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[0 O O What are the implications of elite theory for policy analysis[]

First, elitism implies that public policy does not reflect the demands of the people so much as it does the interests,
values, and preferences of elites. Therefore, change and innovations in public policy come about as a result of
redefinitions by elites of their own values. Because of the general conservatism of elites that is, their interest in
preserving the system——-change in public policy will be incremental rather than revolutionary. Public policies
are frequently modified but seldom replaced. Changes in the nature of the political system occur when events
threaten the system, and elites, acting on the basis of enlightened self-interest, institute reforms to preserve the
system and their place in it. The values of elites may be very "public regarding.” A sense of noblesse oblige may
permeate elite values, and the welfare of the masses may be an important element in elite decision making. Elitism
does not necessarily mean that public policy will be hostile toward mass welfare but only that the responsibility for
mass welfare rests on the shoulders of elites, not masses.Second, elitism views the masses as largely passive,
apathetic, and ill informed; mass sentiments are more often manipulated by elites, rather than elite values being
influenced by the sentiments of masses; and for the most part, communication between elites and masses flows
downward. Therefore, popular elections and party competition do not enable the masses to govern. Policy
questions are seldom decided by the people through elections or through the presentation of policy alternatives by
political parties. For the most part these "democratic” institutions——-elections and parties——are important only
for their symbolic value. They help tie the masses to the political system by giving them a role to play on election
day and a political party with which they can identify. Elitism contends that the masses have at best only an indirect
influence over the decision-making behavior of elites.Elitism also asserts that elites share in a consensus about
fundamental norms underlying the social system, that elites agree on the basic rules of the game, as well as the
continuation of the social system itself. The stability of the system, and even its survival, depends on elite consensus
in behalf of the fundamental values of the system, and only policy alternatives that fall within the shared consensus
will be given serious consideration. Of course, elitism does not mean that elite members never disagree or never
compete with one another for preeminence. It is unlikely that there ever was a society in which there was no
competition among elites. But elitism implies that competition centers on a very narrow range of issues and that
elites agree more often than they disagree.
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