence of three separate clusters of
actors and actions (‘streams’): the problem stream where
problems come to be identified; the alternatives (or policy)
stream where an array of potential solutions are continu-
ally explored; and the politics stream, which includes orga-
nized political forces, perceptions of the national mood and
governmental phenomena (such as the annual budget cy-
cle). Policy occurs under conditions of ambiguity with fluid
participation, and requires the interpretation or construc-
tion of problems and solutions [12]. Policy change becomes
possible when a window of opportunity opens and the
three streams, which normally follow their own, very dif-
ferent, logic and rhythm become aligned. That is, a solution
is matched to a problem which accords with the dynamics
within the politics stream, and this stream alignment
occurs through the work of policy entrepreneurs.

Both these approaches provide different lenses for anal-
ysis of the introduction, development and persistence of
alcohol or other drug policies. For example, the ACF has
been used as an analytical framework for understanding
the rise of a new dominant harm reduction coalition which
heralded major policy change in Switzerland [13]; and the
importance of changes in the dominant coalition to include
non-governmental organization (NGO) actors which
shifted Malaysian drug policy [14]. Monaghan’s [15,16]
detailed analysis of UK cannabis policy highlighted the plu-
rality of accounts of evidence between coalitions and the
nature of the beliefs surrounding evidence, including its
fluctuation between ‘certitude’ and ‘contestability’ [16].
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The MS has also been used to examine alcohol and other
drug policy. When windows of opportunity for drug policy
reform have arisen they have not resulted inevitably in
reform—the alignment of all the three streams is required
[17–19]. For alcohol policy, divergence on the structure
and function of liquor control boards was accounted for
by political, cultural and institutional dynamics within
and between the streams [20], and theways inwhich alco-
hol was constructed, defined and framed as a problem bore
significantly on the ensuing policy actions [19,21].

We have previously applied the MS and the ACF to
examine the police deployment of drug detection dogs
[22,23]. Drug detection dogs for street-level policing of
illicit drugs are used in many parts of the world, including
the United Kingdom, Europe and the United States
[24–26], and in Australia are deployed to detect illicit
drugs on people in public places, notably nightlife dis-
tricts, railway stations and at music festivals. New South
Wales (NSW) was the first Australian state to introduce
drug detection dogs for general duties policing in 1995,
and subsequently provided a specific legislative basis for
their deployment [the Police Powers (Drug Detection Dogs)
Act 2001]. Drug detection dogs have proved to be a con-
troversial policy, notably with reference to whether they
increase harms, can deter people from drug use or sup-
ply and whether they are indeed lawful [27–34]. Despite
this extensive critique, the NSW deployment of drug
detection dogs has not only continued unabated [35],
but has expanded [23]. The focus of the MS analysis of
the drug detection dogs policy was on an account of the es-
tablishment of drug detection dogs [22], which examined
how the three streams (problems, policy and politics) came
together in a window of opportunity in 2001 to provide a
legislative basis for this programme in NSW. This analysis
highlighted the production of different problem framings,
the importance of drug detection dogs as a ‘viable alterna-
tive’ available for adoption at a particular moment in time
and the high political salience of law and order issues, as
well as the importance of institutional venues for re-catego-
rizing problem framings and as arenas of contestation [22].
The ACF analysis [23] examined the policy persistence of
drug detection dogs in NSW through identification of three
different coalitions (the law and order; civil libertarian; and
harm reduction coalitions) and their beliefs and power/ca-
pacity to use resources. In that earlier work we identified
how the persistence of the drug detection dogs policy was
aided by the dominance of the ‘law and order’ coalition
(comprised of police, the police association and the two
major political parties—the Labor party and the Liberal/
National party), and the fit of the policy with their beliefs
in ‘tackling the root causes of drugs in society’ [23].

These analyses using the ACF or the MS highlight the
multiple and dynamic influences on policy and accordwith
the body of work which has critiqued the assumed primacy

and privileged role of research evidence in drug policy pro-
cesses (e.g. [36–43]). In this paper we advance these bodies
of work in two ways. First, we consider and apply both the-
ories simultaneously. There have been calls in the policy lit-
erature to use multiple theories together [44] because
different theories contribute different insights for the same
case, and it avoids the assumption that a particular theory
is the only valid one. As articulated by Cairney [45], the
use of more than one theory may involve a synthesis ap-
proach (combining theories to produce a new single theory);
a comparison approach, whereby theories are compared
and one selected as optimal or preferable; or a comple-
mentary approach (using different theories to produce a
range of insights). We use the last of these approaches
here, because we are interested in the ways in which pol-
icy process theories foreground or obscure different types
of knowledge, which is the second contribution. The anal-
ysis concentrates on how the two policy process theories
themselves understand evidence, research and other
types of knowledge and how these come to bear on policy.

METHOD

The methodology had three separate but related compo-
nents. One was the interrogation of the two theories with
reference to their descriptions and framings of evidence, re-
search and other types of knowledge. This entailed detailed
readings of the two frameworks, identifying key words
among the primary texts [7,8,10,46] and then analysing
the text data in the context of each overall theory.

A second task was to extract the data concerned with
evidence, research and other types of knowledge from the
drug detection dogs case study. Our previous work on
drug detection dogs [22,23] had drawn upon a detailed
historical account of the introduction and development of
the use of drug detection dogs in NSW [35], and provided
analysis of a corpus of documents including NSW Parlia-
ment Hansard, media, academic publications, government
and institutional reports, books and on-line sources
(including social media) against Kingdon’s three streams
and Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition Framework features.

These two pre-existing stand-alone analyses were criti-
cally integrated to examine the role of evidence, research
and other types of knowledge, as understood within two
policy process frameworks. Different types of knowledge
employed across the case study were identified and coded,
and then analysed with reference to each theory. Finally,
a detailed analysis of one key ‘evidence event’ within the
case study was undertaken. This ensured that the analysis
was grounded in a specific example, given the breadth and
depth of case material. The evidence event chosen was the
NSW Ombudsman’s Review of the Police Powers (Drug
Detection Dogs) Act 2001 [47], as this event brought into
relief multiple types of knowledge.
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RESULTS

Evidence, research and other types of knowledge: drug
detection dogs

Prior to analysing the theories using the case material, the
variety of types of knowledge that were identified within
the case study of the police deployment of drug detection
dogs are identified. Five types of knowledge were apparent.
Quantitative program data included the numbers of ‘indi-
cations’ (when the dog sits to indicate the apparent pres-
ence of drugs); the location of the deployment (e.g.public
transport, licensed premises, roads/streets, etc.); the
number of detections (where police find drugs in a search
following an indication); and the types of drug detected.
Alongside this quantitative dataweremore qualitative data
arising from the police experience inworkingwith the drug
detection dogs (practitioner knowledge). For example, the
NSW Police Dog Unit has its own Facebook page (https://
www.facebook.com/NSWPFDogUnit), which includes
photographs, videos of operations and posts about success-
ful operations. Legal knowledge (veridiction) is also
prominent across the case. There were a number of legal
challenges, which prompted policy change at various
points in time [35]. Published academic research, for
example [48,49], contributed another form of knowledge.
Finally, lay knowledge, detailed, for example, in anecdotes,
protest marches and media reports, provides knowledge
about the experiences of members of the public who
interact with the drug detection dogs. The ways in which
these varieties of knowledge appear and are taken up in
the two policy process theories is explored next.

Analysis of the theories: role of evidence, research and
other types of knowledge

The ACF derives from a positivist position, and consistent
with this epistemology has an explicit interest in the role
of ‘scientific’ evidence in policymaking. Its key contribution
has been described as providing ‘theoretical insight into the
role of scientific and technical information in ‘political de-
bates’ ([10], p. 184). In the original formulation (1988)
and in a recent summary (2014), it is clear that scientific
data are a vital part of the interactions between and within
coalitions. Solid, reliable ‘performance indicators’ which
can measure objectively the extent of the problem, and
‘causal models’ ([7], p. 156) which can speak to the effi-
cacy and effectiveness of policy instruments are valued
highly, particularly if the data are quantitative rather than
qualitative ([10), p. 200; see also [50]). In the case study,
the quantitative program monitoring data and
the academic research conform to the ACF notion of evi-
dence; the former being made available via the Parliament
(e.g. [51–54]). However, according to the ACF, the avail-
ability of science, evidence and research is not a sufficient

condition for policy change. All scientific or technical infor-
mation is filtered through belief systems and, as such,
evidence which conflicts with beliefs may be ignored,
suppressed or contested. As beliefs drive policy, evidence is
only influential inasmuch as it provides the opportunity
to alter the beliefs of decision-makers.

In the ACF, while there is a theoretical preference for
quantitative research evidence, we observed that a variety
of types of knowledge came to play an important role in
policy learning for the dominant coalition. This included le-
gal knowledge, protest actions and police practice knowl-
edge. For example, relatively early in the case study
(November 2001) and prior to the Ombudsman’s report,
the then new Police Minister (Michael Costa) was required
to respond to a legal ruling that the drug detection dogs
constituted an illegal search. While civil libertarians saw
this ruling as clear evidence for stopping drug detection
dog deployment, Costa made clear his opposing belief
(‘Costa committed to police use of sniffer dogs’), noting that
hewould resolve the legal issues through legislative amend-
ment drawing upon practice knowledge, stating that ‘the
Police Service finds sniffer dogs a useful tool’ [55]. In this
example, themultiple types of knowledge at play in sustain-
ing the beliefs can be observed. In previouswork on the role
of evidence within ACF the focus has been on scientific
evidence, and the dismissal of local or community informa-
tion [50]. This focus discountswhatwe see as the highly in-
teractive elements within the ACF and the ways in which
multiple types of knowledge are used by coalitions.

In contrast to the positivist ACF, the MS approach sits
within a constructivist perspective [56]. Here, data and in-
dicators are conditions—which require active interpreta-
tion to become defined as ‘problems’. Evidence, research
and other types of knowledge occupy space within each
of the three streams, wherein an ongoing dialogue internal
to the streams occurs. Evidence appears to play a role in
two of the three streams: the problem stream and the
policy (alternatives) stream. An almost infinite number of
problems could be considered in the problem stream.
Kingdon’s interest is in how certain problems come to the
attention of, and are regarded as important by, stake-
holders. Focusing events, feedback, budgets and indicators
are all mechanisms by which this occurs. In the case study,
the quantitative program data are considered ‘indicators’,
but theMS approach does not consider indicator data inde-
pendently from their interpretation (‘the data do not speak
for themselves’ ([8] p. 94). An active translation by policy
participants is required, transforming the indicator data
into problems. As Kingdon notes, ‘interpretations of the
data transform them from statements of conditions to
statements of policy problems’ ([8], p. 94). This interpretive
element is key to the MS, and signals the importance of
constructivist notions and active dynamics (the particular
shape of ‘problems’ is constituted in the stream, not pre-
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given and waiting to be solved). In the case study, research
noting the increasing rate of heroin overdose (e.g. [57])
formed an important indicator within the problem stream
at the agenda-setting phase of drug detection dogs in
NSW [22]. These data, concerned with heightened rates
of heroin overdose, could be interpreted as a problem of
controlling the supply of heroin into the country, or a prob-
lem of vulnerable marginalized groups of people engaging
in risky drug use practices, or a problem of the absence of
heroin overdose reversal technology (the availability of
take-home naloxone). None of these ‘problems’ (supply,
vulnerable populations or overdose reversal technology)
immediately suggest street-level drug detection dogs, and
this highlights that there is no inevitable match between
the problems and the solution of drug detection dogs.

Another place for evidence in theMS approach iswithin
the policy stream—the articulation of potential solutions.
This network of specialists [46] ‘hums along on its own’
([8], p. 117), examining and exploring a variety of potential
solutions (which are not at this pointmatched to clearly de-
fined problems). The somewhat long-term process consid-
ering alternatives is seen as the generation of ideas. The
MS approach notes that the criteria for the survival of an
idea (within the policy stream) include technical feasibility,
value acceptability to the policy community and sufficient
anticipation of constraints. Clearly, research contributes a
number of these ideas (but other sources include advocates
for their preferred solutions). Importantly for our purposes
here, technical feasibility is not necessarily equated (or even
concerned) with research evidence about the efficacy or ef-
fectiveness of the solution. Technical feasibility is much
more concerned with whether the idea is ‘ready to go’ or
‘worked out’. In the case of drug detection dogs this was
noteworthy, as the dogswere available having been ‘trialled’
in some form at the Sydney Olympics, but there was an
apparent absence of any effectiveness research or formal
evaluation [22]. Another feature of the MS policy stream
is the availability of a viable policy alternative. Throughout
the case study,we sawno evidence that viable and politically
acceptable alternatives to either the use of dogs in street-
level policingor to policingdrug controlwere floated, at least
not during the period under study (until end 2016).

In the MS, policy entrepreneurs link the problem and
policy stream opportunistically at a time when the politics
stream is ripe and there is ‘fertile soil’. Policy entrepreneurs
have expertise, authority and are political tacticians [8].
The MS posits that it is policy entrepreneurs who take up
evidence (and other types of knowledge) in their endeavour
to manipulate [46] a successful policy outcome. In the case
of the drug detection dogs, the NSW Premier and NSW
Police Minister were key [22]. It is not evidence per se,
but the work of the policy entrepreneurs that facilitates
stream coupling and hence policy change. The uptake of
evidence, research or other types of knowledge is therefore

dependent upon a number of dynamics, including the
extent to which data (as indicators) are then interpreted
as evidence towards defining a ‘problem’, the extent to
which viable alternatives are derived from the policy
stream (which may include research studies) and the types
of knowledge that the policy entrepreneur brings, includ-
ing the political and intellectual strategy in matching the
problem with the solution.

In summary, neither the ACF nor MS describe a direct
linear relationship between evidence, research and other
types of knowledge and policy action. For the ACF, all
science is filtered through belief systems and knowledge is
not limited to science but incorporates, for example, prac-
tice and legal knowledge which equally have an opportu-
nity to shape beliefs. For the MS, the problem and solution
are constructed and all types of knowledge can be deployed
in this process of construction and in the match between
the subsequent ‘problem’, solution and the current politics.
Analysing the two theories through the lens of the case
study illuminates the multiple types of knowledge at play,
including the kind of ‘science’ imagined in the ‘evidence-
based policy’ paradigm such as quantitative program data,
but beyond this the case demonstrates the role of legal
veridiction, political acumen and practitioner experience.

Introducing an ‘evidence event’—the Ombudsman’s
report

The NSW Ombudsman is an ‘independent and impartial
watchdog’ charged with ‘making sure that agencies fulfil
their functions properly and improve their delivery of
services to the public’ (www.ombo.nsw.gov.au/). Under
the legislation [58], the Ombudsman was responsible for
conducting a comprehensive review of the NSW drug
detection dogs programme. This review included analysis
of quantitative program data from the police and courts
along with observational research, consultations with po-
lice and review of submissions received from community
members, drug experts, government departments, police,
legal centres and researchers. As such, this ‘evidence
event’ contained multiple types of knowledge. The
Ombudsman’s report [47] provided and analysed the
quantitative program data, also considered the legislative
basis of the drug detection dogs, and took into account
expert opinion from a range of stakeholders as well as case
examples of people who had encountered the dogs. The
findings were not positive. The Ombudsman’s report found
that a dog’s ‘indication’ was not grounds for ‘reasonable
suspicion’, as of all ‘indications’, on average drugs were
present only 26% of the time; most detections were canna-
bis (94%), raising concerns about distinguishing residue as
opposed to drugs currently in the person’s possession; and
most offenders detected were consumers, not suppliers.
The Ombudsman concluded that drug detection dogs as
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deployed in NSWwere ‘proven to be an ineffective tool’ and
that ‘there is little or no evidence to support claims that
drug detection dog operations deter drug use, reduce
drug-related crime, or increase perceptions of public safety’
([47] p. vii). This resounding, comprehensive piece of evi-
dence did not produce policy change. The ACF andMS pro-
vide different insights intowhy thismayhave been the case.

In applying an ACF analysis, policy change may occur
where actively brokered debate in existing or newly shaped
venues between coalitions is productive and leads to
changes in the policy core or secondary beliefs of dominant
coalition members. Coalitions can suppress or ignore evi-
dence that is inconsistent with their beliefs (e.g. the impor-
tance of law and order as opposed to harm reduction). This
occurred in the case study, where the quantitative program
data were dismissed actively because they did not align
with the dominant coalition’s beliefs [23]. The venues for
debate in this case study were the Parliament and the me-
dia. These did not conform to what the ACF identifies as
preferential venues, which are those consistent with pro-
fessional norms for scientific debate. These types of venues
are amenable to non-adversarial policy learning, absent
in the case study. The debates that took place concerning
the Ombudsman’s report were highly adversarial,
preventing the kind of productive debate seen as a harbin-
ger of change in the ACF. For example, the core finding of
the Ombudsman that only 26% of people who received a
positive identification by a drug detection dog were found
to have drugs on them was used by the pro-civil liberty co-
alition as clear proof that the dogs were a failure (Greens,
Jenny Leong [59]). However, this evidence was contested
by the dominant coalition, who argued it was ‘not the
end of the story’ [Government (Liberal) Attorney General
Greg Smith [60]], because once you take into account peo-
ple who are both found to have drugs on them and those
who have admitted recent contact with drugs, the accu-
racy rate increases to ‘70% to 100%’ [61]. This is consis-
tent with the belief of the dominant coalition that people
who use drugs should be punished, irrespective of whether
or not the dogs actually detected drugs. Furthermore, the
dominant coalition argued that the Ombudsman’s findings
should be discounted as a ‘matter of opinion’, with the
Acting Police Commissioner Andrew Scipione saying:

The use of drug dogs is effective from our perspective.
That use is effective because it saves lives, potentially, as
much as it steers us in the right direction when we are
trying to detect people who might be supplying drugs.
[…] The Ombudsman may have a different view, but
that is a matter of the opinion of the Ombudsman [62].

From the ACF perspective, then, none of the Ombudsman’s
evidence challenged the dominant coalition beliefs
sufficiently.

In applying an MS analysis, the release of the
Ombudsman’s report could be viewed as a ‘window of op-
portunity’. In this sense, it provided a potential impetus
for a policy entrepreneur to match an appropriate problem
(such as continued high rates of drug overdose) with an al-
ternative solution (replacement of dogs with a different
drug initiative), matched to the politics of the day. This
may have led to policy termination [63]. What is clear in
the case example is that no policy entrepreneur success-
fully took up the opportunity presented by the
Ombudsman’s report. Within the MS approach, the
Ombudsman’s report could also be seen to be part of the ac-
tivities within any one stream. It provided new indicator
data in the problem stream, evidence against technical fea-
sibility in the policy stream and political possibilities in the
politics stream. That action within the three MS streams
carries on regardless (and somewhat independently) pro-
vides an insight into how events, research or other activi-
ties can potentially be simultaneously part of the
conversation within any one stream, and highlights the
importance of policy entrepreneurs in the MS framework.
In their absence, policy change is highly unlikely.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Even though the ACF comes from a positivist tradition,
whereas the MS takes a constructivist world-view, both
see policy as driven and shaped by factors other than re-
search evidence. As the analysis of the drug detection dogs
policy in NSW illustrates, in the ACF the drug detection
dogs are a consequence of the beliefs of the dominant coa-
lition. ForMS, the drug detection dogs are a consequence of
strategic alignment of three streams. The evidence of inef-
fectiveness as highlighted in the Ombudsman’s review is,
on its own, irrelevant for both the ACF and MS. The two
frameworks highlight that there are many ways of know-
ing which come to bear on policy action in multiple ways.
There is no singular notion of ‘evidence’, or ‘research’, in
either the ACF or the MS, and multiple types of knowledge
bear upon beliefs (ACF) or the construction of problems
and policy solutions (MS). Both frameworks require actors
(policy brokers; policy entrepreneurs) who interact with
evidence, research and other types of knowledge and exer-
cise strategic influence. Given the absence of brokers, the
dominant coalition (ACF) can suppress or otherwise inval-
idate evidence; the policy entrepreneur (MS) can manipu-
late the data and conditions to become the identified
problem. These, we suggest, are important observations
for alcohol and other drugs researchers who hope their
work will (either directly or indirectly) influence policy
and practice.

The two frameworks provide important insights for
both drug researchers and drug policy advocates. The
ACF highlights the importance of evidence, research or
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other types of knowledge according with the dominant co-
alition’s beliefs. Evidencewhich can be directed towards be-
liefs would have high valence. A prerequisite of more
influential research is therefore a deep understanding of
the beliefs of the dominant coalition [64], followed by the
generation of evidence that addresses directly the beliefs
of the dominant coalition (not just one’s own beliefs or
the rigours of one’s own discipline). An example from this
case study is potentially research which compares the
cost-effectiveness of law enforcement responses to health
responses (given the dominant coalition’s belief regarding
the suitability of law and order responses). A second insight
of relevance to researchers and policy advocates is the im-
portance of venues for debate, especially those which pro-
vide for a relatively non-adversarial space, where people
from different coalitions (and hence belief systems) can ex-
press and discuss points of view. Sabatier viewed the norms
of scientific debate as providing opportunity for ‘serious
analysis of methodological assumptions’, and hence oppor-
tunity to shift beliefs. Concerted efforts to invite key policy
actors to participate in conferences and seminars where
there is then also opportunity for sustained discussion (un-
like current conference programmes, where discussion is
extremely limited) is one productive way the ACF suggests
to shift beliefs (and hence policy actions).

The MS provides insights in relation to the importance
of the ongoing work in the policy stream, where solutions
are developed, analysed and reviewed. In our analysis of
this case study the development of viable alternative policy
solutions was largely absent, and from the MS viewpoint
contributes to the absence of significant change despite
the Ombudsman’s findings. This is a key gap which could
be filled by both researchers and practitioners alike. In ad-
dition, we speculate that this was compounded by the lack
of a successful policy entrepreneur. The policy entrepre-
neur is a creative opportunist actively aligning problem def-
initions with solutions and political considerations,
bringing together not only the concerns of each stream
but also the knowledge which comes to bear on each. Drug
policy advocates may have a very important role to play in
identifying entrepreneurs and working closely with them
to support their actions. In particular, providing entrepre-
neurs with evidence and research may strengthen the op-
portunity to creatively manipulate the three streams
(rather than assuming that the data will ‘speak for them-
selves’). The MS affords a view of knowledge as malleable;
to be used to construct a problem definition, rather than
as providing objective facts. This position suggests that re-
searchers and policy advocates may have an active role,
should they so choose, in shaping the selection of the prob-
lem to match the preferred solution.

Neither the ACF nor the MS are without criticism. The
ACF focuses upon belief systems, but arguably to date has
lacked a detailed theoretical framework for understanding

and interrogating empirically the differences between deep
core, policy core and secondary beliefs [10]. While intui-
tive, the three streams of the MS could be articulated sub-
stantially with classification schemes or typologies that
represent more effectively the diversity of actions within
each stream [65,66]. Furthermore, both policy process
theories imply a certain intentionality and foreground the
role of human actors. That is, if only well-intentioned,
clever or creative policy entrepreneurs, advocates, brokers
or researchers were more able to address the dominant
coalition’s beliefs, or strategically align streams, then policy
change is more likely to occur. However, other critical
social science scholarship has highlighted the value in
acknowledging the role of discourses, practices,
non-human actors and other relations in which they are
entangled in tracing how policy emerges [67,68]. For
example, non-human actors, in our case dogs, can bring
added resistance to evidence due to their public appeal
(exemplified by the existence of the dogs’ own Facebook
page). In Bacchi’s [69] post-structural policy analysis
approach, the ways in which both dogs and the problem
of illicit drug use comes to be problematized and repre-
sented through the police actions affords alternate insights
into the effects of these policies.

Setting aside the intentionality of human actors im-
plied in both the ACF and MS approaches, the application
of the Advocacy Coalition Framework or Multiple
Streams to an alcohol or other drug policy issue can
provide a post-hoc explanation for the vagaries of what
appear from the outside to be messy, non-intuitive pro-
cesses. They can provide detailed accounts of the influ-
ences which steer alcohol or drug policy in particular
directions and provide explanations for moments of sud-
den policy change, as well as times of glacial indifference
and stagnation. While such analyses are vital to advance
both the theory and practice of drug policy analysis, we
also believe that such analyses can provide strategies for
researchers and policy advocates. This includes, for exam-
ple: supporting policy entrepreneurs and policy brokers;
continually developing new policy solutions; supporting
productive venues for debate; being alert to windows of
opportunity; and appreciating the complex dynamic role
of evidence, research and other types of knowledge in
policy action.
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