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The Middle East, as of February 2025, stands at a critical juncture, with shifting
alliances, emerging policy proposals, and enduring conflicts shaping its complex political
landscape. Applying the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) offers a nuanced lens to
understand the intricate interplay of coalitions vying to influence policy directions in the
region.

Advocacy Coalition Framework: a brief overview

The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) is a theoretical model used to analyse and
understand policy change within complex political environments. Developed by Paul Sabatier
and Hank Jenkins-Smith in the late 1980s, ACF provides a structured approach to examining
how groups with shared beliefs—called advocacy coalitions—influence policy-making over
time. It integrates insights from multiple disciplines, including political science, sociology, and
psychology, to explain how long-term policy shifts occur in subsystems such as environmental
policy, healthcare, or education. This framework is particularly useful for analysing policy-
making in highly contentious or technical issues where multiple stakeholders, including
governments, interest groups, scientists, and media, compete to shape policy outcomes.

ACF Core Assumptions
ACF is based on several fundamental assumptions that define how policy-making and
change occur:
1. Policy-Making Takes Place in Subsystems
e Policy-making is not a single, top-down process but occurs within policy
subsystems, which are networks of actors working on a particular issue (e.g.,
climate policy, education reform, healthcare regulation).
e These subsystems include government agencies, legislators, research
institutions, businesses, advocacy groups, and media organizations.
2. Actors Are Organized into Advocacy Coalitions
e Within each subsystem, actors form advocacy coalitions that share a set of
normative and causal beliefs about a policy issue.
e Coalitions work together to influence policy outcomes through lobbying,
research, public campaigns, and coalition-building.
3. Belief Systems Guide Coalition Behaviour
e ACF posits that actors operate based on a three-tier belief system:
= Deep Core Beliefs: Broad, fundamental values and ideologies (e.g., free
markets vs. government intervention).
= Policy Core Beliefs: More specific policy preferences within a given
issue area (e.g., support for renewable energy in climate policy).
= Secondary Beliefs: Technical or instrumental views on policy
implementation (e.g., what type of carbon pricing is most effective).



4. Policy Change Occurs Over Long Time Horizons

e ACF suggests that major policy shifts take at least a decade to occur, as
advocacy coalitions compete to shape policy based on their core beliefs.

e Change happens incrementally through learning and external shocks rather than
sudden shifts.

5. External Events and Learning Influence Change

e While coalitions are relatively stable, external factors such as economic crises,
environmental disasters, or political shifts (e.g., elections) can disrupt
subsystems and create opportunities for change.

e Additionally, policy-oriented learning—where actors adjust their beliefs based
on new information—can contribute to gradual policy evolution.

Key Components of ACF

The Advocacy Coalition Framework consists of several key components that define its

analytical structure:

1. Policy Subsystems
These are the central arenas where advocacy coalitions interact, such as environmental

regulation, public health, or transportation policy. Each subsystem consists of:

Government agencies

Legislative bodies

Interest groups

Media organizations

Researchers and think tanks

2. Advocacy Coalitions

Coalitions are composed of actors who share common beliefs and work together to

influence policy outcomes. Coalitions employ different strategies, including:

Lobbying decision-makers

Mobilizing public opinion

Publishing research and reports

Building alliances with policymakers

3. Policy Beliefs and Learning

Coalitions operate based on a hierarchy of beliefs:

Deep Core Beliefs: Fundamental ideological convictions.

Policy Core Beliefs: Strategic views on a specific policy.

Secondary Beliefs: Technical implementation details.

Over time, coalitions engage in learning and may adjust their positions when confronted

with new scientific evidence, policy evaluations, or political realities.

4. External Shocks and Policy Change

Long-term policy shifts occur due to:

External Shocks: Elections, economic crises, international agreements, technological
innovations, or environmental disasters.

Internal Learning: Policy failures, new scientific research, or court rulings that reshape
coalition strategies.



« Negotiation and Coalition Shifts: Occasionally, factions within coalitions break apart
or realign, leading to major policy shifts.

How ACF Explains Policy Change
According to ACF, policy change occurs when advocacy coalitions compete for
dominance within a policy subsystem. There are three primary pathways to policy change:
1. External Shocks
e Major economic, social, or environmental disruptions challenge the status quo
and weaken dominant coalitions. One example here would be the 2008 financial
crisis which triggered shifts in financial regulation worldwide.
2. Policy-Oriented Learning
e Over time, coalitions adjust their strategies and beliefs in response to new
information, for example how scientific consensus on climate change led to
shifts in environmental policies.
3. Internal Shifts in Political Power
o Elections or leadership changes alter the balance of power within coalitions, for
example how a new government administration reversing previous policies, as
is the case at the moment with the second Trump Administration reversing many
Biden policy-era measures.

Strengths and Limitations of ACF

The strong points of ACF include a comprehensive Framework, as ACF integrates
multiple disciplines, providing a detailed analysis of policy-making; a long-term perspective:
unlike models focused on short-term decision-making, ACF explains gradual policy change
over decades, and applicability to various policy areas, as ACF has been successfully used in
environmental policy, healthcare, education, and energy policy analysis.

In terms of limitations, one could mention complexity, since ACF requires detailed
empirical data, making it difficult to apply in less-documented policy areas; limited focus on
short-term decisions: while ACF explains long-term change well, it is less effective at
analysing sudden policy reversals driven by elections or political crises, and assumption of
Stable Beliefs, as one research suggests that individual actors may shift their beliefs more
frequently than ACF predicts.

The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) is a powerful tool for understanding how
policy change occurs over time in complex environments. By emphasizing the role
of coalitions, belief systems, and external shocks, ACF provides a structured way to analyse
long-term shifts in policy-making. Although it has limitations, its interdisciplinary nature
makes it a valuable approach for studying policy evolution in contentious and highly technical
issue areas. In an era of growing political polarization and global policy challenges, ACF
remains an essential framework for scholars and policymakers seeking to understand how
competing coalitions shape governance and decision-making.



What can the ACF tell us about the Middle East today?

The Middle East is a highly complex and dynamic political environment where multiple
actors—both domestic and international—compete to shape policy outcomes on key issues
such as security, energy, governance, and regional stability. Applying the Advocacy Coalition
Framework (ACF) to this context allows us to analyse how different coalitions influence
policy-making in areas like the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, U.S.-Iran relations, Saudi-Iranian
détente, and energy policy shifts due to global transitions. The ACF’s emphasis on long-term
policy change, belief-driven coalitions, and external shocks provides a useful framework for
understanding the region’s evolving geopolitical landscape.

Advocacy Coalitions in the Middle East

The Middle East consists of several competing advocacy coalitions, each driven by
distinct belief systems, interests, and policy objectives. These coalitions operate within
different policy subsystems, such as energy policy, security alliances, regional conflicts, and
economic development. Below are some of the major coalitions I have identified in the region,
compared in terms of core beliefs, key actors and policy goals.

1. The U.S.-Saudi-Israel Coalition (the Pro-Western Bloc)
o Core Beliefs: Stability through security cooperation, containment of Iran, economic
liberalization, and energy market influence.

o Key Actors: Saudi Arabia, Israel, UAE, Bahrain, Egypt, the United States.

e Policy Goals:
o Expanding the Abraham Accords to normalize ties between Israel and Arab

states.

o Countering Iran’s regional influence through military and economic strategies.
o Securing energy markets amidst global transitions toward renewables.
o Strengthening U.S. security commitments in the region.

This coalition has faced challenges, including public opposition to normalization with
Israel in Arab societies, divergent interests among Gulf states, and concerns over U.S.
disengagement from the Middle East under the Biden administration. With Trump’s return in
2025, this coalition may see renewed security cooperation and arms sales, reinforcing its
dominance in the region.

Recent statements by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and U.S. Secretary
of State Marco Rubio underscore a shared commitment to thwart Iran’s activities.? Saudi
Arabia and the UAE, in particular, perceive Iran’s support for the Houthi rebels in Yemen and
Hezbollah in Lebanon as direct threats to their security, even though this support, especially in
the case of Hezbollah, may be visible diminished given how Israel has been able to neutralise
most of the organisation’s leadership and combat capabilities. Bahrain, hosting the U.S. Fifth
Fleet, also views Iran’s influence as a destabilizing factor. This coalition is further supported
by Egypt, which shares concerns about Iran’s influence on what remains of Hamas and the
Palestinian Islamic Jihad in Gaza.

2. The Iran-Russia-China Coalition (the Anti-Western Bloc)



o Core Beliefs: Resistance to U.S. hegemony, regional self-determination, multipolarity
in global governance, and security through asymmetric warfare and economic
cooperation.

o Key Actors: Iran, Russia, China, Hezbollah, Syria, Iraq (partially), and some pro-
Iranian factions in Yemen and Lebanon.

e Policy Goals:

o Countering U.S. and Israeli influence in the region by supporting what remains
of Hezbollah, Hamas, and Shiite militias.
o Expanding the BRICS economic alliance to decrease reliance on the U.S. dollar.
o Increasing military and economic partnerships between Russia, China, and Iran.
o Strengthening the “Axis of Resistance” against Western-backed coalitions.
This coalition has been emboldened by China’s growing economic presence in the Gulf,
Russia’s increasing reliance on Middle Eastern allies following Western sanctions over
Ukraine, and Iran’s diplomatic breakthroughs, such as its rapprochement with Saudi Arabia
two years ago. Despite the fact that Iran and Saudi Arabia signed a Chinese-mediated
agreement to reopen diplomatic relations in March 2023, | believe that the ties between the two
countries are subsidiary to each actor’s strategic interests in the Middle East and beyond and
therefore the Iranian-Saudi rapprochement might be weaker than it appears. Additionally,
internal fractures remain—as one well knows, Russia and China are pragmatic actors and may
not always align with Iran’s ideological goals.

3. The Energy Realignment Coalition (GCC & Emerging Economies)
o Core Beliefs: Economic diversification, renewable energy transition, strategic hedging
between global powers, and maintaining regional stability for business growth.

o Key Actors: Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar, Egypt, Turkey, India, and parts of the EU.

e Policy Goals:
o Balancing relations with the U.S., China, and Russia for economic benefits.
o Investing in Vision 2030 and renewable energy projects to move beyond oil

dependency.

o Maintaining OPEC+ coordination to stabilize global energy markets.
o Avoiding direct military entanglements in regional conflicts.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE are key players in this coalition, leveraging their economic
power to navigate between competing blocs. Their cooperation with China on Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) projects while maintaining defence ties with the U.S. exemplifies their strategic
hedging.

4. The Palestinian Advocacy Coalition:
e Key actors: Palestinian authorities (both the Palestinian Authority in the West
Bank and Hamas in Gaza), Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and international human
rights organizations.
e Core beliefs: achieving Palestinian statehood and opposing policies perceived
as undermining Palestinian rights.
e Policy goals:



o Establishing a sovereign Palestinian state with the capital in East

Jerusalem

Ending Israeli military presence and settlements in the West Bank

Right of return of Palestinian refugees

International recognition of the new state

Economic and humanitarian relief for the Palestinian population
Jordan and Egypt, while diplomatically tied to Israel, are cautious supporters due to

their significant Palestinian populations and concerns about regional stability. Lebanon and

Syria, hosting large Palestinian refugee communities, are vocal opponents of any resettlement

proposals, such as the recent one formulated by US president Donald Trump,® emphasizing the

right of return. Additionally, Turkey and Qatar have positioned themselves as defenders of

Palestinian rights, providing financial and political support to Hamas.

o O O O

How ACF Explains Policy Change in the Middle East
The Advocacy Coalition Framework suggests that policy shifts in the Middle East occur

through long-term competition between coalitions, punctuated by external shocks and policy-

oriented learning. Here’s how, in my view, ACF can explain several major geopolitical

developments affecting the region at the moment:

1. The Abraham Accords and Policy Learning
Within the ACF framework, policy-oriented learning plays a crucial role in shaping
coalition strategies and potential policy shifts. The push for normalization between
Israel and Arab states under the Trump administration (2020-2021) reflected efforts by
the U.S.-Saudi-Israel Coalition to isolate Iran and foster economic cooperation.
Opposition from the Iran-led bloc and pro-Palestinian advocacy groups initially slowed
progress, but economic incentives (UAE-Israel trade, Saudi investments in tech) led to
gradual policy learning. The Gaza war, started after Hamas’ brutal attack on Israel on
October 7, 2023, reinforced Saudi hesitations on normalization, reflecting ACF’s
prediction that policy beliefs shift gradually, influenced by political realities.

2. The Saudi-Iran Détente as an External Shock
The China-brokered agreement between Saudi Arabia and Iran (2023) marked a
significant policy shift, disrupting the U.S.-Saudi-lsrael Coalition’s containment
strategy. ACF suggests that external shocks (China’s mediation, economic pressures)
forced Saudi Arabia to reassess its approach to Iran, prioritizing regional stability over
ideological opposition. This realignment has weakened anti-lran advocacy coalitions
while strengthening the multipolar cooperation bloc.

3. The Russia-Ukraine War and Shifting Energy Policies
The war has created certain divisions within Middle Eastern coalitions, for instance
when Saudi Arabia and UAE refused to align with Western sanctions on Russia,
prioritizing OPEC+ cohesion. Turkey also balanced NATO commitments while
maintaining economic ties with Russia, while Iran strengthened military ties with
Moscow, leveraging arms sales for economic relief. ACF explains this policy
divergence as the result of competing coalition interests—the energy realignment bloc
seeks stability, while the anti-Western coalition views the war as an opportunity to
undermine U.S. influence.



Several recent policy proposals have intensified the interactions among the coalitions
outlines above, the most impactful of which would be:

e Trump’s Gaza Plan: U.S. President Donald Trump’s proposal to transform Gaza
into the “Riviera of the Middle East”, involving the relocation of two million
Palestinians to neighbouring countries, has been met with widespread
opposition.* Arab nations, including Jordan and Egypt, have condemned the
plan, citing potential breaches of international law and risks of regional
destabilization. At any rate, the plan is unrealistic and it completely ignores the
national aspirations of the Palestinian people, as well as the interests and needs
of the countries to which such a massive population would be relocated.

e Netanyahu’s “Gaza 2035” Vision: Prior to Trump’s proposal, Israeli Prime
Minister Netanyahu unveiled the “Gaza 2035” plan, envisioning Gaza’s
transformation into a prosperous region through high-tech projects and
international partnerships.® This plan emphasizes the elimination of Hamas and
reconstruction under a coalition of Arab countries, aiming for Gaza’s self-
governance as a free trade zone, without including any concrete measures as to
how this could be achieved, who could finance such an endeavour and what
would happen to the local population.

Additionally, external events have also significantly impacted the power dynamics
among these coalitions in recent months, including:

e Ceasefire Agreements and Hostage Negotiations. The recent ceasefire deal
between Israel and Hamas, signed in January 2025, involving hostage-prisoner
swaps, has highlighted the delicate balance of power and the ongoing volatility
in the region. This agreement underscores the influence of international
mediators and the precarious nature of peace efforts, as the viability of the
ceasefire agreement has already been questioned by both sides amidst mutual
accusations of attempts to violate the terms of the treaty. If the ceasefire holds,
the agreement is supposed to move on to the second phase in the coming weeks.

e Shifts in U.S. Foreign Policy. The transition from Secretary of State Antony
Blinken’s comprehensive plan for Gaza’s reconstruction to President Trump’s
more controversial proposals reflects a significant shift in U.S. foreign policy.®
This change has altered the strategies of regional actors and the composition of
advocacy coalitions.

Challenges in Applying ACF to the Middle East
While ACF provides a useful lens for analysing Middle Eastern politics, there are
challenges to its application, including, but not limited to the following aspects, briefly
described below:
1. Fluid Alliances — Unlike Western democracies where advocacy coalitions are stable,
Middle Eastern alliances shift frequently due to regime changes, conflicts, and external
pressures.



2. Authoritarian Influence — Many Middle Eastern states have centralized power
structures, where decision-making is less driven by coalitions and more by elite
leadership.

3. Non-State Actors — Groups like Hezbollah, Hamas (although significantly weakened
after the conflict with Israel), and the Houthis operat outside traditional state
frameworks, complicating coalition-based policy analysis.

Despite these limitations, ACF helps explain why policy change in the Middle East is
slow, belief-driven, and shaped by external events rather than short-term political cycles.

Conclusion

Applying the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) to the contemporary Middle East
reveals a region shaped by competing coalitions with distinct policy beliefs and long-term
objectives. The U.S.-Saudi-Israel bloc, the Iran-Russia-China axis, and the energy realignment
coalition exemplify the complex policymaking dynamics that drive regional shifts.

While external shocks—such as the Saudi-Iran rapprochement, the Ukraine war, and
the Abraham Accords negotiations—play a role in reshaping alliances, policy learning occurs
gradually, with actors adapting to new realities over time.

As the Middle East moves toward a multipolar world, understanding these coalitions
will be essential for predicting policy trajectories and anticipating future conflicts and
cooperation.
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