
politics is about who gets what when
and how

politics is about who gets what when and how, a concept famously articulated
by political scientist Harold Lasswell that encapsulates the essence of
political processes and power distribution. This phrase succinctly captures
the fundamental nature of politics as a mechanism for allocating resources,
privileges, and responsibilities within a society. Understanding this
definition provides crucial insight into how governments, institutions, and
individuals interact to influence policy decisions and societal outcomes.
From elections and legislation to policymaking and governance, the dynamics
of who receives benefits, when they receive them, and through what means
shape the political landscape. This article explores the multidimensional
aspects of this concept, examining the underlying principles, practical
applications, and implications of politics as a system of distribution and
control. By analyzing the historical context, theoretical frameworks, and
real-world examples, the discussion aims to deepen comprehension of political
power and resource allocation. The following sections outline key themes
related to the phrase politics is about who gets what when and how, providing
a structured exploration of its significance.

The Definition and Origins of "Politics is About Who Gets What When and
How"

The Role of Power and Authority in Political Distribution

Mechanisms of Resource Allocation in Politics

The Timing Factor in Political Decision-Making

Methods and Processes: How Political Outcomes Are Determined

Implications for Governance and Public Policy

The Definition and Origins of "Politics is
About Who Gets What When and How"
The phrase "politics is about who gets what when and how" originates from
Harold Lasswell, an influential political scientist who sought to distill
complex political phenomena into an accessible explanation. His definition
frames politics as a process centered on the distribution of resources,
power, and opportunities among competing groups and individuals. This
conceptualization shifts the focus from abstract ideals to tangible outcomes,



emphasizing the allocation aspect of politics. It highlights that political
struggles and negotiations ultimately revolve around determining who receives
benefits, at what time those benefits are delivered, and through what
procedures or channels. This approach has become fundamental in political
science, serving as a basis for analyzing political behavior, policymaking,
and institutional dynamics. Understanding this definition is crucial for
grasping the practical realities of politics beyond ideological debates.

The Role of Power and Authority in Political
Distribution
Power and authority are central to the process of deciding who gets what when
and how in political systems. Power refers to the capacity to influence or
control the behavior of others, whereas authority denotes the legitimate
right to exercise such power. Both are essential for the enforcement of
political decisions and the maintenance of order. Political actors—whether
elected officials, bureaucrats, or interest groups—use power and authority to
shape resource distribution and policy outcomes. The legitimacy of authority
often determines the acceptance of decisions and the stability of governance
structures. Without recognized authority, power struggles can lead to
conflict and instability. This section explores how power dynamics and
authoritative legitimacy affect political negotiations and resource
allocation.

Types of Political Power
Political power can manifest in various forms, influencing the distribution
process differently. Understanding these types helps clarify how decisions
are made and implemented.

Coercive Power: The ability to enforce decisions through force or
sanctions.

Economic Power: Control over financial resources that can be allocated
or withheld.

Ideological Power: The capacity to shape beliefs, values, and public
opinion.

Institutional Power: Authority derived from formal structures like
governments or legal systems.



Mechanisms of Resource Allocation in Politics
Resource allocation is a core function of political systems and involves
distributing tangible and intangible assets such as money, services, rights,
and privileges. Various mechanisms exist to manage this distribution,
reflecting the complexity of political interactions. These mechanisms
determine the fairness, efficiency, and inclusivity of political outcomes.
Key processes include policymaking, legislation, budgetary decisions, and
administrative actions. Each mechanism operates within frameworks established
by constitutions, laws, and political norms. This section details the
principal mechanisms through which politics decides who gets what.

Legislative Processes
Legislatures play a critical role in deciding resource allocation by enacting
laws that establish rights, benefits, and obligations. Through debates,
committee reviews, and voting, legislators negotiate to determine the
distribution of public resources.

Budgeting and Fiscal Policy
Government budgets are practical tools for allocating financial resources.
Fiscal policies dictate how funds are raised and spent, impacting the timing
and scale of resource distribution.

Public Administration
Administrative agencies implement laws and programs, managing the delivery of
services and enforcement of regulations that affect resource allocation.

The Timing Factor in Political Decision-Making
The "when" in politics is a critical dimension, as the timing of decisions
can influence political outcomes, public acceptance, and resource
effectiveness. Timing affects electoral strategies, policy implementation,
crisis response, and legislative cycles. Political actors often consider the
optimal moment to introduce policies or reforms to maximize support and
minimize resistance. Delays or premature actions can alter the distribution
landscape, affecting who benefits and who does not. This section examines the
importance of timing in political processes and its impact on resource
allocation.



Election Cycles and Timing
Election schedules influence when politicians make decisions, often aligning
resource distribution with periods of electoral advantage to secure voter
support.

Policy Windows
Opportunities for significant political change arise during specific moments,
known as policy windows, which enable or constrain the timing of decisions.

Crisis and Urgency
Emergencies such as economic downturns or natural disasters demand rapid
political responses, affecting how and when resources are allocated.

Methods and Processes: How Political Outcomes
Are Determined
The "how" in politics refers to the methods and procedures through which
political decisions are made and resources are distributed. These methods
include negotiation, bargaining, voting, lobbying, and conflict resolution.
Political institutions establish formal rules governing these processes,
while informal practices and cultural norms also influence outcomes.
Transparency, accountability, and participation levels vary across systems,
affecting legitimacy and fairness. This section analyzes the diverse methods
shaping the allocation of benefits and responsibilities in political
environments.

Negotiation and Bargaining
Political actors frequently engage in negotiation and bargaining to reconcile
competing interests and reach mutually acceptable agreements on resource
distribution.

Voting and Electoral Mechanisms
Democratic systems rely on voting as a method to determine political
representatives and policies, directly influencing allocation decisions.



Lobbying and Interest Groups
Interest groups use lobbying to advocate for specific resource allocations,
influencing policymakers through information, persuasion, and mobilization.

Implications for Governance and Public Policy
Understanding that politics is about who gets what when and how has profound
implications for governance and public policy. It underscores the importance
of equitable resource distribution, effective timing in policy
implementation, and transparent decision-making processes. Recognizing the
factors that shape allocation helps identify challenges such as inequality,
corruption, and inefficiency. It also guides the design of institutions and
policies to promote fairness, stability, and social welfare. This section
discusses how the core concept informs governance strategies and policy
formulation.

Equity and Justice in Resource Distribution
Governments must balance competing demands to ensure that resource allocation
promotes social equity and justice, preventing marginalization and
disenfranchisement.

Accountability and Transparency
Transparent processes and accountable institutions help maintain public trust
by clarifying how and why political decisions are made.

Policy Effectiveness and Responsiveness
Effective governance requires timely and well-executed policies that address
societal needs and adapt to changing circumstances.

Challenges in Political Allocation

Corruption and misuse of power undermining fair distribution.

Political polarization impeding consensus and cooperation.

Resource scarcity creating competition and conflict.

Institutional weaknesses affecting implementation capacity.



Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'politics is about who gets
what, when, and how' mean?
This phrase means that politics is primarily concerned with the distribution
of resources, power, and opportunities—deciding who receives them, at what
time, and through what processes.

Who originally coined the phrase 'politics is about
who gets what, when, and how'?
The phrase was popularized by political scientist Harold D. Lasswell in the
mid-20th century to encapsulate the essence of political processes.

How does the phrase 'who gets what, when, and how'
relate to policy making?
Policy making involves determining which groups or individuals receive
certain benefits or resources, the timing of these allocations, and the
mechanisms or rules by which decisions are made—directly reflecting the
phrase's components.

Why is understanding 'who gets what, when, and how'
important in politics?
Understanding this helps explain power dynamics, resource distribution, and
decision-making processes, which are crucial to analyzing political behavior
and governance outcomes.

Can the phrase 'politics is about who gets what,
when, and how' apply to international relations?
Yes, in international relations, politics involves negotiating who gains
access to resources, alliances, or influence, the timing of agreements, and
the methods of negotiation and enforcement.

How does the phrase explain political conflicts?
Political conflicts often arise because different groups compete over who
should receive certain resources, when they should get them, and how the
allocation should be managed or controlled.

In what ways do elections reflect the concept of



'who gets what, when, and how'?
Elections determine who gains political power (who), the timing of power
transitions (when), and the procedures through which leaders are selected
(how), embodying the phrase's essence.

How does the phrase relate to the distribution of
wealth in society?
Politics shapes how wealth is distributed among various groups, deciding who
benefits economically, when redistributions occur (such as through taxation
or social programs), and the mechanisms for implementation.

What role does power play in the concept of 'who
gets what, when, and how'?
Power influences the ability of individuals or groups to control resource
allocation, timing, and decision-making methods, thus determining outcomes in
political processes.

Can the phrase 'politics is about who gets what,
when, and how' be applied to non-governmental
organizations (NGOs)?
Yes, NGOs also engage in politics by deciding how resources are allocated
among beneficiaries, the timing of aid or interventions, and the strategies
used to achieve their goals.

Additional Resources
1. Politics: Who Gets What, When, How by Harold D. Lasswell
This classic book introduces the foundational concept of politics as the
study of "who gets what, when, and how." Lasswell explores how power and
resources are distributed within societies, emphasizing the roles of
authority, decision-making, and policy processes. The book remains a
cornerstone for understanding political science and the dynamics of
governance.

2. The Logic of Collective Action by Mancur Olson
Olson examines how groups pursue common interests and the challenges they
face in organizing collective action. The book explains why individuals often
fail to cooperate in large groups without incentives, highlighting the
dilemmas inherent in political and economic decision-making. It’s essential
for understanding interest groups and public goods in politics.

3. Power and Policy Making: The Politics of Who Gets What by Harold D.
Lasswell



This book delves deeper into the mechanisms of power and policy formulation.
Lasswell analyzes how political decisions are shaped by competing interests
and the distribution of resources. It provides insight into the interplay
between political actors and institutions in determining societal outcomes.

4. Who Governs? Democracy and Power in an American City by Robert A. Dahl
Dahl investigates the distribution of political power in New Haven,
Connecticut, illustrating the pluralist model of democracy. The book argues
that multiple groups compete and share influence, determining who benefits
from policy decisions. It is a seminal work on urban politics and political
participation.

5. The Politics of Redistribution by Bo Rothstein
Rothstein explores how political processes influence the allocation of
resources and social welfare. The book analyzes different regimes and their
approaches to redistribution, highlighting the role of institutions and
social trust. It offers a comparative perspective on how "who gets what"
varies across democracies.

6. Democracy and Distribution: The Political Economy of Social Choice by
Carles Boix
Boix combines political science and economics to explain how democratic
institutions impact the distribution of wealth. The book discusses the
relationship between political competition, voter preferences, and policy
outcomes. It provides a theoretical framework for understanding
redistribution in democracies.

7. The Politics of Scarcity: Public Policy in an Age of Limits by Thomas R.
Dye
Dye addresses how governments make decisions about allocating limited
resources amidst competing demands. The book explores the concept of scarcity
in public policy and the trade-offs involved. It sheds light on the processes
that determine who benefits when resources are constrained.

8. Policy Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Making by Deborah Stone
Stone challenges the notion that policy decisions are purely rational and
objective. She reveals how values, symbols, and narratives influence
political debates about resource allocation. The book provides a nuanced
understanding of the complexities involved in deciding "who gets what."

9. Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action
by Elinor Ostrom
Ostrom investigates how communities manage shared resources without
centralized control. The book offers insights into the governance structures
that enable equitable distribution and sustainable use. It contributes to
understanding political arrangements affecting resource allocation at the
local level.
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