
politics as who gets what when and how

politics as who gets what when and how is a foundational concept in understanding the
distribution of resources, power, and influence within societies. This phrase encapsulates the
essence of political science by highlighting the processes through which decisions are made
regarding allocation and timing of goods, services, and privileges. Politics, in this context, involves
negotiation, competition, and conflict resolution among various actors vying for beneficial outcomes.
The dynamics of “who gets what when and how” reflect the mechanisms of governance,
policymaking, and social order. This article explores the theoretical underpinnings of this concept,
its practical implications, and how it shapes political behavior and institutional arrangements.
Through detailed examination, readers will gain insights into the strategic nature of politics and the
complexities involved in managing public resources. The discussion begins with an overview of the
concept, followed by an exploration of key elements including stakeholders, timing, methods of
distribution, and the impacts on society.
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Understanding Politics as Who Gets What When and
How
The phrase “politics as who gets what when and how” was famously coined by political scientist
Harold Lasswell, emphasizing the distributive nature of politics. It defines politics as the
authoritative allocation of values within a society, focusing on the allocation process rather than
ideology or policy content alone. This perspective shifts the analysis toward understanding power
relations and decision-making processes that determine the distribution of benefits and burdens.
Politics, therefore, becomes a study of conflict resolution and bargaining among competing interests
and groups.

At its core, this concept illustrates that political processes are concerned with questions of
distribution—who receives resources, the timing of these allocations, and the mechanisms employed
to enforce or legitimize these decisions. It highlights the competitive and often contentious
environment in which political actors operate to secure favorable outcomes. Understanding this
framework provides clarity on how policies are shaped and how power dynamics influence societal
outcomes.



The Role of Stakeholders in Political Distribution
Stakeholders in the political arena are the individuals, groups, or institutions that have an interest in
the outcome of political decisions regarding distribution. These actors range from elected officials
and government agencies to interest groups, corporations, and the general public. Each stakeholder
aims to influence the political process to secure resources or advantages for themselves or their
constituencies.

Types of Political Stakeholders
Political stakeholders can be categorized based on their influence, objectives, and methods of
engagement. Understanding the diversity of these actors is crucial to grasping the dynamics of “who
gets what.”

Government Officials: Politicians, bureaucrats, and policymakers who have formal authority
to make decisions impacting resource allocation.

Interest Groups: Organized groups representing specific causes or sectors seeking to shape
policy outcomes.

Political Parties: Organizations that compete for electoral power to influence governance
and distribution.

Civil Society: Citizens and non-governmental organizations that exert influence through
advocacy and participation.

Private Sector: Businesses and corporations that lobby for favorable economic policies or
regulations.

The interaction among these stakeholders creates a complex web of negotiation, bargaining, and
conflict. Their relative power and resources often determine the outcomes of political contests over
distribution.

Timing and Its Significance in Political Decision-
Making
The question of “when” in the phrase “who gets what when and how” underscores the critical
importance of timing in politics. The allocation of resources is not only about who receives what but
also about when these resources are distributed. Timing can affect the political feasibility of
decisions, the impact on stakeholders, and the overall effectiveness of policies.

Political Timing and Strategic Considerations
Political actors often consider timing strategically to maximize benefits or minimize resistance. This
involves:

Election Cycles: Policymakers may time resource distribution to coincide with elections to



gain voter support.

Economic Conditions: Distributions might be adjusted based on economic booms or
downturns to stabilize political support.

Social Movements and Crises: Political responses may be accelerated or delayed in reaction
to public pressure or emergencies.

Legislative Calendars: Timing of policy proposals can be influenced by legislative schedules
and political windows of opportunity.

Understanding timing enhances the comprehension of political strategies and the dynamics of policy
implementation.

Methods and Mechanisms of Resource Allocation
The “how” aspect of politics refers to the processes and methods through which resources, rights,
and privileges are distributed. These mechanisms vary widely depending on political systems,
institutional frameworks, and cultural contexts. Common methods include formal policymaking,
bureaucratic administration, negotiation, and sometimes coercion.

Formal Political Processes
In democratic systems, resource allocation often occurs through legislative processes, executive
decisions, and judicial rulings. These formal mechanisms are structured to ensure transparency,
accountability, and adherence to rule of law.

Informal Processes and Power Dynamics
Informal negotiations, patronage, lobbying, and political bargaining also play significant roles. In
many cases, informal networks and power relations shape outcomes as much as formal institutions
do.

Techniques of Allocation

Legislation: Passing laws to allocate budgets, benefits, or regulatory privileges.1.

Executive Orders: Directives by executive authorities to manage resources or policies.2.

Budgeting and Appropriations: Distributing financial resources through government3.
budgets.

Administrative Rules: Bureaucratic implementation of policies affecting distribution.4.

Negotiation and Bargaining: Political deals and compromises among stakeholders.5.



The effectiveness and fairness of these methods influence public trust and the legitimacy of political
institutions.

Implications for Governance and Social Equity
The concept of politics as who gets what when and how has profound implications for governance
quality and social equity. The distribution of resources and opportunities affects social cohesion,
economic development, and political stability. Unequal or unfair distribution can lead to conflict,
disenfranchisement, and loss of legitimacy for governing bodies.

Governance Challenges
Governments face the challenge of balancing competing interests, ensuring transparency, and
delivering equitable outcomes. Failure to manage distribution effectively can result in corruption,
inefficiency, and social unrest.

Promoting Social Equity
Policies aimed at redistributing resources—such as social welfare programs, affirmative action, and
progressive taxation—are direct responses to the political challenge of equitable allocation. These
policies attempt to address disparities and promote inclusiveness.

Reducing income inequality through taxation and social spending.

Ensuring access to essential services like education and healthcare.

Protecting minority rights and promoting political participation.

Enhancing transparency and accountability in allocation decisions.

Ultimately, understanding politics as the distribution of resources over time and through specific
mechanisms helps clarify the ongoing struggles to achieve just and effective governance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'politics is who gets what, when, and
how' mean?
The phrase means that politics involves the distribution of resources, power, and opportunities
among people or groups, determining who receives benefits, at what time, and by what processes or
means.



How does 'who gets what, when, and how' relate to political
power?
It relates to political power by highlighting that power determines the allocation of resources and
benefits, influencing who obtains them, the timing of distribution, and the mechanisms through
which they are granted.

Why is timing ('when') important in politics according to this
concept?
Timing is crucial because political decisions and resource allocations often depend on the context,
urgency, and strategic opportunities, affecting the effectiveness and acceptance of policies or
benefits.

How do different political systems impact 'who gets what,
when, and how'?
Different political systems, such as democracies or autocracies, have varying methods and criteria
for resource distribution, influencing transparency, fairness, and the groups that benefit from
political decisions.

Can 'politics as who gets what, when, and how' explain
political conflicts?
Yes, political conflicts often arise because different groups compete over resources, power, and
opportunities, each trying to influence the distribution in their favor.

How does public opinion affect 'who gets what, when, and how'
in politics?
Public opinion can pressure politicians and policymakers to allocate resources and benefits
differently, affecting decisions about who receives what, when, and how based on popular demand
or social movements.

What role do institutions play in determining 'who gets what,
when, and how'?
Institutions establish the rules, procedures, and norms that govern resource allocation and decision-
making, shaping the fairness, efficiency, and inclusivity of political outcomes.

Additional Resources
1. Politics: Who Gets What, When, How by Harold D. Lasswell
This classic book introduces the fundamental question of politics: “Who gets what, when, and how?”
Lasswell explores the distribution of power and resources in society, emphasizing the importance of



understanding political processes to grasp how decisions are made. The work offers a foundational
framework for analyzing political behavior and policy outcomes.

2. The Logic of Collective Action by Mancur Olson
Olson examines the challenges groups face in organizing collective efforts to achieve shared political
goals. He explains why individuals may not act in their group’s best interest unless there are
incentives to do so. This book provides insight into the dynamics of political mobilization and
resource allocation.

3. Power: A Radical View by Steven Lukes
Lukes presents a multidimensional view of power, exploring how decisions are made, how certain
issues are kept off the agenda, and how desires and beliefs are shaped. This book deepens the
understanding of who controls resources and political influence beyond overt decision-making.

4. The Politics of Redistribution by Erik Wibbels
Wibbels analyzes how political institutions and social structures influence the distribution of wealth
and public goods. Focusing on comparative politics, the book explains why some governments
redistribute resources more effectively and equitably than others.

5. Who Governs? Democracy and Power in an American City by Robert A. Dahl
Dahl investigates political power in New Haven, Connecticut, to determine who really controls local
government decisions. Through empirical research, he demonstrates the complexity of political
influence and the interplay of various interest groups in resource allocation.

6. Democracy and Redistribution by Carles Boix
Boix explores the relationship between democratic institutions and economic redistribution, arguing
that democratic governance often leads to more equitable resource distribution. The book combines
theory and evidence to explain how political competition affects who benefits from public policies.

7. The Origins of Political Order by Francis Fukuyama
Fukuyama traces the development of political institutions from prehuman times to the French
Revolution. The book provides a historical context for understanding how societies organize power,
make collective decisions, and allocate resources.

8. The Political Economy of Inequality by Frank Stilwell
Stilwell examines how economic policies and political decisions shape income and wealth
distribution. He discusses the role of government, markets, and social forces in determining who
gains access to resources and how political power influences economic outcomes.

9. Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy by Robert D. Putnam
Putnam studies regional governments in Italy to understand why some democratic institutions
perform better in distributing resources and providing public goods. The book highlights the
importance of social capital, civic engagement, and political culture in shaping who benefits from
political decisions.
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  politics as who gets what when and how: Politics: Who Gets What, When, How Harold D.
Lasswell, 2018-12-05 Politics: Who Gets What, When, How, which was first published in 1936, is the
classic analysis of power and manipulation by ruling elites and counter-elites. The themes that occur
throughout this essay have become the guideposts for most modern research in techniques of
propaganda and political organization. “It is unquestionably one of the most influential treatments of
politics published in this century.”—David B. Truman, Prof.of Public Law and Government, Columbia
University “This book is a landmark of modern political science.”—Daniel Lerner, Professor of
Sociology, M.I.T. “For over three decades the students of politics have had their intellectual horizons
constantly broadened by Harold Lasswell. There is probably no man in American political science
who has brought to bear as many new approaches to the analysis of political behaviour as he has.
There is perhaps no better way to get the essence of Lasswell’s thought than in his book, Politics:
Who Gets What, When, How.”—Seymour Martin Lipset, Department of Sociology, U.C. Berkeley
  politics as who gets what when and how: Corporate Politics for IT Managers: How to get
Streetwise Keith Patching, Robina Chatham, 2012-10-12 'Corporate Politics for IT Managers: How
to get Streetwise' addresses some of the most persistent problems faced by IT managers which
undermine their power and influence in their organisations and which prevents them obtaining seat
on the board of directors. It deals directly with the IT stereotype and offers advice on how to survive
and then thrive despite the odds being stacked against the IT manager. Divided into four parts, 'How
the IT Manager Gets Streetwise' begins by placing the IT stereotype in context, and proceeds to
challenge the IT persons' habitual behaviours of the past, and present ways of rethinking IT services,
before concluding with how managers can become streetwise in today's organisations. There are
many books on the market telling IT managers how to construct IT and IS strategies, and even more
on how to 'run' an IT department or function. However, few deal with the politics in organisations.
'Corporate Politics for IT Managers: How to get Streetwise' equips IT managers with the necessary
skills to cope successfully in the political arenas of the boardrooms in today's businesses.
  politics as who gets what when and how: Paddy Machiavelli – How to Get Ahead in Irish
Politics John Drennan, 2014-09-19 The good, the bad and the cynical – how to get ahead in Irish
politics It might appear strange that a 16th-century Italian political philosopher should provide us
with a roadmap to political power in Ireland, but as John Drennan's tongue-in-cheek account Paddy
Machiavelli makes clear, the gap between the parish pump and the Renaissance palazzo is a narrow
one indeed. In fact, observe the Irish body politic for long enough and the lines between the
Florentine's faceless hero and our own Dáil aristocrats begin to blur ever so slightly. A veteran of
countless Leinster House power plays, Drennan takes inspiration from Machiavelli's The Prince,
dispensing invaluable advice for the aspiring politician, such as how to cultivate the cloak of being
an 'ordinary decent skin', how to choose your scapegoats carefully, and how to be a straight-talker
whilst embracing vagueness. This hilarious account of the compromises that the Irish politician has
to make in order to seize power is not just a 'celebration' of the politics of cynical amorality; it's a
timely reminder of the role we play in choosing our leaders. In this wildly entertaining book,
celebrated Sunday Independent columnist John Drennan is at his best. The definitive guide to
success in Irish politics, Paddy Machiavelli will have you laughing and crying all the way to the ballot
box. 'Drennan's storytelling style is stage Irish, and like a culchie Cicero, he laces his brilliance with
bile. It is the politics of Paddy and in the tradition of Hall's Pictorial Weekly via Craggy Island.'
Gerard Howlin, The Sunday Times 'There is a fierce intelligence and fierce independence at work
here. No one escapes his gimlet eye, and he brings to the whole bizarre ecosystem of the Dáil a
unique perspective, that of the insider who remains resolutely outside.' Brendan O'Connor, The
Sunday Independent 'If Paddy really wants to know the story, generally he asks Drennan first.' Lise
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Hand, Irish Independent 'Drennan is one of the best pundits in Ireland. He has an understanding of
politics that is both instinctive and intellectual.' Pat Leahy, The Sunday Business Post '[Drennan]
reads the political game like the sort of bookie who always leaves Cheltenham with a full satchel.'
Ivan Yates, Newstalk
  politics as who gets what when and how: Disability, Politics and the Struggle for Change Len
Barton, 2013-11-19 This book seeks to explore how disability is understood and the position and
experiences of disabled people both within and across different societies. The authors explore the
question of politics in relation to specific struggles, providing a wealth of insights and ideas, and
examine the nature and value of a social model of disability. They criticize exclusionary barriers
while advancing a more democratic and participatory society based on principles of equality, offer
cross-cultural insights and present stimuli for debate and further research. The text is accessible,
topical, and provides new and innovatory thinking. This book will appeal to undergraduate and
postgraduate students, lecturers and researchers with interests in education, social policy, sociology
and disability studies.
  politics as who gets what when and how: Politics in America Dye, John, Lydia Andrade,
1998-12 Contains answers to accompany true-false questions and multiple choice questions.
  politics as who gets what when and how: The Best Job in Politics: Exploring How Governors
Succeed as Policy Leaders Alan Rosenthal, 2013 Governors - both in, and now out of, office - see the
job as the best in politics. Why is that? This title shows students how and why governors succeed as
policy leaders and makes a case as to why some governors are better at leveraging the institutional
advantages of the office.
  politics as who gets what when and how: How To Do Politics With Art Violaine Roussel,
Anurima Banerji, 2016-10-26 A major issue in the relation of art to the rest of society is the question
of how art penetrates politics. From the perspective of most art scholars, this is a question of
aesthetics—whether politics necessarily pollutes and debases the quality of the arts. From the
perspective of social science, it has been primarily a question of meaning—how political messages
are conveyed through artistic media. Recent work has begun to broaden the study of the arts and
politics beyond semiosis and content focus. Several strands of scholarship are converging around the
general issue of the social relationships within which art takes political form, that is, how art and
artists do politics. This perspective of doing moves analysis beyond addressing the meaning of
culture, to focus on the ways that art is embedded in—and intervenes in—social relationships,
activities, and institutions. This volume brings together an interdisciplinary group of scholars from
France and the United States to investigate these directions and themes by exploring the question of
how to do politics with art from a comparative standpoint, putting sociological approaches in
conversation with other disciplinary prisms. It will be of interest to scholars of social movements and
politicization, the sociology of art, art history, and aesthetics.
  politics as who gets what when and how: Individualism, a System of Politics Wordsworth
Donisthorpe, 1889 Chapter IX appeared originally in the Westminster review (July, 1886) cf. Pref.
  politics as who gets what when and how: Survive Office Politics Bloomsbury Publishing,
2023-02-16 A practical guide to office politics, including step-by-step advice on how to navigate
difficult situations, work out who is doing what and why, and how to keep cool under pressure. All
workplaces, whether in person or remote, are affected by the intrigues of office politics. Survive
Office Politics is full of practical advice on how to cope with difficult situations and people and get
on with your job. This book offers practical help on how to keep cool under pressure, watch out for
danger signs, deal with a difficult situation, and work out who is doing what and why. It features
step-by-step guidance, top tips, common mistakes and advice on how to avoid them, summaries of
key points, and lists of handy books and weblinks.
  politics as who gets what when and how: American Government and Politics Today Bardes,
Barbara A. Bardes, Mack C. Shelley, Steffen W. Schmidt, 2001-06-15 Booknews: This textbook on
American government and politics seeks to encourage direct participation by citizens in the political
process. Each chapter includes a discussion question on a controversial issue and an example of how



the student can become actively involved in American politics. A sampling of topics includes the
Constitution, federalism, civil rights, political parties, elections, Congress, the Presidency,
bureaucracy, the Judiciary, domestic and economic policy, and foreign policy. Coverage extends to
the results of the November 2000 presidential elections with an analysis of its implications for the
future.
  politics as who gets what when and how: Government and Politics in Malawi Nandini
Patel, Lars Svåsand, 2007 This study is one of the outputs of a three-year study of the institutional
context of the 2004 elections in Malawi. Comprehensive coverage is given of the main concepts,
institutions and mechanisms of government and politics in Malawi. The study combines a historical
perspective with current developments, covering: Conceputal and Contextual Background; The
Constitution; the Executive, Legislature and Judiciary; Local Government; Elections; Political
Parties; The Media; Civil Society; Trade Unions; Public Sector Reform; Public Policymaking; Foreign
Policy and International Relations. The sixteen contributors are linked to political science
institutions in Malawi and Norway. Dr. Nandini Patel is a political scientist, formerly a Senior
Lecturer at Chancellor College, University of Malawi. Lars Svasand is Professor of Comparative
Politics at the University of Bergen.
  politics as who gets what when and how: Planners and Politics John C. Ries, 1969 Three
teen-agers, thrown together by chance in an isolated house, become increasingly aware of a threat
lurking in the darkness outside.
  politics as who gets what when and how: The Saturday Review of Politics, Literature,
Science and Art , 1870
  politics as who gets what when and how: Social Inequality and Distributive Politics in
China, 1949-1969 Gordon White, 1977
  politics as who gets what when and how: Our Very Own Brexit: Australia’s Hollow
Politics and Where It Could Lead Us Sam Roggeveen, 2019-11 Could Australia have a Brexit
moment? There is a rarely spoken truth at the heart of Australian politics: it is dominated by two
parties that voters no longer care about. Around the democratic West, the public is drifting away
from major parties, and politics is becoming hollow. In Europe, populists have been the
beneficiaries. In Britain, the result was Brexit. Australian politics is hollow too. One of our deciding
parties could, in desperation, exploit an issue that ties Australia to Asia and which will determine out
future security: immigration.
  politics as who gets what when and how: Canadian Magazine of Politics, Science, Art &
Literature , 1922
  politics as who gets what when and how: Politics and Water Policy William W. Laverty,
2005
  politics as who gets what when and how: Politics in Germany Lewis Joachim Edinger, 1968
  politics as who gets what when and how: How to Journal Through Tough Times Tom Garz,
2022-12-09 It was hard writing this book, but I'm so glad I did. I've journaled for many years to help
sort myself out. I rarely share my journaling with others, since my thoughts and feelings are very
private to me. The Tough Times I chose to write/journal about in this book were my experiences
from 2015 to the Present – with the Political Turmoil, the Pandemic, and now with the Economy. I
didn't realize I had so much in me, bottled up, over recent events – until I started writing. I am
sharing My Story now, as an example of how I journal. In reading my book, you will get: A Brief
Overview of Journaling, especially how I do it; My Story including My Personal Advice to Self's to get
myself Through (and Out Of) Tough Times; 250 Writing Prompts to get you going on your Journaling;
Internet Search String Examples for you to find your own Writing Prompts related to your specific
Tough Times, e.g. sickness, loss, worry, loneliness, etc.; Encouragement all the way along for you as
you journal to get better and stay better. You might find, like I did, that if you fix the insides, the
outsides get better all on their own. I was going to title my book What Just Happened? Is Happening
Now, and Is Probably Going to Happen Again. – But that was just way too long. I like the title How to
Journal Through Tough Times better. What do you think? I hope you find my book useful. If not, I



sincerely wish you find what you're looking for.
  politics as who gets what when and how: International Bookbinder James L. Feeney, James
W. Dougherty, 1913
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