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ABSTRACT

Allegations of hidden policy agendas are a perennial feature of public policymaking, but there are no works in existence dealing directly and
systematically with this crucial phenomenon. This article seeks to address this
gap with a novel heuristic allowing analysts to approach the topic of hidden
agendas. It addresses issues of methodology: Who hides? What is hidden?
Who do they hide it from? Tools/techniques used to hide. Consequences of
hidden agendas that remain hidden. What happens once hidden agendas are
exposed? It also examines normative dimensions, including the possibility that
hidden agendas may actually serve the business of governing. The article also
puts forward four criteria for ascertaining with a degree of plausibility the
existence of a hidden agenda. It applies these criteria to a specific case study
and argues that there is considerable potential for applying it to other cases.
KEYWORDS Agenda-setting; decision-making; hidden agendas; policy agendas; policy studies

It is common for political parties, lobby groups, journalists, citizens and
opponents of government to claim that policy-making élites pursue ‘hidden
agendas’. Recent allegations include a ‘Safe Schools’ education programme
in Australia being used covertly to promote gay and lesbian techniques,
and Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras making unrealistic debt relief
demands in order that Greece would be forced out of the eurozone.
Whether specific instances and allegations are plausible or not, there is a
dearth of analysis on the phenomenon of hidden agendas. It has not been
possible to locate a single article or book directly examining the concept of
‘hidden agendas’ per se. The contemporary focus on policy agendas,
notably through the Comparative Agendas Project and its reach to over 20
countries across the world, is focused exclusively on agendas as the visible
face of topics under discussion in legislatures and other public forums –
capable of being coded in order to identify government attention priorities
and long-term trends (e.g., Baumgartner et al. 2006; John et al. 2013).
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Without detracting from such works on the visible face of policy agendas (a
point that will be addressed in the final section), hidden agendas – whether
merely claimed or highly plausible – are hugely significant in liberal democracies. Perhaps there is little more damning than the Machiavellian overtones of
democratically elected governments deliberately misleading citizens and
other stakeholders about governments’ motives and goals. Hidden agendas
have the potential to damage public trust in political figures, erode the legitimacy of policy processes, and harness energies towards producing outcomes
that covertly serve some interests and perhaps even destroy others.
This article seeks to make a significant contribution to the policy studies literature by providing a novel heuristic to help analysts approach the important
but under-researched topic of hidden policy agendas. In the spirit of heuristics
in the social sciences (Abbott 2004), it is designed not to be definitive, but to
be a catalyst for reflection, debate, further lines of enquiry, and empirical
studies.
It is important to note that this article is not about whether policies produce
outcomes that are somehow hidden from public view. Its interest is also not in
grander perspectives on public policy, addressing the hidden roles that policies perform, such as upholding the interests of the ruling class (Marxism),
or acting as a vehicle for self-interest (rational choice). Such issues are undeniably important, but in this initial article it is important to remain focused on
the phenomenon of public policy being driven, at times, by goals that cannot
be publically articulated. The focus is also confined to liberal democracies,
partly because the liberal democratic significance of hidden agendas is a
key motive for writing the article, and partly because examining non-liberal
regimes would be too complex and distracting for a ‘first step’.
The article begins by examining numerous and diverse works that deal
indirectly with aspects of the ‘hidden’ in public policy. The main body examines hidden agendas in detail, including the issues of who hides, what is
hidden, who they hide it from, tools/techniques used to hide, consequences
of hidden agendas, and the exposure of hidden agendas. It then addresses
methodological issues in terms of how we might plausibly ascertain the existence of a hidden agenda and applies it to a case vignette of a well-documented ministerial decision in New South Wales (Australia) over the granting of a
mining exploration license. Finally, it concludes with identification of a series
of issues to help inform further research on the topic, including discussion of
the normative aspects of hidden agendas and whether they are all as illegitimate as might initially seem.

Hiding in plain sight: indirect analyses of hidden agenda issues
It is unsurprising that political scientists and policy analysts have steered clear
of tackling such an elusive and grey phenomenon. In particular, for the
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foundationalist end of political science and policy studies, where the focus is
on the observable and measurable, it is anathema to conceive of variables
whose existence is hidden from view (see, for example, the critiques of
Lukes’ third face of power [Bradshaw 1976]). While there are no in-depth
examinations of hidden agendas, there are a series of theories and concepts
that indirectly tackle hidden dimensions of public policy.
Literature on agenda-setting and agenda management is a particularly
fruitful source of ideas. Cobb and Ross (1997) point to strategies that deny
some groups access to policy agendas. Schattschneider (1960), as well as
Bachrach and Baratz (1970), highlight institutional biases that routinely
work against grievances being raised and formally integrated into policy
decision-making, while literature on policy stories (Stone 2012), and blame
(Hood 2011) looks to authoritative political language and discourse as
sources of power, capable of marginalizing criticism. More broadly, the
agenda literature helps us conceive of the various means through which
formal agendas may be reinforced and informal ones hidden.
Analyses of political parties are also important. Some discussion revolves
around struggles within political parties between promoting party ideologies,
seeking election/office and reflecting policy ideals (Müller and Strøm 1999). A
small literature also exists on ‘vote buying’ (e.g., Shaffer 2007), involving preelection spending booms or targeted funding in specific electoral constituencies. One implication here is that the formal goals of governments may mask
alternative goals. Policy-makers can also juggle multiple goals, some of which
may be difficult to articulate upfront, particularly if it means appearing to put
private interest above public interest. Also relevant is literature on institutionalism as well as organizational studies, often pointing to a disconnect
between formal goals and informal goals (Christensen et al. 2007).
The policy studies literature itself is sprinkled (sparsely, rather than liberally)
with reference to hidden agendas. Yet, it is typically only a passing reference
(e.g., Gerston 2010) or a single case study (e.g., Delgado-Wise 2004 on
migration in Mexico), with the term used in an ad hoc manner to highlight
specific instances of concern about the ulterior motives of policy-makers. Literature on political risk (Althaus 2008) and policy success (Marsh and McConnell 2010; McConnell 2010) does recognize that policy-makers frequently
trade off goals, whereby formal goals at times mask and compete with
alternative goals. One example is ‘placebo’ policies and ‘busy work’ (Gurran
and Phibbs 2015; McConnell 2010), where the very appearance of ‘doing
something’ can demonstrate active government concern about an issue.
Hence, such policies have a hidden value in helping manage troublesome
issues down policy agendas.
In the field of psychology, with its focus on motivations, emotions and cognitive behaviours, and political psychology in particular, there is a focus on the
‘political mind’ (e.g., Weinberg 2012). Political actors may be driven by motives
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such as self-interest or emotions such as fear and anger. Hence, there may be
dissonance between the rhetoric of politicians which is only politically viable
and ‘fit for public consumption’, if their private motivations remain hidden.
Conspiracy theories are a related area of study. While they often reside in
the extremes of social media and websites devoted to alleged conspiracies
behind multiple events from the assassination of John F. Kennedy to the 9/
11 attacks, the phenomenon of conspiracy theories has been the subject of
serious academic study (e.g., Bale 2007; Wallis 1997). Indeed Bale (2007)
argues that when groups of individuals get together to take decisions, they
are not ‘conspiring’ in the sense of the Latin origin of the word as ‘breathing
together’. Rather, they are behaving quite normally by engaging in ‘secret
planning’ and trying to usurp rivals behind the scenes.
Finally, some consideration has been given to ‘bad’ policy outcomes and
how we might explain and address them – arguably on occasions rooted in
personal interest being put above public interest. Corruption studies
(Clausen et al. 2011), campaign donations influencing legislatures (Powell
2012), as well as those on scandals (Garrard and Newall 2006), all focus on
illicit and intentional personal gain from public office. Similarly, some analyses
of crises and policy fiascos, explain failure, in part, as a product of hidden interest. For example, King and Crewe (2013) in their major work on United
Kingdom (UK) policy blunders attribute one reason for failure as residing in
ministerial careerism to ‘make a mark’, often to the point of refusing to give
any weight to significant policy risks.
Overall, no one has tackled hidden agendas directly, but there are clues in
the aforementioned literature which help inform how to proceed. Actors may
pursue hidden agendas – often in a routine way – and they may hide many
different things (from personal financial gain to managing crowded policy
agendas). They may also use numerous tools and techniques in an attempt
to ‘hide’, including deliberate strategies to ‘mobilize’ existing institutional
biases. Hidden agendas also have an impact in many different ways, shattering our assumptions about how we are governed, to what measures (if any)
should be put in place to ensure ‘never again’.

Exploring hidden agendas in detail
Definition
Governments perform a multitude of roles from steering policy formation processes to deciding on use of policy instruments and managing the business of
government. Hidden agendas may be pursued while performing any of these
roles. There are multiple definitions of policy agendas. Zahariadis (2016) captures the essence of most in suggesting that attention cannot be spread
across an infinite range of issues. An agenda, therefore, is a ‘contextual list
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of actionable government priorities’ (Zahariadis 2016: 5). Implicit in most
studies is the assumption that agendas are constitutionally or quasi-constitutionally legitimate. In other words, such priorities are deemed to be driven by
motives which – if publically articulated – would be likely to withstand the test
of being driven by ‘public interest’. There are some grey areas (as will be discussed) but the focus of this article is on issues which may struggle to pass
such a test. Hence, a hidden agenda is defined here as:
A goal of policy-makers that is not publically articulated, but which helps shape
public policy decisions.

Who? What? How?
In terms of ‘who’ hides? Table 1 provides fuller details, but in essence the
answer is simple: an individual or group of individuals that has the authority
to take public policy decisions. Importantly, we should not conceive of policymakers possessing unconstrained autonomy to forge the policies of their
choosing, free from the constraints of historical policy pathways and coalitions
of interests. Nevertheless, policy élites have some autonomy, and it is with this
autonomy that they are able to weigh-up, bargain, negotiate, steer and
choose – the key facets of public policy decision-making (Wu et al. 2010). A
degree of autonomy brings some potential for the pursuit of hidden agendas.
Hidden goals are not necessarily mutually exclusive, but several latent
drivers can be identified (Table 1 summarizes). Hidden personal goals
include financial interest (legitimate or corrupt), protecting or enhancing
reputation, and facilitating career progression. Hidden party goals include cultivating party reputation, recruiting additional members or preventing slide in
membership, positioning for election, seeking to divide opponents. Hidden
policy goals are also possible, such as seeking policy outcomes not publically
articulated; seeking to manage an issue off the policy agenda rather than
address the policy problem. A further driver can be hidden institutional
goals, such as promoting/protecting institutional interests or reputation,
seeking additional funding or protecting an existing funding settlement, strategic positioning of the institution against potential rivals or alternatives in the
public, private and non-governmental sectors. A further motive is hidden
ideological/cultural goals; for example, the promotion of an ideology that
can’t be admitted publically, seeking to influence cultural attitudes, especially
in relation to expectations of government.
Who are hidden agendas hidden from? There are many ways of identifying
who is/isn’t part of policy-makers’ advisory systems (Craft and Howlett 2012),
but a simple location-based typology would distinguish between inner circles
of public servants, immediate policy advisors and members of government,
through to an outer circle external to government (such as think tanks and
non-governmenta\l organizations [NGOs]), and then to broader communities
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Table 1. Hidden agendas – a summary.

.
.
.

Elected policymakers
Unelected
officials
Policy-relevant
officials in
public sector
bodies

.

.
.
.

.

What is
hidden?

Who do they hide it
from?

Pursuit of
personal
goals
Pursuit of
party goals
Pursuit of
policy goals
Pursuit of
institutional
goals
Pursuit of
ideological/
cultural
goals

.

.

.

What tools are used to
hide?

Inner circle
Maintaining focus on formal Policy-making processes
(public servants, goals
policy advisors,
. Public policy-making
members of
. Using existing rules and
processes have been
government)
procedures to focus
exploited to produce policies
Outer circle
debate on formal goals
that would otherwise not
(think tanks,
. Using policies (or the
have been possible
ngos)
prospect of) to provide . Legitimacy is conferred on
External
otherwise illegitimate policies
rights/rewards to some
(citizens, media,
. Policy coalitions are built for
interests, helping
political
policies that would otherwise
galvanize support for
opponents)
be unlikely
formal goals
. Using malleable ‘public
interest’ language to
Programmes and their
legitimize formal goals implementation
. Using the authoritative
language of office to
focus attention on the . Objectives met or outcomes
produced that fall short of
formal agenda
formal goals because of the
distraction of pursuing a
Insulating the hidden
hidden agenda
agenda from scrutiny
. Objectives met or outcomes
produced as formally
. Oversee a system of
intended, but they may not
sanctions to mitigate
have been necessary and/or
the risks that those
have wasted resources
aware of hidden goals
because they were a means
will make them public

What evidence can we
use to help demonstrate
the existence of hidden Contested issues when hidden
agendas?
agendas are exposed
.
.
.
.
.
.

Whistleblowing
Investigative
journalism
Inquiry or
investigation
Political biographies
Freedom of
information requests
Documents released
under time limited
rules, e.g., 30 years

.

.

.

.

.

What caused the hidden
agenda, e.g., personal
greed? Party interest?
Public interest?
What were the motivations
of those involved, e.g., selfinterest? Honour?
How big is the problem,
e.g., confined to one
individual? Institution?
Challenge to core societal
values?
Who what is to blame? One
individual? Collective
responsibility?
What should be done to
ensure it doesn’t happen
again, e.g., punish those
involved? Reform
institutions/processes/
policies? Rethink deeply
held societal beliefs?
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Who pursues?

What are the consequences of
hidden agendas that remain
hidden?

.

.
.

Evasion
Lying
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Using language and
to an end rather than an end
protocols of ‘national
in themselves
security’ as
smokescreen to obscure Politics
and/or deny access to
information about
. Enhancing the electoral
hidden goals
prospects/reputation of
governments/policy élites
Attacking critics who allege .
Distorting political agendas
a hidden agenda
and attention in order to
smooth the way for policies
. Criticizing the source of
that otherwise would be
the claims
neither salient nor legitimate
. Criticizing the motive
for a ‘public interest’
. Sustaining/promoting
behind the claims
political values that would
otherwise not be considered
Hiding/deception when
appropriate
probed about a hidden
agenda
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of interested parties, political opponents, media and citizens. A hidden
agenda may in principle be hidden from all of these (if there is an ulterior
motive which a decision-maker keeps private), or articulated only within particular circles or sub-circles, dependent on issues such as trust, friendship and
the extent to which it is necessary to be keep certain individuals ‘in the loop’.
Indeed, it is quite possible that hidden agendas are a routine part of decisionmaking – known and open to a small group of trusted allies, but concealed
and hidden from others.

What tools/techniques are used to hide?
Effort is required to hide goals and keep them hidden in the event of allegations. The analysis here is drawn inter alia on the aforementioned literature
on agenda biases, blame management and political language and narratives,
to identify a number of tools and techniques that may be used by policymakers to hide an ulterior motive.

Initiating and reinforcing a focus on the formal policy agenda and
formal policy goals
Pre-existing biases within authoritative policy-making systems can help allow
formal goals to be placed and sustained at the top of policy agendas. One
means of doing so is to use existing rules and procedures to ensure that
debates focus on formal goals (Bachrach and Baratz 1970). This might
include legislative debates, consultative forums and executive deliberation.
Of course, there is no guarantee that accusations of covert goals will be
absent during policy-making debates, but, all things being equal, the power
of office in being able to utilize existing norms/rules/procedures is substantial.
For example, inquiries and investigations in the wake of scandals typically
have a formal goal of ‘lesson-learning’, but there is often a hidden goal of
seeking to defuse pressure on government for a while – at least until the
inquiry produces a report. Kitts (2006), in his major study of six presidential
commissions from Pearl Harbour to 9/11, found that formal ‘fact-finding’
goals hid a deeper goal of damage control, particularly to the president.
A focus on formal policy goals can be reinforced by groups benefiting from
the policy in question, or even the prospect of benefit if debate is at the policy
formation stage. For example, a pre-election spending commitment by a government to award the contract for building a new submarine fleet to a domestic rather than overseas contractor is likely to produce widespread support
from all the stakeholders in that domestic industry, helping keep the focus on
positive policy outcomes rather than positive electoral ones.
Political language is also important. The flexibility of terms such as ‘public
interest’ and ‘national interest’ can be utilized to build ‘coalition magnets’
(Béland and Cox 2016), legitimizing and embedding the discourse of formal
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goals in the deeper discourses of diverse interests. More broadly, the ability of
public office holders with political, bureaucratic and at times charismatic authority to use the language of office, allows them to maintain focus on the
formal agenda. The symbolism of officialdom, constitutions and established
processes can help hide latent policy-making motives. For example, a study
by Lam (2009) of ministerial accountability reforms in Hong Kong argues
that the formal goals of averting policy failures/scandals, bringing in experts
and enhancing political accountability, actually masked the goals of restoring
government legitimacy, reducing the power of civil servants and increasing
prime ministerial power.

Insulating hidden agendas from scrutiny
Reinforcing the veracity of formal goals can be attempted by preventing
critics from gaining access to information that might expose the ‘hidden’.
One means of doing so for policy-makers is to preside over a system where
there are de facto sanctions for those who might seek to make hidden
goals public. The reluctance of employees to act as whistleblowers has
been well researched, and there is considerable evidence that whistleblowing
procedures, for all their worth, are insufficient to completely dispel fear
(Brown 2008). Deploying the language of ‘national security’ can also be a
means of preventing access to information that might otherwise reveal evidence that is/was at odds with policy goals.
Attacking critics and deceiving critics who allege hidden agendas
Attack is a classic ‘shoot the messenger’ agenda management tactic designed
to discredit the motives behind allegations. It is not guaranteed to work and
has the potential for attracting criticism of evading key issues. Nevertheless, it
is part of the toolkit for those who seek to discredit the bearers of bad news –
in our case the allegation that policy-makers harbour hidden and illegitimate
motives. A related strategy, when questioned or confronted by allegations of a
hidden agenda, is to deceive. Lying can certainly be a tactic of policy-makers,
although the rationale may range from self-preservation through to strategic
cover-ups in the national interest, particularly in terms of war, crisis and interstate rivalry (Mearsheimer 2011).
Consequences of hidden agendas that remain hidden
Normatively, the term ‘hidden agenda’ conveys the impression of undesirability. Yet, we know from the literature on what makes policies ‘successful’
(Marsh and McConnell 2010; McConnell 2010), that evaluating policies is an
inexact science – with our views being contingent on whether we support
not only the values underpinning a policy but also the means of achieving
them. Therefore, while ‘hidden agendas’ are generally hidden because they
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would not be deemed acceptable by stakeholders and citizens alike, we
should be open to the possibility that they may in fact be a viable and necessary part of strategic decision-making. This point will be revisited in the final
section.
There are many ways of categorizing the impact of agendas that remain
hidden from public view. A three-fold categorization of ‘policy’ is used here,
drawn from the policy success literature because it focuses on three forms
of policy goals that may be pursued (policy-making, programme and political).
Doing so helps bring clarity to a potential mismatch between formal goals and
latent goals.
Hidden agendas have consequences for policy-making processes. One
consequence is that coalitions of interests have been built that might not
otherwise have been possible because exposure of ‘hidden’ goals would
have fractured support for the policy. For example, a study of Dutch youth
and family education policy in the 2007–2010 period suggests that policies
appeared to be driven by an objective, neutral evidence-based focused on
the best interests of the child (Hopman et al. 2014). Digging beneath the
surface, however, the authors argue that the main driver was state-centred
values on the most suitable child-rearing principles and practices. Public authorities were reluctant to express these hidden motives because they detracted
from the seemingly evidence-based ‘best interests of the child’ argument and
already normalized assumptions that child-rearing is best left to parents as
private citizens. Going further, it is possible that processes have been marshalled to produce policies that might not otherwise have been possible
because of the controversy generated by a hidden agenda being made public.
Hidden agendas also have consequences, at times destructive, for programmes and their implementation. An important outcome is that objectives
are met or outcomes are produced which fall short of formal aspirations
because of the distraction of pursuing a hidden goal. Of course, formal objectives/outcomes may actually have been met, but, nevertheless, there are
additional outcomes (intended rather than unintended consequences) in
the sense that the formal goals were at least in part a means to a (hidden)
end rather than an end in themselves; e.g., tax cuts as a means of facilitating
a neo-liberal hidden agenda of reducing citizens’ dependence on the state.
Hidden agendas also have consequences for politics. Provided concealed
agendas remain hidden, they can boost political careers, the political electability of government and the reputation of those policy élites that sponsored the
policy. Hidden agendas can also ease the business of governing and make
crowded policy agendas more manageable. As indicated, the ‘placebo’
value of many policies is that they are able to demonstrate the tackling of a
problem, just as much as (if not at times more so than) tackling the
problem itself (Gustafsson 1983). Many public problems are wicked policy problems (Head and Alford 2015) such as poverty, drug abuse and climate
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change, where the causes are complex and there exist multiple and often
highly contested solutions. Disputes around wicked problems often reflect
deeper ideological divides on desirable levels of state intervention, as
opposed to leaving problems to market mechanisms, non-governmental
organizations, communities, families or individuals. The very existence of policies, supported by rhetoric with generic appeal that almost all sectors of politics would find palatable, has value in demonstrating government
commitment to tackling a problem, or at least ameliorating its symptoms. Policies with hidden goals can have the value to policy-makers of moving troublesome and complex problems down or off policy agendas.
All things being equal, hidden agendas are arguably more likely under a
variety of circumstances where there are large potential benefits and/or
large potential losses. Elections, crises, budgetary cycles, infrastructure
builds are but a few examples. Avoiding terrible fates, survival or even exploiting opportunities does not always mean ‘playing by the rules’ (although it can
involve doing so). At times, the parameters of legitimate ‘public interest’ can
be too restrictive for those seeking to minimize threats/seize opportunities.

What happens once hidden agendas are exposed?
When hidden agendas are exposed, there is nothing inevitable about how
society responds. Such exposure may be in form of ‘scandal’ or ‘crisis’ which
shatters our understanding of the legitimacy of the social order (’t Hart
1996) leading to protagonists and observers engaging in ‘sense-making’
and ‘meaning-making’, i.e., trying to understand and articulate what went
wrong and the potential implications. Adapting Bovens and ’t Hart (1996),
we can identify several key and interconnected battlegrounds.
One issue is: who or what caused the hidden agenda? A range of causal
factors are possible, including a rogue individual, flawed institutional/governing structures and processes without appropriate checks and balances that
would prevent inappropriate behaviour, and political cultures and ideologies
that helped cultivate the conditions for covert behaviour. There are numerous
approaches to process tracing and with differing thresholds in terms of what
constitutes the most appropriate causal explanation for failure (Collier 2011).
Such differences are manifest in the ‘selective politicization of policy failures’,
resulting in blame shifting, as well as battles between defenders and critics of
the status quo (Brändström and Kuipers 2003). In the case of policy decisions
being influenced by personal financial gain, we might envisage the causal
factors to be anything from the personal failings of greedy individuals
through to more institutional and systemic factors that enabled corrupt
conduct to thrive unchecked.
Another issue is: what were the motivations of those involved? We may
think here particularly of greed (in instances of corruption) and putting
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party interest over public interest (in the case of ‘vote buying’), but it is also
possible to conceive of a hidden agenda which is motivated by public interest;
e.g., the ‘noble lie’ or ‘just lie’, for example where the development of new
weapons is withheld on the grounds of national security (Cliffe et al. 2000).
Further issues include: how ‘big’ is the problem? Is it confined to one individual alone or are there others who may harbour similar covert intentions? Is
it a problem for one particular institution or is the problem more widespread?
Does the realization that a hidden agenda has been pursued challenge core
societal values and beliefs? There is also the issue of who is to blame.
Should responsibility rest with one individual alone or the group of
decision-makers who approved the policy? Or should society collectively
take the blame? Furthermore, there is that matter of: what should be done
to ensure it doesn’t happen again? Should we do nothing, other than being
content that the individual concerned has been sacked or resigned? What
reforms (institutions, processes, policies) – if any – should be put in place to
address reputational damage and restore faith in the political system?
Should we rethink our core societal values and assumptions, or should we
remain content and optimistic that they remain valid and appropriate?
More generally, the exposure of hidden agendas has the capacity to destabilize existing processes, policies and political alliances and de facto the
balance of gains and losses that flow to multiple stakeholders from the
status quo. The exposure of hidden agendas has the potential to shake the
foundations of existing power relationships. All things being equal, powerful
coalitions of interests do not easily give up their powers, just because hidden
agendas and alleged wrongdoing have come to light.

Methodological issues and case vignette
It is instinctively plausible that hidden goals exist, but demonstrating their
existence beyond reasonable doubt is difficult (some may argue impossible,
if we accept the Popperian approaches of falsifiability and verification)
because hidden motives are deniable. Nevertheless, it is certainly possible
to gather information and conduct analysis that can help build a plausible
case. I propose four key questions to be asked and answered in the affirmative
if we are to make the case for the existence of a hidden agenda with a strong
degree of plausibility. Conducting the analysis through each of these should
be considered in the spirit of Wildavsky (1987), who conceived of policy analysis as art and craft, amid a world of competing evidence and moral positions.
(1) Is there a credible source or sources claiming that a hidden agenda exists? It
is, of course, difficult, as per Wildavsky (1987), to define ‘credibility’ with
scientific precision. Analysts would need to weigh-up a number of
factors: the scale and source(s) of the claims, as well as the motivations
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of those making the claims. For example, opposition parties routinely
claim that government has ulterior motives and therefore opposition
parties may not carry much weight in our analysis. Yet, if the claim
comes from a respected and perhaps ‘insider’ source, then we may be
more accepting. All things being equal, a claim by a senior official that
a government planning minister used budgetary powers to target projects in their own electoral constituency would carry more weight than
a political opponent who routinely makes such claims in the spirit of
adversary politics.
(2) Has credible evidence emerged which exposes the ‘hidden’? Many factors can
be catalysts. A whistleblower may place previously hidden information in
the public domain, revealing damning evidence of subterfuge in goals
and motives. For example, the leak of extensive National Security
Agency (NSA) documents by former Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
employee Edward Snowden revealed that the NSA spied on over 100 governments and political leaders (including tapping the phones of a series of
German chancellors, Merkel, Schroder and Kohl); goals that would be diplomatically disastrous to admit. Investigative journalism may work in a
similar way, as evidenced in the Watergate scandal of 1972–1974. A
formal inquiry or investigation may reveal hidden agendas, especially in
cases of scandals and corruption. Political biographies and occasionally
autobiographies, may also reveal that underlying motives were not as previously portrayed in the public arena. New evidence may be also disclosed
under freedom of information requests or time-limited rules (such us the
UK’s 20-year and 30-year rules after a public document is created).
(3) Are there policy outcomes that match hidden agenda claims? If, for example,
a local mayor is accused of soliciting/receiving illicit payments in return for
approving the development application to build a new entertainment
complex on site A, such an outcome of choosing A (over sites, B, C, and
D) provides such a match. Of course, an outcome on its own does not
provide definitive proof. In the example just given, however, accusations
of a hidden agenda would be more plausible if it was revealed subsequently that sites B, C and D provided prima facie better value for
money.
(4) Is a counter narrative – that there is no hidden agenda – a less credible one?
The previous three stages constitute triangulation. Triangulation comes in
many forms, but it is used here with reference to shedding light on an
underexplored issue. A counter narrative should be subject to the same
triangulation process used to examine the possibility of a hidden
agenda. For example, denial of the existence of a hidden agenda may
form around the three-pronged basis of (i) the source as a disgruntled
employee or ‘fake news’, (ii) insufficient or even doctored evidence, and
(iii) critique that the overall policy outcome is in the public interest and
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anyone who dares to say otherwise is seeking to undermine the good
work of government.

Case vignette: a hidden ministerial agenda in New South Wales
(Australia)
The short case that follows relates to a hidden agenda of corrupt motives
regarding a ministerial decision in Australia. As already indicated, corruption
is only one form of hidden agenda. The case is not meant to typify every
hidden agenda. Its value here is in demonstrating that the aforementioned
four questions can be addressed and answered in relation to a particular
case. As a well-documented instance of hidden, corrupt motives influencing
a policy decision, it is – to use a metaphor – ‘low hanging fruit’. Nevertheless,
to continue the metaphor, it is a fruit that has never been picked before,
because the public policy literature has not produced any criteria for addressing the possible existence of a hidden agenda, let along applying it to one
particular case. Clearly, cases beyond hidden instances of corruption bring
further complexities, and some of these challenges – including challenges
for future research in this field – are addressed in the final ‘Moving
Forward’ section of this article.
The particular case examined here is that of a decision taken by Ian Macdonald (Australian Labour Party [ALP]), who was New South Wales (NSW) minister for primary industries and minister for resources over the period 2005–
2010. Allegations emerged that he had used his unfettered discretion to
directly allocate (rather than award via a process of competitive tendering)
a highly lucrative mining exploration license (EL) to Doyles Creek Mining
Pty Ltd (DCM), where his friend John Maitland was both shareholder and
chairman. Maitland was also a key link between mining unions and the
ALP, including the potential to influence and deliver votes on behalf of the
Mining Division, for candidates seeking to stand on an ALP ticket (ICAC
2013: 28–33). As a consequence of factional disputes within the ALP, Macdonald’s future in the ALP was not certain (ICAC 2013: 30–32).
The source of allegations was the highly respected NSW Independent Commission against Corruption (ICAC). It was established in 1988, with a very
strong international reputation (Quah 2015). In the period 2011–2015, it
was responsible for investigations that led to 15 members of the NSW Parliament standing down from office and/or their party. Regular public surveys on
the role and reputation of ICAC revealed over 70 per cent of respondents to be
of the view that ICAC was successful in exposing corruption, with in excess of
90 per cent considering ICAC to be a ‘good thing’ (ICAC 2010).
In terms of the credibility of the evidence, the investigations by ICAC
(leading to a subsequent public inquiry led also by the organization) revealed
extensive and highly credible evidence that McDonald had engaged in
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corrupt conduct and took a decision based on personal motivations rather the
public interest. The NSW Department of Primary Industries (DPI) had recommended that, as a standalone mine, a competitive tendering process
should be used (ICAC 2013: 13), advising strongly against that direct allocation
of an EL. ICAC also found a substantial body of evidence, indicating ‘a blinkered, determined intention on Mr Macdonald’s part to give the EL to DCM,
no matter what’ (ICAC 2013: 104). Evidence included procuring letters of
support and breaching established procedures around EL applications.
With reference to outcomes, in the case of Macdonald, there were clear
outcomes that matched a hidden agenda. On 21 August 2008, the minister
granted an EL to DCM, without the knowledge or involvement of his department. An estimated value of DCM was in the region of $100m, but it had effectively been given away for free (ICAC 2013: 110). ICAC stated that ‘but for Mr
Macdonald’s desire … [to benefit his “mate”] … he would not have allocated
the EL to DCM’ (ICAC 2013: 109).
With respect to counter narratives, Macdonald’s own defence and his
lawyer Mr Hale argued that the EL was a ‘public good’ that would
provide training benefit in the constituency in time for the next election
in 2011, (ICAC 2013: 102) and that undertaking a competitive tender
process would be too lengthy. ICAC rejected this defence because (a)
there was no significant time difference between the EL and tendering processes, and (b) any training wouldn’t begin until long after a mining license
was granted (if at all). ICAC (2013: 18) concluded that) ‘It is sufficient to
state that Mr Macdonald concluded his testimony with the Commission
being left with the impression that little he said could be believed.’
Beyond the ICAC inquiry and those under investigation, there was no
broader counter narrative which gained traction in the public arena. The
case was subsequently referred to the Office of the Department of Public
Prosecutions. In 2017, the NSW Supreme Court found MacDonald guilty
of misconduct in public office and he was sentenced to jail for 10 years,
seven of these without parole.
Overall, the McDonald case provides one example of working through four
stages to ascertain a plausible case for the existence of a hidden agenda – in
this instance based on the hidden agenda of personal/political gain at the
expense of due process and public interest. While this is only one short
case, it is the first demonstration of a process of working through criteria,
designed to assist in ascertaining the plausibility of a hidden agenda claim.

Moving forward
If this article is a first step in approaching the paucity of literature on hidden
agendas, further steps are necessary. Extensive case studies would help
ground and interrogate the framework presented here. More extensive
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research is also needed, particularly although not exclusively on several key
issues.
We need detailed and lengthier discussion of a key epistemological issue:
can we know, and if so how, that a hidden agenda exists? Social science is
pluralistic. Different approaches exist on issues such as interpretation, evidence, proof, plausibility and falsifiability. Hidden agendas should not in principle be any different from any other phenomenon, but they do involve the
hidden motives of policy-makers, which are not as accessible to researchers
in formal policy statements or interview material. In essence, we need to
explore the zone between the plausible existence of a hidden agenda and
the likelihood that its existence can never be disproven. Nevertheless, just
because some issues are difficult to research does not mean we should
abandon exploration. The policy sciences have always sought out seeming
intractable issues and made incremental advances through a plurality of
approaches (de Leon 1988). The catalyst for exploring hidden agenda
claims is a common analytical filter based around four issues: credibility of
source; credibility of outcomes; existence of outcomes that match hidden
motives; and the absence of a more persuasive counter narrative. We can
expect debates and disagreement on these issues, but plurality of thinking
is at the heart of liberal-democratic politics. As Wildavsky (1987) argued,
one role of policy analysis is to offer analytical frameworks to help advance
debate amid of world of multiple views, rather than assuming that it always
has to offer ‘neutral’, ‘scientific’ certainty.
We also need further analysis around differences between particular policy
sectors. Every policy sector, system and sub-system is different. Instinctively,
we might expect a greater likelihood of hidden factors on issues of national
security compared to, say, agriculture or health. Sectors may also vary in
terms of factors such as numbers of participants, degree of shared values
and policy styles (Richardson 2017). Further analysis is also needed around
the temporal dimension, or to couch this in terms of the policy cycle –
stages of the policy process. For example, we might expect a hidden
agenda to exist more at the policy formation stages and perhaps be more vulnerable to exposure in the evaluation phase.
A further and important issue involves exploring the relationship between
hidden agendas and citizen trust in political systems and political processes.
For example, the British Social Attitudes 30 survey found declining levels of
trust in the political process over a 30-year period, with only 18 per cent in
2012 trusting governments to put the needs of nation above the needs of
party (Park et al. 2013: xiv). Research on hidden agendas has potential to
uncover a missing link which helps forge greater understanding of the disconnect between citizens and political systems. Doing so involves developing an
understanding of the complex causes of hidden agendas (from self-serving
interests to covert long-term strategic change) and the extent to which we
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should make efforts to minimize them. Are hidden agendas on a par, for
example, with what Charles Perrow (1999) described as ‘normal accidents’,
where there is a ‘dull’ inevitability of failure in complex and interconnected
societies, as well as a limit to what we can reasonably do to prevent such failures? Or are hidden agendas phenomena that can be minimized or at least
dampened, prompting societies down a pathway where there is greater
citizen trust of political and policy-making élites?
A related matter is the crucial issue of whether some hidden agendas are
more legitimate than others. A necessary (although not sufficient) condition
for the legitimacy of public policy is that it is forged and implemented in
the ‘public interest’ – regardless of how malleable or contested this concept
might be (Flathman 1966). Should we treat a government minister seeking
to build a career on a particular policy reform in the same way as a government minister taking a large donation for their party in return for easing a particular industry regulation? Most of us would consider the latter to be more
serious, but we need some way of approaching the normative dimension of
hidden agendas. Indeed, that there is an argument to be made that some
hidden agendas (for example, an unpopular policy reform sowing the seeds
for a further reform in the same mould) may actually be valuable in terms
of policy transformation. Further still, there is an argument to be made that
the business of governing would be impossible without hidden agendas. Governments ‘thinking out loud’ in public arenas can be a recipe for backlash and
policy inertia. Hence, it is necessary for government decision-makers to hide
some policy drivers, if not necessarily from an ‘inner circle’ but certainly
outside it. Hidden agendas, in some instances, may be the ‘oil’ that lubricates
the wheels of government.
Finally, the contemporary study of agendas has converged around the
comparative agendas project and its emphasis on discussions that are
observable and codeable (Baumgartner et al. 2006; John et al. 2013). The
argument and analysis in this article are intended to supplement rather
than replace contemporary understandings. Studying the priorities and
observable attention of government in formal arenas is one important
aspect of understanding policy agendas, but at times a more holistic understanding also involves also recognizing the ‘hidden’, in the sense that the
approach in this paper harks back to the spirit of Schattschneider (1960),
Bachrach and Bachrach (1970) and Lukes (1974), building on the observable
face of power. It is certainly more difficult and at times uncomfortable to
confront what is often unobservable. Nevertheless, if we are to grasp the
complexities of public life and policy-making, I would argue that we are
best served by a kind of policy archaeology, examining the surface but
also digging deep below into the subterranean ‘hidden side’ or ‘dark
side’ of public policy.
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