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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to critically analyse the policymaking process of the Moral and 

National Education (MNE) curriculum in Hong Kong by employing Kingdon’s Multiple 

Streams Framework. The aim of the paper is threefold. First, it will describe the policy 

process of the national education curriculum policy as a foundation for the analysis. Second, 

the author will critically evaluate and apply Kingdon’s MSF to examine the policymaking 

process, both to analyse how such policy came to be constructed as a problem and to consider 

the proposed policy solutions, as well as the surrounding political forces. Third, the analysis 

will identify the possible coupling of these lines of thought and the notions of ―policy 

entrepreneurs‖ and ―policy windows.‖  

The MNE policy provided a good example of how a policy problem is constructed in various 

policy contexts, as well as how the solution is matched to the problem. Although the policy 

outcome is not entirely predictable, Kingdon’s framework is excellent for explaining the 

likely outcomes.  

This paper contributes to the wider policy literature by bridging the East-West gap in policy 

analysis. It provides a better understanding of the policymaking process in Asian countries, 

and it should also prove useful to both education policy scholars and policymakers. Finally it 

suggests further research is needed on how social media affects each of Kingdon’s streams in 

Hong Kong. 

Keywords: Educational policy, multiple streams framework, agenda setting, policy analysis, 

curriculum policy 
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1.  Introduction  

This paper will use Kingdon’s (1995) Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) to critically 

analyse the policymaking process of the national education curriculum in Hong Kong. The 

aim of the paper is threefold. First, it will describe the policy process of the national 

education curriculum policy as a foundation for the analysis. Second, I will critically evaluate 

and apply Kingdon’s MSF to examine the policymaking process, both to analyse how the 

national education curriculum policy came to be constructed as a problem and to consider the 

proposed policy solutions, as well as the surrounding political forces. Third, the analysis will 

identify the possible coupling of these lines of thought and the notions of ―policy 

entrepreneurs‖ and ―policy windows.‖  

The applicability of the MSF outside the US political environment has always been a hotly 

debated topic in the literature. This paper contributes to theoretical knowledge by applying 

this framework to Hong Kong, thereby further confirming its usability in an Asian context. It 

is also intended to assist policymakers in better understanding and managing the 

policymaking process. 

2.  The National Education Curriculum Policy in Hong Kong 

This section will introduce the policy background, problem, and process, as well as the 

surrounding politics. It also sets out the basis and context for the case presented later. 

Launching Moral and Civic Education was one of the four key tasks of the 2001 curriculum 

reform undertaken by the Hong Kong government (Thomas, 2005). In its policy addresses 

from 2007 to 2010, the government announced that a new Moral and National Education 

(MNE) curriculum would replace the existing Moral and Civic Education curriculum to 

―strengthen national education‖ (Kennedy, 2013).  

The government planned to introduce this new subject across all local schools in 2012, and a 

four-month public consultation period began in 2011 (EDB, 2011). This was initiated along 

with many other new education policies, such as changes in mediums of instruction and the 

introduction of Putonghua as a compulsory subject in all schools, with the aim of increasing 

students’ loyalty towards the People’s Republic of China (PRC) (Choi Tse& Kwan, 2007).  

There is no lack of debate every time the government introduces a new educational policy in 

Hong Kong. From the point of view of educators and parents, the MNE policy carries a 

hidden agenda and represents an attempt by the government to ―brainwash‖ students. In this 

light, Parents through the media requested that the government put a hold on the policy and 

call immediately for further public consultation (Yang, 2012). This claim was loud and clear; 

however, the government underestimated the situation and did not act before the ideal time 

had passed. The delayed response ignited several major demonstrations and eventually led to 

a turnaround in the policymaking process (SCMP, 2012g). 

People had valid reasons for concern. They believed the teacher’s manual was largely 

subjective and biased towards the PRC (MPD, 2012a). For instance, the manual stated that 

―multi-party politics (e.g. USA) could victimise people, while concentrated political power 
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(e.g. PRC) could create selfless governments that bring about stability‖ (Centre, 2012, p. 10). 

Unsurprisingly, the development of these contents was well supported financially. The 

government admitted that over the past six years, more than HKD 72 million had been 

granted to two Beijing-loyalist companies to produce this teacher’s manual (Cheung, 2012). 

The education minister admitted that, although the manual’s content was biased, he thought 

that students could evaluate the content critically with teachers’ guidance. According to 

Mingpao Daily (2012b), educators and parents considered this rhetoric deceptive and 

unacceptable. 

The surrounding political forces were also strong. The government insisted on launching the 

MNE policy, and stressed that most schools had received extra funding to support this new 

subject (SCMP, 2012i). PRC officials constantly gave speeches at public events to pressure 

those opposed, while local politicians were polarised on this issue, and international voices 

also started coming in (SP, 2012). 

Scholarism, the largest student-led political group, organised a 120,000-person demonstration 

just two days before the legislative election (SCMP, 2012e), successfully capturing media 

attention worldwide (HKP, 2012). After this policy problem became a crisis, the government 

finally agreed to ―shelve‖ the MNE policy and allowed schools to decide whether or not they 

would utilise this new curriculum. 

3.  A Critical Evaluation of Kingdon’s Multiple Streams Framework 

This section will critically evaluate Kingdon’s (1995) Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) 

and discuss related criticism in the academic literature. The MSF first appeared in Kingdon’s 

(1995) book, entitled Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies; it is a useful theoretical 

perspective for understanding the MNE curriculum policy change in Hong Kong. This 

framework argues that the policy process is often dynamic and irrational due to ambiguity in 

the real policymaking environment (Zahariadis, 2003). Traditional policymaking models 

assumed that all decisions were rational and that the policymaking process was systematic. 

However, such a linear process might not accurately reflect all situations (Teodorović, 2008).  

The MSF is also widely used to explain state-level educational policymaking process, such as 

state decentralization of higher education (McLendon, 2003), teacher tenure (Elrod, 1994), 

student diversity (Stout & Stevens, 2000), gifted education (Holderness, 1990), and school 

reforms (Lieberman, 2002). However, there has been no previous study of the MSF 

framework in a postcolonial educational context. 

3.1 The Paradigm Shift in Policy Studies 

The debate regarding scientific evidence for policy studies has raged unabated for over a 

century (Lilford & Braunholtz, 1996). The traditional dominant policy models are derived 

from a positivist epistemology; therefore, all share a common rationalist approach (Etzioni, 

1967). Rationalists see policymaking as a linear process that goes from problem identification 

to the analysis of alternatives to recommending policy solutions. Smith (2010) explained that 

central to this approach is the scientific approach, in which policy scholars set out to 

implement rigorous methodology with the aim of assembling a generalizable model. 
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However, this approach tends to overlook the fact that the policy process can have a kind of 

randomness, and that it can also be affected by external factors, such as timing, national 

mood, or political ideologies (Black, 2001).  

Colebatch (2006) argued that discussions regarding alternative approaches are limited, but 

that policy scholars should use rationalist models with care. Many policy scholars have found 

that not all policymaking processes are rational in nature (Monaghan, 2011). Ackrill and Kay 

(2011) maintained that policy scholars needed an alternative framework to deal with the 

ever-changing policymaking environment, which contains a complex set of interactions with 

multiple actors, often with competing objectives (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972; Haas, 1992; 

Hoppe, 2011; Sabatier, 1988).  

In contrast to traditional rationalist models, Kingdon’s frequently cited MSF addresses 

ambiguity, representing a major paradigm shift in the field of policy studies (Nutley, Walter, 

& Davies, 2007), offering an alternative that is more relevant to the real world (Pollitt, 2008, 

p. 127).‖ 

3.2 The Multiple Streams Framework 

The main underlying assumption of the MSF is the belief that policymaking is ―dynamic, 

irrational and unpredictable‖ (Nutley, Walter, & Davies, 2007), and the surrounding 

environment is always ambiguous and complex (Pollitt, 2008, p. 127). Zahariadis (2003) 

suggested that ambiguity may be defined as the state of having many ways of thinking about 

the same problem. Furthermore, ambiguity may also evoke confusion and stress, but it differs 

from uncertainty, which means the inability to predict an event accurately (Zahariadis (2007).  

The framework centres on the key concepts within three different streams that are floating in 

constant parallel within the policymaking environment. According to Kingdon (1995), these 

streams are the problem stream, the policy stream, and the politics stream. The problem 

stream refers to issues capture everyone’s attention, including the government. The policy 

stream can be conceptualised as a ―policy primeval soup‖ (Kingdon, 1995, p.116) in which 

policy ideas and solutions are formed, developed, rejected, and selected. The politics stream 

refers to public opinion, election results, and demands of interest groups. 

Kingdon maintained that when the three streams joined at critical moments, they would 

constitute a policy window. Kingdon (1995, p. 20) explained that when this window opens, 

the issue becomes a part of the policy agenda and subsequent policymaking steps will ensue. 

The coupling of streams is determined by the presence of policy windows and the actions of 

policy entrepreneurs. Policy entrepreneurs are actors who introduce and promote their ideas 

on many occasions, investing time and energy to increase their chances of getting an idea 

placed on the decision-making agenda (Kingdon, 1995). They are active in both the problem 

stream and the policy stream, and they must act quickly when the policy window opens, or 

the opportunity will pass them by (Zahariadis, 2007). 

3.3 The Strengths of the Multiple Streams Framework 

Kingdon’s MSF is an enhanced version of the Garbage Can Model of organisational choices 
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developed by Cohen, March, and Olsen in 1972 (Parsons, 1995, p. 192). The original 

Garbage Can Model is designed for a pluralist environment with multiple actors, objectives, 

and views, and it contributed to the basic understanding of how decisions are made in an 

ambiguous environment (Turpin & Marais, 2004). The MSF extends this concept to the state 

level and explains how and why certain policy issues move onto a government’s agenda 

while others do not (Sabatier, 1999).  

Kingdon’s framework is empirically based, with data from 247 interviews with transportation 

and health policymakers in the US (Cohen-Vogel &McLendon, 2009). He developed an 

explanation of policy change that adapted some elements of rationalism, while rejecting the 

traditional problem-solving and incremental models of policy formation. In addition to 

providing an alternative framework that can accommodate ambiguity in the policymaking 

process (John, 1998, p. 173), the MSF also aims to examine three issues: a) how 

policymakers’ attention is captured; b) how problems are formed; and c) the problem-solution 

matching process. 

3.4 The Limitations of the Multiple Streams Framework 

The MSF has not escaped criticism from scholars and policymakers. Although the framework 

addresses the reality of policymaking, there are limits on how far the concept can be taken. 

One of the more frequent critiques is that Kingdon made no attempt to test the framework 

outside the US (Sabatier, 1999). Crucially, the political environment in the East differs from 

that in the West because of differences in culture, history, and political ideology. Eastern 

politics are grounded in New Confucianism and guangxi (relationships) (Bell, 2010), while 

the foundation of Western politics is law and policy (Chow, 1991). In its current form, the 

MSF is not thoroughly prepared to accommodate Eastern politics. Sabatier (1999) suggested 

that if Kingdon were to expand the framework to account for Eastern particularities, the 

scholarship on the topic would be more valuable, both theoretically and empirically.  

Another limitation is that the MSF did not sufficiently acknowledge the significance of media 

effects, including the social media (Stout & Stevens, 2000). The amplification effect of the 

media is inevitable, and its importance in the policy process is also well established. Elder 

and Cobb (1983) contended that the media could escalate issues on the policy agenda, 

increasing their chances of receiving government consideration. According to the Theory of 

Agenda Setting in the field of communication, the media does not reflect reality, but simply 

filters and shapes it according to audience interest (Scheufele, 1999, 2000). This is critical for 

the MSF, as policy entrepreneurs could manipulate stream development by carefully 

managing the media (Shanahan, McBeth, Hathaway, & Arnell, 2008).  

More recent arguments against the MSF relate to whether the streams are truly independent 

(Sabatier, 1999). This is difficult to ensure, given the ever-changing and ambiguous nature of 

reality (Robinson & Eller, 2010). However, the streams provide good analytical categories. 

Each has its own rules and flows largely independently of the others (Guldbrandsson & 

Fossum, 2009). Streams merge only when policy entrepreneurs attach problems to solutions 

and present them to receptive political audiences. Stout and Stevens (2000) supported this 

argument, asserting that such flexibility is in fact necessary in the policy paradigm, since 
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researchers are not seeking statistical excellence, but rather the best interpretation of the 

information in each stream.  

4.  The Multiple Streams Framework in the Context of the MNE Curriculum Policy 

Context matters in selecting a framework for policy analysis (Holderness, 1990). The 

education policy in Hong Kong is multidimensional, so it is difficult to explain in a rational, 

linear, and structured manner (Johnson, 1997). With a population of only seven million 

people, Hong Kong has more than 15 active political parties proposing different education 

policy initiatives. Nonetheless, the PRC exerts the most pressure on policymaking in its 

attempts to push its decolonisation agenda (Postiglione, 1992). 

Given the political climate in Hong Kong, the MSF’s three key assumptions—fluid 

participation, problematic preferences, and unclear technology—make it the most suitable 

analytical framework for analysing the MNE policy. First, the fluid participation of 

government officials affects rationality and predictability. For instance, as Robinson and Eller 

(2010) explained, participants at any meeting may vary considerably, and different officials 

may devote different levels of energy to the decision-making process. In one case, the 

government had sent more than five officials to try to mediate with the government (SCMP, 

2013), but all of these officials had different goals. Thus, policy analysts had difficulty 

identifying who had held the de facto power, making the outcome unpredictable (SCMP, 

2013). Furthermore, the addition of the random voice of pressure groups made the situation 

even more unpredictable.  

Second, in most situations, preferences are unclear and problematic, mainly because they are 

poorly defined or articulated, and there are multiple objectives (Robinson and Eller (2010). 

For instance, the chief executive of Hong Kong once commented to the media on 4 

September 2012 vaguely, ―between withdrawing and not withdrawing the subject, there is 

much room for discussion between the government and those opposed to the subject.‖ Most 

people perceived this as an empty gesture, and the chief executive refused to further clarify 

his meaning (MPD, 2012a).  

Third, Ma and Xiao (2012) explained that unclear technology leads to unclear pathways to 

common goals. In the statement from the chief executive, the government’s position is not 

well presented, nor is it understood by other political parties and pressure groups. Therefore, 

participants may know their parts, but not the ―big picture‖ (Sabatier, 1999). 

Thus, since the Hong Kong context is in line with all of these assumptions, the MSF is clearly 

the most suitable framework for our analysis. 

5.  Convergence of the Three Streams: The MNE Curriculum Policy 

Following from the earlier sections in the paper, I will apply Kingdon’s MSF as a theoretical 

framework to examine the MNE policymaking process. Through this, we will analyse how 

said policy came to be defined as a problem, considering the proposed policy solutions and 

the surrounding political forces. Finally, then I will discuss the possible merging of the 

streams, as well as the notions of ―policy entrepreneurs‖ and ―policy windows.‖  
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5.1 The Problem Stream 

The problem stream refers to problems that require immediate attention and action from the 

government (Kingdon, 2003, p. 198). These may come to the attention of government 

through feedback on existing policy programmes, with a focus on events like crises or strong 

indicators, such as statistics (Kingdon, 1984, p. 20).  

5.1.1 Feedback on existing programmes 

In terms of capturing government attention, three major voices emanate from educators and 

parents. First, approximately 10 percent of public school students are non-Chinese ethnic 

students. Their parents have argued that this is not fair to ethnic minorities as some of the 

teaching contents are contradictory to their own values. (SCMP, 2012b). 

Second, the launch of the MNE curriculum is an added burden to students because a 

considerable component of it is duplicated in the existing Civic Education curriculum, and 

parents saw no need for this new subject (SCMP, 2012d).  

Third, the public has noted a substantial amount of controversial content in the 

government-published ―China model national conditions teaching manual‖ (Lai, 2012), with 

alarming favouritism towards the PRC, which was out of line with parents’ expectations of 

more neutral contents (Carr, 1991; MPD, 2012a). For example, the manual described the 

Communist party as an ―advanced, selfless and united ruling group,‖ while defining the 

Democratic and Republican parties of the United States as a ―fierce inter-party rivalry that 

makes people suffer‖ (NESC, 2012, p. 10). Primary students are not mentally prepared to 

take a critical stance, so the content should not be presented in this manner. Parents worried 

that this biased content would be taught as ―reality‖ to students, and more seriously, that it 

would deny Hong Kong’s next generation freedom of thought (STD, 2012).  

5.1.2 Focusing events and indicators 

The government underestimated the dissident voices, and the protestors became more 

aggressive. There were two focusing events that demonstrated that the problem had 

successfully caught the general public’s attention.  

First, 1,075 young scholars in Hong Kong signed a petition requesting that the government 

fully withdraw the MNE policy and to allow the public to participate in the consultation 

process (Petition_National_Education, 2012; STD, 2012). The petition initiators shared their 

concerns via social media platforms; the message spread quickly, and many scholars 

subsequently joined the petition. The event also attracted significant donations from the 

general public, which enabled the publication of the petition announcement in a major local 

newspaper (Petition_National_Education, 2012). 

Second, in July 2012, more than 90,000 citizens participated in street protests to oppose the 

launch of the MNE policy. Not long after, more than 8,000 university students boycotted 

class, requesting that the policy to be stopped immediately. On September 7, 2012, 

Scholarism, a student-led political group, managed to gather 120,000 protesters in front of 

government headquarters (SCMP, 2012e), which attracted over 100 reporters from over 25 
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countries (HKP, 2012). 

This policy problem is complex, and together these events have successfully captured the 

government’s attention. 

5.2 The Policy Stream 

The policy stream contains all the possible solutions to the problems generated by policy 

experts, such as government officials, analysts, scholars, and politicians. Kingdon (1995, p. 

200), citing a famous metaphor, described all policy options as floating in the ―the primeval 

policy soup‖ (p. 200), just waiting to be selected. Policy experts group them together, and the 

most feasible options appear on the agenda. In our case, the public voice is clear; the majority 

wants the immediate withdrawal of the policy and a re-initiation of the consultation process 

(SCMP, 2012g). While this may make sense for educators, parents, and students, particularly 

because it has to do with a policy proposal that would directly affect the next generation, 

withdrawal has its own challenges. This would directly affect the government’s credibility 

and thus, its power to govern.  

Three considerations led the chief executive to disagree on policy withdrawal. First, though 

the government faces many different pressures and has limited options, the pressure from the 

PRC was visible. Although both the media and citizens’ voices called for a halt in the MNE 

policy, the Hong Kong chief executive had repeatedly expressed that withdrawal was not an 

acceptable solution (SCMP, 2012i). Most of the education policies after 1997 were 

implemented for decolonization reasons, and the MNE policy is no exception (Leung, 2013; 

Postiglione, 1992). For example, there was the controversial change of medium of instruction 

in secondary schools from English to Chinese, which was later proven to be very problematic 

for English-language proficiency and university articulation (Kan& Adamson, 2010).  

Second, the chief executive maintained that the policy had been going through a thorough 

consultation process since 2011. However, he refused to meet with the pressure group, such 

as the parents and educators, to explain why the key teaching manual was released only three 

months before the policy launch (SCMP, 2012i). The government missed an opportunity to 

mediate this crisis, lost to the policy entrepreneur. 

Third, the government has paid HKD 50 million to a pro-Beijing agency to develop the key 

teaching materials for the MNE. The size of this investment suggests that no funds were left 

to redesign the curriculum from scratch (SCMP, 2012h). 

One of the suggestions given by the policy experts was to ―shelve‖ the MNE and allow 

schools to decide whether to teach the new MNE curriculum. This would still meet the PRC’s 

expectation that the subject would be launched, and it was the best alternative option at that 

time (SCMP, 2012a). 

5.3 The Politics Stream 

The politics stream includes factors such as the national mood, administrative or legislative 

turnover, and pressure group campaigns (Kingdon, 1995, p. 21). Hong Kong’s competitive 

advantages lie in its freedom of thought, political stability, and safe environment. The 
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national mood is closely linked to these elements; people in Hong Kong work hard to protect 

these core values (SCMP, 2012c). At this point, one of the greatest fears of accepting the 

MNE policy is the disappearance of justice and democracy, a complete demolition of what 

older citizen took decades to build (SCMP, 2012c). 

5.3.1 National mood 

The national mood veers towards the withdrawal of the MNE policy, as its biased materials 

are perceived as problematic for the next generation (SCMP, 2012d). Recent research on 

ethnic identity showed that only 12.6 percent of the population identified themselves as 

―Chinese‖; this is the lowest proportion on record since 1996 (HKU, 2013). At the same time, 

there was a significant rise in the number of those who ―reject‖ the Chinese national flag and 

the Chinese anthem when compared to similar research done in 2010 (SCMP, 2012f). This is 

a powerful indication of diminishing trust between the government and the public. 

Moreover, invisible pressure from the PRC on the Hong Kong government ensures the near 

impossibility of withdrawal (SCMP, 2012i). The pro-Beijing camp arranged for one of the 

major TV stations to broadcast a controversial message that called the Democratic party a 

―destructive group,‖ a ―theatrical‖ and ―radical‖ ―political demagoguery‖ with ―scant respect 

for civic morals, the rule of law and public accord‖; it also stated that ―London and 

Washington were behind the anti-national education campaign.‖ This action upset many 

Hong Kong residents, and the broadcasting authority received over 42,000 written complaints, 

an all-time high (AM730, 2012).  

5.3.2 Election  

Currently, over 61 percent of policymakers are from the pro-Beijing camp; their vote is 

critical in forming the policy agenda. Before the legislative election, the government was 

forced to respond to the MNE policy or risk the loss of their majority in the legislative 

council. The pro-Beijing party leaders told the media that they were assessing the feasibility 

of withdrawal of the policy and that they hoped to save some of the votes (AppleDaily, 2012). 

6.  Policy Windows, Policy Entrepreneurs, and the Convergence Process 

Policy entrepreneurs attempt to merge the three streams and put forward their agenda to 

policymakers (Kingdon, 1995). While Young, Shepley, and Song (2010) noted that several 

other MSF-based studies in education policy had found that the government was acting as the 

policy entrepreneur, this case is an exception. Here, Scholarism, the student-led political party, 

was the policy entrepreneur that successfully merged all three streams.  

Scholarism went through the process of capturing government attention in the problem 

stream by gathering protestors (SCMP, 2012e). This high-impact action effectively caught the 

attention of much international media, as well. The protest was organised two days before the 

legislative election, which was the right timing for the politics stream. In the policy stream, 

Scholarism fought for full policy withdrawal at the beginning, although they knew that this 

was probably not feasible. However, they correctly predicted that the government eventually 

would agree to a solution close to the original request. They successfully managed to merge 
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all three streams when the policy window was opened—the right level of attention at the right 

time with a feasible policy alternative. Figure 1 summarizes the convergence process. 

 

Figure 1. Multiple streams and National Education Curriculum Policy in Hong Kong 

7.  Conclusion 

This paper has critically evaluated Kingdon’s MSF as an analytical framework for the MNE 

policy in Hong Kong. I agree with Kingdon, who noted that the study and practice of 

education policy are always contested terrain (Lagemann, 1997), especially in a postcolonial 

era (Rizvi, Lingard, & Lavia, 2006). Policy is inherently complex, and Kingdon’s framework, 

based on a post-positivist epistemology, also allows the analyst to interpret deeper meanings 

through the analysis of different streams (Dudley, Parsons, Radaelli, & Sabatier, 2000).  

The MNE policy case used in this study provided a good example of how a policy problem is 

constructed in various policy contexts, as well as how the solution is matched to the problem. 

Although the policy outcome is not entirely predictable, Kingdon’s framework was excellent 

for explaining the likely outcomes. The definition of the problem was not fixed; it was 

constantly evolving. Therefore, the success of the convergence strategy also depends on 

political sensitivity and time management. In the case of the MNE policy, the situation would 

have been quite different had Scholarism organised the protest after the election period.  

Although the framework is unique and useful, policy scholars should nonetheless be aware of 

its limitations. Throughout the analysis, I often found information on policy alternatives to be 
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both classified and sensitive in nature, and policy scholars may be unable to obtain such 

information. Depending on the transparency of the government, it is also difficult to 

determine whether the policy under analysis is a standalone policy, or if it is actually part of a 

larger set of political moves. 

Finally, further research is needed on how social media affects each stream in Hong Kong, 

where the media penetration rate is above 50 percent overall and over 99 percent among 

students (Lam, Lee, Chan, &McNaught, 2011). This analysis contributes to the wider policy 

literature by bridging the East-West gap in policy analysis. It provides a better understanding 

of the policymaking process in Asian countries, and it should also prove useful to both 

education policy scholars and policymakers. 
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