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To paraphrase Richard Nixon, we are all institutionalists now.  Institutions stand at the heart of much theorizing and explanation in the social sciences.  Analysts working from a variety of perspectives have produced compelling work, emphasizing and explicating the tremendous significance of institutional arrangements for political and social outcomes (Hall and Taylor 1996).  Indeed, the various “new institutionalisms” that have sprung up in the social sciences are now decades old.  Yet despite all this attention there remain large holes in our understanding of institutions.  This paper explores one:  the effects of large-scale public policies.


Public policies are not always treated as institutions, but I will argue that there are good reasons for doing so.  Given the interest of political scientists in institutions, such a formulation can foster interest in policy effects, and provide a basis for extending many of the arguments about institutional effects to the examination of policy effects.  Such a move is important, because it would allow social scientists to grapple more systematically with one of the most striking features of modern social life:  the tremendously expanded significance of government activism.  Consider, for instance, the United States.  Typically described as a “laggard”, this “weak” state nonetheless generates tax revenues of almost one-third of GDP – a figure that represents only the tip of the iceberg of government activity.  These revenues are generated through a staggeringly complex tax code that itself constitutes a formidable apparatus of policy activism (Howard 1997; Hacker 2002).
  The American regulatory state, moreover, presents a vast array of rules that permeate economic and social activity, setting down prohibitions and requirements for everything from hiring practices to the design of entryways for many private buildings, to the kinds of wording allowed, prohibited, or required on consumer packaging.  Most of the politically-generated “rules of the game” that directly help to shape the lives of citizens and organizations in modern societies are, in fact, public policies.

Somehow, these realities of contemporary political life have made very little impact on the institutionalist turn in the social sciences.  Whether scholars have been distracted by contemporary rhetoric about globalization, the resurgence of markets, and the “retreat of the state”, or because of political scientists’ preoccupation with formal institutions, the reality and implications of the state’s ubiquitous role in modern societies has largely evaded our systematic attention.  Political scientists working on a range of substantive issues have, however, begun to focus on policy effects.  As I will document later, there is now considerable evidence that specific policy interventions often have very substantial and enduring political consequences.  The task ahead is to think more clearly about why and when particular kinds of policy structures have certain kinds of effects.  Recognizing that policies are important instances of political institutions would allow scholars to tap the rich insights of institutional analysis to contribute to our understanding of activist government.  This would facilitate the development of sharper hypotheses about policy effects.  It would also generate greater recognition that those studying quite distinct substantive issues are also engaged in what should be a shared research program.

The task of this paper is to outline why it makes sense to think about a shared research program on policy effects, and to indicate some of the lines along which such a program might progress.  The argument is presented in four stages.  I consider first the question of whether it makes sense to treat public policies as institutions.  Section II takes up, and rejects, two justifications for not focusing scholarly attention on the effects of policy structures.  Section III outlines, in admittedly very cursory fashion, what political scientists currently know about policy effects.  Section IV offers some ideas about how a more self-conscious research program on policy effects, drawing on various strands of institutionalist theory, might proceed.

Are Public Policies Institutions? 

In a widely-utilized definition, Douglass North describes institutions as “the rules of the game in a society or, more generally … the humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction” (1990, p. 3).  For the individuals and social organizations that make up civil society, public policies are clearly very central rules governing their interactions.  These rules specify rewards and punishments associated with particular behaviors, ranging from eligibility for specific forms of government largesse on the one hand to large fines, incarceration or even death on the other.  Leaving aside the informal institutions typically explored by sociologists, the institutions that impinge on the modern citizen most directly and intensively as she goes about her daily life are in fact public policies, not the formal political institutions that have preoccupied political scientists.

Many political scientists would respond that it is formal political institutions that matter for them – these are the rules of the game for politics.  The test for arguments about policy effects is to show that they do indeed matter for politics.  Unlike formal institutions, the influence of policies on politics is necessarily indirect.  If policies as institutions matter for political scientists, it is because the influence of policies on social actors – on who they are, on what they want, on how and with whom they organize – is  such that it changes the way these actors engage in politics. 

Why Haven’t Policy Effects Received More Attention?

If there is a good case to be made for regarding major public policies as potentially consequential institutions, why have social scientists made only limited steps in this direction?  There are two plausible defenses for the paucity of efforts.  First, one could argue that since policies, unlike formal institutions, are relatively easy to change (or “plastic”), they are essentially epiphenomenal.  Second, it could be argued that the sheer range and heterogeneity of policy interventions makes the development of a successful research program on policy effects impossible.  Only the second of these objections, in my view, raises a serious challenge.


The first argument represents a particular version of the challenge that is often applied to institutional arguments more generally (Pontusson 1995; Alexander 2001):  what if the institutions, and their effects, simply reflect some more fundamental causal forces (e.g., the power of political elites)?  In this case, one should expect that the institutions themselves are likely to give way as these other variables change – they exert no independent effects.  Institutions, to be causally significant, need some staying power.  Hannan and Freeman made this key observation in their path-breaking work on organizational ecology, although their focus was on organizations rather than institutions:

Structures that adapt swiftly and effortlessly are unlikely to shape processes of historical change.  Another way of putting this is that if organizations are the building blocks of modern societies … inertia is what gives them this quality.  If organizations are plastic, then only the intentions of elites matter (Hannan and Freeman 1989, p. 33).  


Implicitly, the view that public policies are highly plastic underpins much research in political science that treats policies solely as dependent variables.  In standard accounts, policies reflect, rather than modify, core political processes.
  Thus most of the contemporary literature on American politics treats policy as highly responsive to shifts in public opinion (Hansen 2000, Stimson et al 2002, Page and Shapiro 1996).  And to the extent that these arguments about responsiveness are challenged, it is typically a matter of what policies respond to (e.g., elite or mass opinion), rather than the prospect that the policies themselves may have important effects.

It is sometimes suggested that the challenge that institutions are epiphenomenal applies with particular force to public policies.  Formal political institutions possess greater staying power, because obstacles to revision are higher.  As Robert Goodin has put it, modern polities possess “a system of ‘nested rules,’ with rules at each successive level in the hierarchy being increasingly costly to change” (Goodin 1996, p. 202).  On this account, formal institutions call out for our attention because they are the most durable, and thus highly consequential institutional structures.

It is true that revisions of public policies often confront fewer, or more modest, veto points, than do revisions of formal political institutions.  The extent of this difference should not be exaggerated, however.  Formal barriers to change in constitutional systems are not always so high.  And in systems of fragmented political authority, such as the United States, Canada, or the European Union, formal obstacles to policy revision may be quite substantial.
 

More important, it would be a grave mistake to argue that the staying power of institutions, including public policies, rests largely on the strength of veto points.  A number of other features of institutions may make revision difficult, even in situations where the balance among political actors or other relevant features of the social context have undergone significant change.  It is worth exploring these factors in a bit of detail, since they not only indicate the flaws in views that treat institutions as highly plastic but point to some important dimensions of policy effects.

One source of potential resilience, heavily emphasized in recent choice-theoretic work on formal political institutions, is the significance of coordination problems (Carey 2000; Cox 1997; Hardin 1999; Weingast 2003).  Actors are better off if they have reliable expectations about the behavior of others.  Institutional choice, in these models, is seen as primarily a matter of actors converging on a focal point that solves their coordination problems.  These actors may disagree about the “best” outcome, but they are eager to reach a shared understanding since even coordination around some less-desired outcome is better than no coordination at all.  Expectations about what others will do are thus crucial in driving behavior towards a coordinated outcome.  In these accounts, once they have been selected institutions will have considerable staying power because of the difficulty of coordinating around an alternative (Hardin 1999).

Coordination models can, of course, be applied to policies as well as formal political institutions.  Particular policy structures can reduce uncertainty about the behavior of various actors, generating more stable expectations that facilitate social action.  Recent studies in comparative political economy, discussed in more detail below, highlight the ways in which policy regimes create frameworks in which a large range of key economic actors can develop relatively stable expectations about their interactions (Hall and Soskice 2001).

Probably of greater importance than coordination effects, however, are the ways in which policy structures, once in place, can actually shift both the distribution of political actors and their policy preferences.  Coordination models emphasize that actors may come to see particular changes as difficult.  Broader arguments about feedback effects point to the ways in which influential actors may come to view particular changes as undesirable.   By altering incentives and resources among social actors, public policies can profoundly alter the political terrain over time (Hacker and Pierson 2002).  What changes are not just actors’ expectations about what is possible, but both the kinds of actors that are around, their capacities, and their policy preferences.  

These kinds of policy effects are of great theoretical significance, because they mount the most fundamental challenge to the “policies are epiphenomenal” argument.  If policies have the capacity to shift the composition of actors in a society, their resources, and their preferences, then the case for a research program focused on policy effects is strong.  Thus Section II turns to a more detailed look at this issue, beginning with existing empirical research.

What about the second concern, however?  Even if it is granted that policy effects may be considerable, perhaps methodological or theoretical difficulties make a research agenda focused on those effects unpromising.  This concern would be based largely on the facts that the universe of public policies is both heavily populated and extremely heterogeneous.  Governments make many, many rules of widely varied types.  The range of such efforts is indicated by the widespread employment of typologies in public policy literatures, which typically distinguish regulations, public expenditure, and tax subsidies, with endless further distinctions drawn within and across each of these types of policies.

The contrast with the key topics considered in the study of formal political institutions is indeed striking.  Political scientists studying democratic regimes have achieved a large degree of consensus about what should be on a relatively short list of core institutional arrangements – regime type (parliamentary vs. presidential), federalism, electoral laws, etc. – as well as the key dimensions of each of these arrangements.  This level of consensus about the benefits of focusing on a small number of features allows for the concentration of intellectual energies, facilitating the development of a sophisticated literature on institutional effects (Colomer 2001; Lijphart 1999).

It is far more difficult to achieve such a level of consensus and focus when studying policy effects.  The number of distinct policies is much larger, and many of these involve multiple components that can vary in often subtle ways.  Moreover, as the comparative literatures exploring policy regimes and complementarities make clear (see below), policy effects often stem from configurations of government action, making it far more of a challenge to pin down the impact of discrete policies.  All of these features make it difficult to develop categories and pursue meaningful comparisons.

These are, in fact, big problems.  Combined with the higher priority that literatures on policy in political science have placed on explaining policy outcomes, they largely account for the still fairly limited progress of research on policy effects.  Yet the nature of this objection also needs to be noted.  Unlike the first objection, this one does not deny the significance of policy effects – it simply says that studying them is difficult.  It is a variant of the practice lampooned in the standard joke about a drunk man searching for his keys under the lamppost because the light is good, even though he lost the keys somewhere else.  If there are good reasons to think that public policies may have substantial capacities to remake politics, then we need to focus on how to shine more light into dark corners.  I will return to this issue in Section IV, but first I want to push further with the case for the significance of policy effects. 

What Do We Know About Policy Effects?


Political scientists working on a range of empirical issues have shown growing interest in the ways public policies can reconfigure politics.
  Students of both comparative and American politics have identified considerable evidence of policy effects.  Among comparativists, much of the focus has been on “policy regimes” that both engender distinct patterns of interest group formation and distinctive distributions of public opinion, thus reinforcing divergent and enduring political coalitions.  In the comparative study of welfare states, Gosta Esping-Andersen’s path-breaking work emphasized the distinct policy configurations generated in the “liberal”, “social democratic”, and “conservative” worlds of welfare capitalism (Esping-Andersen 1990).  Although Esping-Andersen traced these different regimes to distinct constellations of political power, he argued that once established these regimes were strongly self-reinforcing.

Arguments about regime effects have become standard in this literature (Swank 2002; Huber and Stephens 2001; Pierson 2001).  Huber and Stephens, in their remarkably comprehensive treatment of welfare state development, strongly emphasize the impact of early policy initiatives in shaping long-term political processes:

As each policy is put into place it transforms the distribution of preferences; as the regime increasingly entrenches itself, it transforms the universe of actors.  The economic and political costs of moving to another regime become greater, and conversely the returns of staying on the same track become greater (Huber and Stephens 2001, p. 32).

Here is their account of the impact of early policy initiatives on public opinion, which they term “the policy ratchet” effect:

Until the era of retrenchment, it was rare for secular conservative parties to roll back welfare state reforms instituted by social democratic or Christian democratic parties.  Indeed they generally accepted each new reform after it has been instituted, and the new center of gravity of the policy agenda became defined by the innovations proposed by the progressive forces in society.  The reason for the change in posture of the conservative parties was that the reforms were popular with the mass public, especially the broad-based policies in the areas of pensions, education, and health care … The support for policies quickly broadened once citizens enjoyed the benefits of the new policies, and thus the mass opposition to cutbacks in the policies was much broader than the mass support for their introduction.  Thus, the new policy regime fundamentally transforms the preferences of the population (Huber and Stephens 2001, pp. 28-9, emphasis added).


Recent comparative work among political economists has also emphasized the impact of policy regimes.  These are typically depicted as parts of distinctive “varieties of capitalism” involving policies, formal and informal institutional arrangements, firm organizations, and patterns of interest intermediation (Hall and Soskice 2001; Kitschelt, Lange, Marks and Stephens 1999).  A key emphasis in this work is the idea of “institutional complementarities.”  Where complementarities exist, the value of each institution (including public policies) is enhanced by the presence of the others.  This emphasis on the ways in which policies and other institutional arrangements mutually reinforce each other explains the macro or “regime” focus of much of this research.  Major effects are often not generated by single policies operating in isolation, but by clusters of policies with strong elective affinities.


Comparative research has also begun, at least haltingly, to explore micro-level  links between policies and important political variables as well.  This is an important development, since much of the previous research had simply sketched out what these micro-level mechanisms between macro variables might look like, without investigating these connections directly.   Iversen and Soskice (2000) argue that strong social insurance states promote the development of specific skills in the workforce.  They demonstrate, in turn, that countries with large groups of workers with these skills will exhibit higher levels of public support for expansive social programs.


Research in American politics has also begun to generate substantial evidence of large-scale policy effects.  Not surprisingly given its focus on processes unfolding over substantial stretches of time, this has been especially true in the field of American political development.  Theda Skocpol’s work on early initiatives in social policy (Skocpol 1992) shows that they had significant political effects.
  Jacob Hacker’s recent study breaks important new ground in demonstrating the scope of policy effects (Hacker 2002).  By focusing on the regulatory and tax policies that support the “private” or “hidden” welfare state, he extends an appreciation for policy effects beyond the range of previous studies.  And by systematically tracking the implications of early policy initiatives over roughly five decades he provides a particularly compelling examination of the ways in which interest group structures, the preferences of key political groups (such as employers), and the range of possibilities open to policymakers are profoundly influenced by these initial policy structures.


Just as in the study of comparative politics, micro-level arguments have recently surfaced in work on American politics.  Campbell’s study of Social Security policy and the elderly (Campbell 2003) and Mettler’s analysis of the GI Bill of Rights (Mettler 2002) both offer strong evidence linking policy structures to political behavior.  Campbell demonstrates that the expansion of Social Security has been associated with heightened levels of political activity among the elderly (and, most strikingly, among the less affluent elderly).  Mettler’s survey of World War II veterans reveals significant effects of the GI Bill on levels of participation and political attitudes.

Thus we have considerable empirical research, focused on both the micro and macro levels, suggesting that policy effects can be very substantial.  There is now
strong support for E. E. Schattschneider’s (1935) insistence that “new policies create a new politics.”  Where we have made less progress is in transforming this into a coherent and cumulative research program.  We have repeated demonstrations of the significance of policy feedback.  We have relatively few clear propositions about when we should expect what kinds of effects – much less sustained efforts to subject these propositions to systematic empirical tests.  In the next section I suggest how this challenge might begin to be addressed.

Advancing a Research Program on Policy Feedback
Social scientists probably do not take as much time as they should to consider what kinds of strategies are likely to generate successful research programs – with “success” defined here broadly as those that produce a cumulative contribution to knowledge.  Two factors that greatly enhance the prospect for successful research programs are density and clarity.
  By density I mean that the topic must attract the attention of a community of scholars.  By clarity I mean that scholars must identify a (fairly) clear proposition or set of propositions that becomes a focal point for research on that topic.  With density comes the opportunity to subject a particular set of observations to alternative methodologies and repeated scrutiny.  More important, it allows researchers to greatly increase the number of observations – as Mahoney (2003) has argued, this can surmount many of the methodological limitations that a single qualitative study may confront.  Clarity enhances efforts to repeatedly evaluate, and refine, particular claims.  It also facilitates the application of claims across a wider empirical terrain, involving subjects that might have important points of similarity that would otherwise be missed.  

Clarity and density are synergistic.  Density encourages the development of clarity as the concentration of research pushes analysts to make sharper propositions.  Clarity encourages the development of density by catching and focusing the attention of other analysts, helping members of a potential research program recognize that they are part of a scholarly conversation, and demonstrating how findings in one empirical study can be of the greatest relevance to those examining other policy areas.  

As noted above, research on policy feedback has made significant progress over the past decade.  The subject has certainly generated growing attention, and thanks to some superb scholarship there is an increasingly strong case to be made for the significance of policy effects.  Yet a lack of density and clarity has placed significant limits on the prospects for a sustained research program organized around policy effects.  Two interconnected factors have undercut the development of density.  First, as I discussed at the outset, policy structures are highly diverse, and research is scattered across different policy areas.  This scattering could be a source of strength, since it would facilitate the development of systematic and wide-ranging comparisons about policy effects.
  It becomes a weakness, however, when it is coupled with a lack of dialogue across these investigations.   Those studying specific policy areas are generally interested primarily in that substantive area.  There is as of yet only a limited recognition that scholars working in different policy areas are part of a collective inquiry into the significance of policy effects.

The heavy emphasis on qualitative research in studies of policy effects reinforces this tendency.  Typically, these efforts are designed to demonstrate that a particular policy or small set of policies was politically significant, rather than develop or evaluate propositions about variation in political outcomes.  Scattered research focused on addressing debates within a particular policy area fosters a situation in which discrete studies often remain discrete, rather than contributing as much as they might to a cumulative research program.

The same factors that have undercut the development of density in the study of policy feedback have undercut the development of clarity.  Because scholars have typically been seeking to make the case that “policy makes politics” in the particular policy area they are examining, they have explored all of the policy effects they consider to be significant.  These can be highly diverse (Pierson 1993; Soss and Mettler 2003).  Policies can channel resources to (or from) particular actors, shift incentives that affect a range of relevant behaviors, facilitate or impede specific forms of collective action, and influence public opinion through a number of different mechanisms.

Most existing research has focused simultaneously on a number of these factors in order to show the large effects of policy.  It has not attempted to fashion or evaluate propositions about what factors influence the size of particular kinds of policy effects.  Yet claims of the sort “policies that do x will tend to produce political effect y” would be more likely to produce the clarity and density that would facilitate more cumulative research.  This would require a shift towards the identification of those types of effects that we have reason to think have large, identifiable effects over a range of issues, and where we have theoretical grounds for developing clear hypotheses about the scale and nature of these effects.  

Very briefly, I want to suggest three possible areas for developing such claims, and point to some tentative bases for fashioning some promising hypotheses.  The three areas are the composition and resources of interest groups, the population of social actors, and patterns of public opinion.  Each of these areas presents an important set of variables of interest to political scientists, and in each case there is sufficient existing research to suggest that policy effects may be quite significant.

The Composition and Resources of Interest Groups.  The standard “systems theory” approach sees interest groups as contributing political inputs (e.g., lobbying) that results in policy outputs.  Yet there is considerable evidence suggesting that we often need to turn that causal arrow around.  Policies often come first, providing the foundation for particular patterns of collective mobilization.
  Policies can create major incentives to organize, and to organize in particular ways.  They can also confer substantial resources on particular types of groups, including direct and indirect financial subsidies as well as organizational infrastructure and crucial information that private actors can “piggyback” on in their efforts to generate collective action (Moe 1980).
  These can be especially important in meeting the high start-up costs that are often crucial to overcoming the formidable initial obstacles to successful collective action (Marwell and Oliver 1993).  A research agenda focused on specifying the mechanisms through which policy arrangements influence patterns of interest group formation and maintenance seems a highly promising focus for comparative research.  It might offer the additional benefit of focusing attention on, and potentially reinvigorating the analysis of interest groups – a  dimension of political life that has been largely neglected in recent scholarship, especially in comparative politics.

Policy Environments and the Population of Social Actors.  Major public policies can be powerful instruments for changing the population of actors in a social system, with considerable political implications.  These changes may take place slowly over a considerable period, but they may have marked long-term effects.  Just as formal political institutions, such as electoral arrangements, constitute “environments” that can shift the population of political parties over time, policy arrangements may shape the survival prospects for particular kinds of actors.  For example, certain kinds of employers (e.g. small firms) employing certain kinds of strategies are more likely to flourish in particular policy environments (Hacker and Pierson 2002; Huber and Stephens 2001).  As noted earlier, criminal justice policy in the United States is selectively (and in many cases, permanently) removing a considerable and politically distinctive segment of the electorate from the voting population every year.  As we accumulate more knowledge about policy effects, we are in a position to start systematically examining how certain kinds of policies, operating over the long term, may alter populations of social actors in politically consequential ways.

Patterns of Public Opinion and Political Behavior.  One of the most promising recent developments in the study of policy effects has been the emergence of research systematically linking policy structures with important aspects of public opinion and political behavior (Campbell 2003; Iversen and Soskice 2000; Mettler 2002; Soss 1999).  Like other work on policy effects, however, these efforts have typically focused on a single setting with the goal of showing that the policy of interest alters political behavior.  These works have often identified multiple mechanisms through which behavioral effects may be generated.  Policies can, for example, provide resources that facilitate or impede participation.  They may create “stakes” that give individuals incentives to participate.  They may create framing effects that influence what actors see and what they don’t, which issues attract their attention and how they feel about those issues, who they see as their allies and opponents, as well as whether they feel that their grievances are legitimate and will be treated as legitimate.  The range of these possibilities, along with the persuasive evidence already assembled, points to the promise of a research agenda that would, again, specify the mechanisms linking policy with behavior and develop propositions about the features of policy and political context that would produce variation in these effects.

[summary and conclusion to follow]  
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� A second major gap concerns explanations for institutional outcomes, including both institutional origins and institutional change.  For discussions of some of the issues see Thelen 2003 and Pierson forthcoming, Chapters 4 and 5.


� Federal tax expenditures add up to roughly 7% of GDP.  There are no estimates of the cost of state-level tax expenditures.


� Soss and Mettler (2003) nicely describe this dominant view as a “systems theory” approach, in which the political process transforms social “inputs” into policy “outputs.”





� And in some cases, public policies may expressly outline difficult revision procedures – for instance, the Canadian earnings-related pension scheme can only be revised with the agreement of the federal government and at least seven provinces representing two-thirds of the population, making it “more difficult to amend than most sections of the constitution of the country” (Banting 1995, p.278).


� For a nice critique of this line of argument see Alexander 2001.


� Arguments about what is now often termed “policy feedback” (Pierson 1993) are usually traced back to sources such as Lowi (19xx) and Wilson (1980).  These arguments, however, are really about the structure of issues and the associated (diffuse or concentrated) winners and losers.  They are not arguments about how specific structures of public policy can influence politics.  Recent strands of work on this topic stem largely, in my view, from lines of argument set down by Skocpol and her collaborators in the 1980s (e.g. Weir and Skocpol 1985).


� At least for the period she is studying, however, these effects were not of the “ratchet” kind emphasized by Huber and Stephens.


� For some excellent discussions of this issue, focused on particular literatures in comparative politics, see Mahoney and Reuschemeyer (2003), Part I.


� Indeed, it is notable that many important areas of policy feedback have so far received almost no attention.  As noted, there is clustering around topics in social policy and political economy.  The political effects of many other areas of policy development deserve systematic scrutiny.  Hacker, Mettler, Pinderhughes and Skocpol (2003, pp. 23-4) offer one clear example:  “… incarceration rates in the United States have quadrupled since 1975, over the course of an era featuring a vigorous anti-crime policy agenda and strict sentencing laws.  As a result, 4.7 million individuals are currently prohibited from voting due to their status as felons, and in some states, as ex-felons.  Christopher Uggen and Jeff Manza found that such disenfranchisement likely altered the outcomes of several gubernatorial and U.S. Senate elections and at least one presidential election.”


� Preliminary findings in Theda Skocpol’s on-going research on associational life in the United States provides strong evidence linking pre-existing policy structures to successful formation and maintenance of interest groups.


� Indeed, Terry Moe made a strong plea for something close to this research agenda in the conclusion to his classic work on interest groups:  “whereas past research would automatically view governmental officials as targets of influence, future research must turn the tables and explore the influence of governmental officials on the internal policymaking processes of groups, or their various roles in determining whether groups will emerge, the extent to which they will prosper, and how they will be structured” (1980, p. 230).  There is, of course, an important difference between focusing on policymakers and focusing on policies as crucial institutional arrangements.
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