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Three Issues we are currently fighting 
for: 

 
1. Position of mental health services 

within Medicare Locals 
 

2. Care/service coordination in the 
current climate of an increasing 
number of partnerships between 
public and non-government MHS 
 

3. Rating services by consumers and 
carers against key standards 

  

Welcome to TAMHSS Newsletter 

We are delighted to bring to you our quarterly newsletter 

updating you on the latest mental health information and 

activities. We look forward to your feedback to ensure we are 

delivering a publication of relevance to you. To have your say 

view our blog http://www.tamhss.wordpress.com or simply email 

us admin@transformmentalhealth.com. We look forward to 

hearing from you. 

Annual TAMHSS Meeting 

The next TAMHSS breakfast meeting will be held at TheMHS 

Conference, Cairns Convention Centre, Cairns, Queensland, at      

7:45am on Friday 24
th
 August 2012. This meeting is open to 

TAMHSS members and anyone who is interested in becoming 

part of a network of people who want to improve and reform 

mental health services in Australia. Get your Transformation 

Agent Badge when you join TAMHSS at this breakfast meeting. 

Editorial: August 2012  

Mental Health Reform: Is it really possible? 

Advocating for change in mental health: Why do some 

problems in mental health get fixed while other ideas never 

get off the ground? 

It is easy to feel overwhelmed by the challenges of advocating 

for systemic change in mental health services. Our members 

have expressed concern that their efforts seem to be falling on 

deaf ears. This is despite having identified problems clearly and 

having sensible solutions on offer. In this article we will introduce 

a well-known theory of government policy development and 

implementation which can help explain many of the problems 

and frustrations encountered by people seeking change in the 

mental health field. We will provide one answer to the following 

question: How and why do some issues get onto the agenda of 

services and government and drive real change, while other 

issues are neglected? We hope it will assist you in your thinking 

about systemic change in mental health, and we invite you to 

contact us with your own ideas, success stories and challenges 

in your own efforts towards change. (Continued over) 
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John Kingdon’s Multiple Streams – Problem, Policy and Political  

John Kingdon’s Multiple Streams approach is a theory of policy formation and implementation. Kingdon argues that change is more 

likely to be promoted and actually be implemented when three “streams” of activity converge. These “streams” are the “problem 

stream”, the “policy stream” and the “political stream”. The problem stream is the conditions which policy-makers and other 

stakeholders interpret as problems. The policy stream consists of “the various “solutions” developed by specialists in the countless 

policy communities that surround and engulf the nation’s capitol”(Cohen-Vogel & McLendon, 2009). Finally, the political stream 

consists of “developments involving macro political conditions: the public mood, interest group politics, and turnover in the 

administrative and legislative branches” (Cohen-Vogel & McLendon, 2009) 

Kingdon argues that change occurs when the problem stream, the policy stream and the political stream converge, giving policy 

entrepreneurs the opportunity to draw attention specific problems and potential solutions. Entrepreneurs “lie in wait in and around 

government with their solutions [already] in hand, waiting for problems to float by to which they can attach their solutions, waiting 

for a development in the political stream they can use to their advantage”(Kingdon, 1995, p. 165). 

Kingdon paraphrases Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) in portraying counter-intuitively the agenda setting process as one whereby 

choices look for issues, problems look for decision situations in which they can be aired, solutions look for problems to which they 

might be the answer, and politicians look for pet problems or policies by which they might advance their careers.”(Cohen-Vogel & 

McLendon, 2009) 

While Kingdon’s Multiple Streams theory originated as an explanation for policy formation and implementation in the US 

government, his ideas can be useful when applied to attempts to effect change in mental health in Australia. The key insight is that 

while clearly the streams are connected, they each follow a logic of their own. In the next section we will attempt to draw these 

links and provide ideas on how Kingdon’s theory can guide mental health advocacy.  

Applications of Kingdon’s Multiple Streams to mental health advocacy 

Although Multiple Streams theory was developed to explain policy development and implementation at the government level, it can 

help explain success and failure in mental health advocacy in Australia. Both at the local (service) level and at the state and federal 

level, mental health policies are developed based on what stakeholders identify as weaknesses and strengths in the current 

system. Consumer advocates, mental health workers, services and various institutions and policy units develop their own 

strategies for mental health. As advocates for consumer-centered systemic reform in mental health, it is important to identify and 

understand the various lobby groups and vested interests that exist in the environment in which we are seeking change. This can 

include the professional interests of specific groups, commercial interests or ideological frameworks that inform stakeholders’ 

positions. Policy directions in mental health can also be part of wider movements and subject to many external influences, such as 

ideologies about the appropriate place of market forces in service delivery.  

Strategies for applying Kingdon’s ideas to mental health advocacy 

So how could we apply Kingdon’s ideas to advocacy for mental health advocacy? In this section we seek to provide a guide to how 

Kingdon’s ideas could inform advocacy at the local (service) level, or the regional (state) or national (federal) level.  

Problem Stream: Identify and prepare a clear and simple communication strategy for articulating a problem relating to policy, 

strategy or practice. This can be at the scale of a single team, service, service system, state or a nation-wide issue. A key element 

of effectively identifying problems in current service delivery is to seek the active participation of consumers and their families, 

along with workers who are in direct contact with clients.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Policy Stream: Identify other stakeholder groups and their agendas. Also consider wider influences on the policy environment 

which may be independent of specific problems, such as the current drive in Australia to move towards activity-based funding. 

Consider how these influences are likely to impact on the problem at hand. Develop and communicate a positive response to 

the problem which is attractive to key decision-makers. Prepare a clear, tightly reasoned and positively framed argument which 

balances emotional appeal, values-based reasoning and economic arguments. 

Political stream: Multiple Streams theory argues that an identified problem and proposed solution will only get airtime in 

“windows of opportunity” in the political sphere, when all three streams of activity converge. These opportunities may be a result 

of your own advocacy efforts, or they may arise independent of your efforts (e.g. a new report in the media, an actual or 

perceived crisis, efforts of a social movement with similar aims to yours, or a new person in a position of power in a service, an 

administrative body or a branch of government). Alternatively, opportunities can be created through activism, which can include 

direct appeals to people in positions of power, decisions made within your own practice as well as more traditional forms of 

activism like stunts, media articles and letter-writing campaigns. When opportunities arise, it is not enough to complain about the 

problem. We need to offer attractive solutions to key decision-makers, packaged in such a way that they can clearly see the 

political benefits of good policy.  It is also important to recognise that professionals working in mental health are often in 

positions of power ourselves and need to be open to hearing the concerns of consumers and their families, and then acting as 

mediators between consumers and the systems which surround and inform our work. In this way, as advocates of change in the 

mental health system we need to continue listening to those we work with even as we advocate for change with them and on 

their behalf. 

Conclusion 

Kingdon’s Multiple Streams approach is a theory of policy formation and institutional decision making. Kingdon’s key argument 

is that change occurs when problem-oriented activity, policy activity and political activity come together in “windows of 

opportunity” where problems and possible solutions become visible to decision-makers. These windows of opportunity can open 

as a result of coincidence or as the result of advocacy efforts to bring attention to specific issues. The Multiple Streams 

approach can be applied to understand systemic change in mental health at local, regional and national levels. By identifying 

problems, formulating reasoned policy and practice responses, and then waiting for (or creating) political windows of 

opportunity, sensible responses can be made available to political / institutional actors (i.e. politicians, managers, administrators) 

who have a range influences on their decision making. 

Do you have stories of your own successes or challenges in advocating for change either at the local, regional or federal level? 

Please write to us with your stories and/or your ideas about how and why some efforts work while others falter. 

Cohen-Vogel, L., & McLendon, M. (2009). New approaches to understanding federal involvement in education. In D. Plank, G. 

Sykes & B. Schneider (Eds.), Handbook of Education Policy Research: A Handbook for the American Educational 

Research Association. Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Kingdon, J. W. (1995). Agendas, alternatives, and public policies (2nd ed.). New York: Harper Collins. 
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Contact Us 
 

TAMHSS 
PO Box 147 

Balmain NSW 2041 
 

admin@transformmentalhealth.com 

   
 

How you can get Involved 

Join us now.  

TAMHSS Network Membership subscription fees: 

$30.00    Network individual membership (waged)  

$10.00    Network individual member (Pension or unwaged)  

$40.00    Network family membership 

$50.00    Organisation Network membership      

Please email us admin@transformmentalhealth.com and we will email you with details of how to complete your membership 
application.  

Membership fees to the TAMHSS Network are used for activities of TAMHSS and TAMHSS Network as well as for the 
administration costs necessary to promote and continue the objectives of this not-for-profit incorporated organisation. 
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