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E.E. Schattschneider’s observation that “policy creates politics” has provided the inspiration for a growing body of work.
 In recent years historical institutionalists concerned with explaining broad and enduring patterns of public policy have built on Schattschneider’s implicitly historical and institutional perspective. Rather than treat each policy battle as one in which alternatives are equally plausible, these accounts show that conflicts over policy are structured by the political interests and institutions created by earlier decisions. This past confers advantages on some policies even as it rules others out of serious consideration. The historical institutional approach to policy is, as many have noted, especially useful in explaining broad patterns of continuity and in accounting for persistent variations across different political systems. It is less helpful when we seek to explain discontinuities or search for tools to analyze possibilities for new policy directions. 


This paper takes up the question of how institutionally-oriented analyses can account for policy failure and considers how they can assess efforts to launch new policy approaches. I argue for a version of actor-centered institutionalism
 that treats actors as potentially complex organizational entities, themselves embedded in multiple institutional networks. In contrast to arguments that portray political systems as regimes of complementary institutions, I highlight the potential for dissonance among institutions. A focus on organizationally complex actors and actor external networks provides tools for understanding how policies attract support and what it takes for new policies to become politically possible. It directs research attention to processes of interest definition and coalition-building with an emphasis on the internal as well as external organizational politics through which power and persuasion are exercised. By abandoning assumptions of a tight system of complementarity among institutions and actors, this approach shows how changes in the patterns or possibilities of support in any one policy arena may be conditional on developments in ostensibly distant domains. 


I develop these ideas through an analysis of urban policy in the United States. The rise to power of the urban vote ushered in the long era of activist federal government from the 1930s on but America’s “urban problem” became a key factor in the undoing of the era of Democratic dominance. The analysis first highlights the institutional dissonance between federal and local politics during the “New Deal order,” showing how this dissonance limited the scope of urban policy and shaped a contradictory set of interests around it. I focus particularly on organized labor, the group that formed the backbone of Democratic political strength.
 Although labor cooperated in national politics with other important Democratic constituencies, such as minorities, at the local level, they were often lodged in opposing networks. The second section examines labor’s process of interest redefinition around urban policy that began in the mid-1990s. It shows how crises unrelated to cities together with the weakening of labor’s local networks prompted a reexamination of labor’s policy interests and opened new coalitional strategies regarding cities. As this case shows, however, interest redefinition is not a simple matter; rather it is an uncertain process negotiated through internal politics and potentially entails significant organizational transformation. 

Multi-Dimensional Actors and Institutional Analyses

Analyses of policy development from a historical institutionalist perspective have focused our attention on regularities and the forces that promote continuity in policymaking. Such concepts as policy legacies and path dependence provide a powerful correction to the implicit behavioralist assumption that each decision constitutes a new roll of the interest group dice.
 Instead, policies create new constituencies whose very existence transforms future politics. Further adumbrations of the institutionalist perspective posit connections among clusters of institutions. At their most coherent, such complementary institutions may constitute a regime. This is a picture of policymaking that is much more structured by past decisions than a behavioral approach would suggest. As such, the historical institutional approach has considerably advanced our thinking about the forces accounting for stable configurations of policy and the virtuous cycles of change within those configurations.


The quest to explain “pathbreaking” change has preoccupied historical institutionalists even as progress has been made in elaborating the mechanisms of continuity
. The most common explanation for such change points to critical conjunctures or crises in which normal constraints are lifted. Yet, it seems clear that significant policy change can occur even under less exceptional circumstances. Such changes are harder for historical institutionalists to explain. I argue that this problem stems from the thin portrayal of actors in much historical institutionalist work. Actors are often little more than stick figures, endowed with a single interest by the policy in question. Moreover, actors are often treated as unitary entities rather than as organizations with potentially complex internal dynamics. To understand how policies lose support  and whether new alternatives take hold we need renewed attention to the role of political actors as mechanisms of change.  


But how should we conceive of actors? Drawing on Fritz Scharpf’s concept of “actor centered institutionalism” I propose a multi-dimensional perspective on actors that takes into account internal actor organization as well as the external networks in which actors are embedded.
 Both levels are necessary for understanding the possibilities for interest shifts among actors and, consequently, for understanding the dynamics of coalition-building. Historical institutionalists have criticized rational choice analysts for taking preferences as given, rather than as emerging in specific institutional contexts. On questions of public policy, preferences are especially malleable since there is much room for persuasion and reassessments about what policy truly matches a group’s interest. Organized actors define their policy interests in two distinct settings: (1) internally, that is, within organizations; and (2) externally, at the intersection of the multiple networks within which they are embedded. In both settings, actors use power and persuasion to promote alternative interest definitions. 


To understand the internal dynamics of organizational decision making requires us first to identify how the relevant actors are constituted. Too often in the “policy produces politics” approach, there is insufficient attention to defining the actors. At times, individuals or voters may be the relevant actors. But, often, the relevant actors are themselves organizations.
 Voters may set the stage for policy change but the critical specifics are more commonly negotiated by interest organizations. The internal political dynamics of those organizations – the relationship of leaders to members and the possibilities for competing factions within the organization – may be determinative of the way organizations define the policy interests of their members. Michels’s iron law of oligarchy is only one way in which the interests of the leadership may diverge from those of the membership. When there are competing factions within an organization and the effects of policy are uncertain, particular perspectives may be championed because of the internal organizational advantages they confer rather than because of any rationally determined match with member interests.
 


External ties are the second arena within which interests are defined.  It is important to portray organized actors as at least potentially embedded in multiple networks, rather than as simple reflections of a single policy. Policies may create new interests but whether such support endures depends on the competition. The elderly and near elderly, for example, may be recipients (or expectant recipients) of social security payments. They may also be stock market investors, receiving regular warnings about the unreliability of social security from their brokers. Organizational actors may likewise be embedded in multiple networks. As we shall see below, throughout the 1960s, organized labor in the United States established ties with organizations representing racial minorities and championed civil rights. At the same time, however, local unions were engaged in alliances with builders and developers in support of policies that bulldozed urban minority neighborhoods, driving a wedge between labor and minority groups. Such conflicting ties are the place to look for potential changes in preferences and possibilities for new group alliances. The rise of alternatives may pull groups away from a favored policy; similarly the waning benefits of some alliances may provoke interest in alternatives.


Internal organizational dynamics and network connections that promote change are especially likely in an environment where institutions are not tightly linked. Just as the concept of regimes and the search for complementarities helps explain stability, identifying institutional diversity helps explain change.
 Historical institutionalists have offered a variety of ways to think about institutional dissonance. Orren and Skowronek suggest that there are coexisting multiple time lines such that  “at any given time, institutions, both individually and collectively, juxtapose different logics of political order, each with their own temporal underpinnings.”
 Eric Schickler builds on this idea by portraying political institutions as “layered” on top of one another.
 Elisabeth Clemens presents a similar image of  discordant elements coinciding in time and she emphasizes the role that actors situated in different domains play in driving change. In her analysis, it is “the friction generated by actions that bridge domains organized on different principles ... that give rise to transformation ”
 


Whether such a variegated institutional environment exists and how much room there is for diverse political logics across institutions is an empirical question. What is clear is that where institutions exhibit multiple political logics, it is more likely that organizations will display internal complexity and that actors will be embedded in diverse networks.


This version of actor-oriented institutionalism suggests that policy change must be understood as a process of interest redefinition that occurs within organizations and networks. Interest redefinition may mean a reassessment of an actor’s fundamental goals but it can also be a less dramatic shift in judgment about which policies promote enduring goals. Policy change may thus emerge from changes that are peripheral to the policy in question.
  By creating or altering alternatives, distant changes create new possibilities that actors will reevaluate their interest definitions. Critical conjunctures direct our attention to the rise of new interests or new actors but such occasions when the slate is clear are rare. The approach outlined here offers insights into redefinitions of interest and recombinations of actors that promote policy change under less dramatic circumstances.

Institutional Disjunctures and Divided Coalitions

The Democratic coalition that governed American politics from the 1930s to the 1960s is a striking example of what Orren and Skowronek call “ingrained incompatibilities” in political formations.
 Most analyses of the disjunctures within Democratic politics highlight the southern defense of a regional racial caste system and low wage economy as the major deviation from the emerging liberal political order. But the role of American federalism in limiting the reach of New Deal activist government went well beyond the South. Taking federalism seriously casts subsequent twentieth century political developments in a new light. Instead of a “New Deal order,” the United States appears as a layered polity in which federal initiatives were overlaid on state political systems that operated with different administrative capacities and political logics.
  Federalism limited the scope of urban policy throughout the decades of Democratic dominance. The political differences between states and the federal government meant that state governments were much less likely to promote the goals of liberal activist government. This institutional disjuncture was replicated in coalitional politics, where labor and minorities generally united in federal politics but in state and local politics they were more often embedded in distinct coalitions with diametrically opposed interests. 


Although the New Deal is remembered as the significant centralizing moment in twentieth century American politics, constitutional prohibitions left some areas of decision making nearly untouched by Washington. Among the most important was land use policy. Decisions about land use have wide-ranging political repercussions because they set the ground rules for such politically significant patterns as business location, the size of local political jurisdictions, and the socio-economic mix of individual communities. In most European countries, decisions over land use are politically controlled and often centralized. By contrast, in the United States, key land use decisions were market-driven, since authority was lodged in local governments who had limited power to regulate land developers.


In the 1930s, some New Deal policymakers recognized an emerging urban problem and noted the significance of land use policy in addressing it. A sweeping report issued by Roosevelt’s National Resources Committee (NRC) in 1937 entitled Our Cities lamented the market-driven, localistic pattern of metropolitan development in the United States. Even before the postwar housing boom, it was evident that lack of political control over land development had created a maze of local governments in metropolitan areas. The potential for trouble was clear: “Unless ... the boundaries of the political city can be stretched to include its suburban and satellite industrial and residential colonies,” the Committee cautioned, “the economic and social base upon which rests the welfare of both those who remain in the city and those who seek partial escape from it will eventually disintegrate.” It went on to warn of the democratic dangers inherent in fragmented local political systems that allowed the fortunate to “escape from most of the obligations communal life imposes.” For the NRC, the solution was for metropolitan areas to have “the capacity to act collectively as a political unit.”


Yet during the 1930s the federal government made only tentative attempts to influence patterns of land use.
 After the creation of the first federal public housing program in 1937, Washington tested the constitutional waters regarding the siting of such housing. When lower courts upheld the power of localities to accept or reject public housing, the federal government did not press the matter further. Most concerned with pumping up the volume economic growth, few New Deal policymakers wanted involvement in complex issues about physical planning that would engage them in direct conflict with states or local governments.


Nor did states assert their authority over land use as the metropolitan problem emerged. During the Progressive era, when reformers in state governments sought to regulate the market in land, they did so by devolving powers to local governments, not by strengthening state authority. Most states with big cities ceded powers of zoning, incorporation, and annexation to local decision making processes. When growth spilled beyond city boundaries in the 1920s and 30s, states did not try to reassert their formal power over land development.
 Financed by unreliable taxes, saddled with weak bureaucracies, and politically dominated by rural interests, state governments were little match for influential real estate and development lobbies. In stark contrast to the federal government, which was expanding its powers to regulate business in the 1930s, state governments showed little inclination to take similar steps.
 


The failure of the federal or state governments to craft broad public powers to guide metropolitan development exacerbated the spatial inequalities and mismatches between tax bases and populations that the NRC foresaw.  By the 1950s, urban analysts likened metropolitan politics to giant chess game in which localities tried to pawn off undesirable residents and land uses onto one another. A decade later, the entire metropolitan dilemma was so exacerbated by racial animosity and white flight that urban politics and racial politics had effectively become synonymous. The combination of market-driven development and local control had effectively recreated southern separatism in the north, with spatial markers fixing the lines of separation.


The Democratic administrations of the 1960s recognized the need to act but federal action reflected a limited policy toolkit. Washington responded with money. In a striking departure from past practice, the War on Poverty bypassed city governments and sent funds directly to low-income neighborhoods. Despite all the innovation of the War on Poverty and the many successor federal programs that sought to address urban ills, federal urban policy of the 1960s and 70s did little more than “swim against the tide.”
 Federal money could not solve the underlying urban problem, which was the exit option open to people and investment. So long as suburban jurisdictions, protected by zoning and incorporation laws, could attract the most economically desirable land uses and populations, cities would be vulnerable to a downward spiral of investment and population. In Washington, there was some political will to tackle the urban problem but the federal policy tool kit lacked the key elements needed to address the underlying rules governing land use that hurt cities.


Constitutionally, states could more easily act in the area of land use. Yet, even as the federal government was forging a new activist urban policy, states took only modest action to address urban problems and few states took steps to address the land use powers at the heart of the matter. Why did states fail to act? One answer is that urban problems had become so racially hot that no politician wanted to touch anything that could be said to promote racial integration. But in the 1950s, even before the urban problem had become so racially identified, states did not assert their land use powers to guide metropolitan development. How can the failure of states to act be explained?


I suggest that the answer lies in the sharp differences in the networks that engaged key liberal interest groups in federal policymaking and the networks that linked them in state politics. As the new interest empowered by the New Deal, organized labor provided the political bulwark for New Deal liberalism. In federal politics, organized labor supported the emerging civil rights movement and key elements within unions helped to fashion the War on Poverty.
 In his study of labor politics in the 1950s and 60s, David Greenstone argued that labor political activity reflected a social democratic impulse in American politics. Union political machinery was deployed toward “strengthening the Democratic party in campaigns and pressuring for a welfare-state orientation.”
 Labor’s federally-organized Committee on Political Education (COPE) complemented and substituted for Democratic party state and local mobilizing capacities, registering and turning out voters for liberal candidates. Moreover, to promote Democratic political success, unions organized not only union members but they also mobilized nonunion minorities into politics and backed social policies that would benefit these groups. Labor’s self-interest in Democratic dominance of politics dictated a broad and liberal stance in politics and policy.


This was much less true in state and local politics, where more narrow trade-union interests guided labor political actions and policy stances. In state and local politics, the most politically powerful union voice came from union locals, concerned with the functional interests of their membership. Labor did have a parallel organizational hierarchy that represented labor’s voice across broader geographic areas – the Central Labor Councils and the State Labor Federations. Like the national AFL-CIO, these entities were more likely to take a broader view of labor’s interest. But the CLCs, thriving political organizations prior to the New Deal, were drastically weakened as the federated structure of individual unions grew stronger after the 1930s.
 Likewise, the State Labor Federations were weaker than union locals in state and local politics. In some states, fewer than half of the union locals even paid dues to the state federation. In his study of COPE in the 1950s and 60s, Alan Draper found that national labor leaders had considerable trouble getting state and local labor leaders to sign onto its social democratic stance and its efforts to mobilize minority voters.
 They had little interest in promoting policies or engaging in political contests that did not immediately affect their economic interests.


For Greenstone, the more narrow interest orientation of labor in state and local politics was explained by the smaller size of the constituency. Small political units, he argued are more conducive to narrow definitions of interest so that in local politics the union political and policy agenda was particularly restricted.
 Yet size of constituency alone is not an adequate explanation. More significant is which unions were active in state and local politics, what networks they were embedded in, and how those networks influenced their policy stances. Even after the New Deal, in states and localities where unions were strong, the traditional AFL craft unions of the building trades tended to be the most important actors. These unions drew their economic strength from a booming construction industry and enjoyed close ties with construction employers. State and local political arenas were of special interest to these groups because that is where the myriad regulations governing the construction industry were decided.


Although these unions often tussled with employers over specific regulations governing the construction trades, they agreed on the importance of growth. Together unions and developers formed the heart of postwar pro-growth coalitions that supported the highway building, suburban development, and urban renewal that remade metropolitan areas in the 1950s and 60s. This same stance that put unions in close connection with the real estate development industry put them in direct conflict with minority groups. Because minority urban neighborhoods were the target of much urban renewal, urban politics of the 1960s produced bitter conflicts between minorities and the pro-growth coalitions of which unions were a central component.


In the states, then, there was a strong pro-growth coalition that resisted government control over growth patterns and there was no coalition supporting greater government control. >From the 1950s on, a series of calls by government commissions, academics, and national policymakers favoring state control over the pattern of metropolitan growth had little impact in the states.
 Government spending on cities increased but the fiscal and social problems of cities only seemed to worsen.


It should come as no surprise then that Reagan’s assault on “the welfare state” experienced its greatest success in the domain of urban policy. In contrast to social assistance or social security, each of which had support from organized constituencies (albeit of widely different organizational capacities and different political allies), urban policy – understood as the federal money transferred to localities -- had little organized support beyond the mayors who benefitted from the additional funds. By one estimate, these funds were cut by some 50 percent during the 1980s.


Federal urban policy was, from the start, designed to deconstruct.
 Policy responsibility for metropolitan issues was divided into two separate institutional realms, each of which operated according to distinct institutional logics. The decentralizing logic of the Progressive era determined the distribution of authority over urban issues within states; centralizing New Deal initiatives were merely overlaid on these state-level institutional arrangements. This institutional dissonance meant that even innovative departures in federal urban policy did not address the underlying problem. Because the organizational structure of interests paralleled this institutional division, there was little prospect for adaptative change. Labor interests that supported urban policy in Washington were enmeshed in pro-growth coalitions with developers and builders who favored a market-driven development process. Not only did this coalition resist public efforts to guide growth, it directly opposed minorities concerned with preserving their urban neighborhoods. Thus, two of the pillars of liberal politics in Washington, labor and minority interests, split into separate camps when it came to urban policy in the states and localities. 

Multi-Dimensional Actors and the Prospects for Policy Change

In arguments that rely on critical conjunctures, change becomes possible as constraints are lifted and broad new possibilities for action emerge.
  External shocks are the main triggers for such lifting of constraints. Yet we know that change also occurs under less dramatic conditions and that change can be driven by internal developments rather than external shocks. Increasingly, analysts of public policy are concerned with explaining such endogenous incremental change, in part because the cumulative effects of such changes can appear to have much broader repercussions.
 


Accounts of small endogenous change necessarily pay more attention to actors than do explanations for path conforming change. They must explain how the impetus for change emerged. When change involves alterations to existing programs, they must explain why established actors agree to it. The effort to explain the role of actors in policy change has focused on the role of individual political entrepreneurs.
 It has also focused on “constellations of actors” brought together in specific institutional contexts.
 This multi-actor focus is important because veto players must be neutralized for policy change to occur. 


Often implicit in these analyses of actors and policy change are two factors that need to be considered more explicitly. The first is the relationship among the actors who are negotiating over change. Constellations of actors are negotiating not only about policy but also about their power relationships with one another. Analyses of policy change must accordingly consider the power relationships among actors. How much do actors need one another to achieve their goals? Are there alternative alliances through which they can achieve their goals? Actor relationships are institutionally structured but they are not only structured by the institutions organizing the policy area of interest. They may also be shaped by relationships in other policy domains. Thus, it is important to consider shifts in actor relations that arise from new opportunities for alliances or from the diminished need for existing allies. 


Secondly, negotiations over policy change have important implications for the internal politics and organization of actors. Negotiations about policy change are two-level games in which each party is making bets about internal repercussions of proposed changes. Proposed reforms can set off internal struggles over the true interests of the membership or the organization; conflict between the interests of the organization and the interests of the membership may also arise.
 Leaders who want change engage in internal power politics and persuasion. They may also need to introduce new organizational structures to institutionalize their view of the organization’s interest. Such internal dynamics are especially important for assessing the durability of policy change.


During the past decade, organized labor has begun to rethink its policy positions on state level urban policy. Although only tentative steps have been made in transforming policy, this case exhibits very well the external network ties and internal organizational processes involved in such changes for actors.  


At the national level, the changes in labor’s positions on urban policy have been driven by organizational crisis and by new efforts to revive labor as an organization and a political force. Organized labor’s decline to only 13 percent of the workforce during the 1990s (10 percent of the private workforce) set the stage for a new leadership with innovative ideas about how to strengthen labor.
 Yet, the debate within labor is not simply about strategy. At its heart, it involves fundamentally different definitions of labor’s interests. For the new leadership, the interests of the organization are best addressed by attracting new membership and courting new political allies to support labor’s policy agenda. This contrasts with an older definition of labor’s interest, dominant in the strategy of the previous two decades but still very significant, which is to promote the economic interests of current membership, both working and retired members. 


New definitions of interest provoke a rethinking of the type of alliances that serve an actor’s interest. Interest redefinitions also alter the scope and content of the policy issues around which the actors engage. Change agents within the organization must make new arguments to members, providing evidence about how the changes they support will strengthen the organization and serve their interests. Proponents of change may also institute new organizational forms designed to sustain the new perspectives. The national leadership of organized labor has tried to do each of these things.


For labor’s national leadership, an important element of the efforts to revitalize labor is the drive to win new allies and to strengthen ties with existing allies. Among the allies that labor has eyed are groups representing the interests of minorities and low-income workers, as well as environmentalists. Since the 1970s, labor’s relationship with these groups had been strained by direct conflicts over policy issues. Minority groups and labor tangled over affirmative action, as the building trades in particular resisted government intrusion on labor control over training and apprenticeship. Labor and environmentalists fought over growth, as environmentalists sought to restrict growth and labor supported growth because it created jobs. Throughout the 1970s and 80s, labor’s increasing unwillingness and incapacity to use its resources to build alliances that did not yield immediate benefits, combined with direct conflicts over issues, meant that ties between labor and other liberal interests had atrophied. Yet by the 1990s, the rising power of anti-government forces on the right highlighted the more general interest that liberal groups shared in supporting activist government, whatever their conflicts over specific issues.


For labor, promoting new alliances meant identifying issues on which labor could unite with other actors with which it wanted to form a broader pro-activist government alliance. Many of these concerned labor’s presence in metropolitan politics. In some cases labor pressed for new policies, such as the living wage effort, that enhanced the political connections between labor and community-based organizations representing low-income workers. In other cases, it has meant shifting positions or becoming active on existing issues as in labor’s support for “smart growth,” involving growth limitation efforts, increased support for public transit, and support for affordable housing. Packaged together, this cluster of issues connected labor with the interests of low income residents, minority groups, and environmentalists. 


Internally, promotion of this new approach to labor’s interests required justifying these new policy approaches to the secondary union leadership and to the membership more generally. On metropolitan issues, the labor-linked groups and the national AFL-CIO have sought to develop arguments and information designed to sell the new approach within the organization. For example, new educational materials make a connection between a sprawling pattern of development and loss of union jobs as nonunion “big box” retailers such as Wal-mart replace the more highly unionized supermarket sector.
 National union-related organizations have also sought to influence local labor leaders indirectly by supplying information to potential allies outside unions. One example is a pamphlet directed at local environmentalists and community organizations entitled Talking to Union Leaders About Smart Growth. The pamphlet provides basic information about unions as well as specific arguments that are likely to interest local labor leaders in smart growth. 


Internal organizational changes can serve to promote and solidify shifts in organizational strategy. For labor this has entailed an effort on the part of national leaders to revive the Central Labor Councils, the regional representation of labor’s voice. As organizations responsible for aggregating labor’s voice in cities and counties, CLCs are best positioned to take a broad view of labor’s interests at the local level. They are consequently more likely than union locals to see the relevance for labor of a broad range of issues and to expend the resources needed for building broader coalitions. As part of the effort to revive CLCs, the national AFL-CIO created a structured “Union Cities” program. CLCs that join are committed to working with the national AFL-CIO to carry out seven prescribed steps including building coalitions within community and enhancing political mobilization.
 


By strengthening CLCs and connecting them more closely with national goals, this strategy aims to remake labor as an organization. The new more tightly linked organization would have significant state and local capabilities through which labor’s national goals could be accomplished. As such, this effort would make labor’s organizational capacities a better fit with the structure of political opportunities in the post liberal era.
 Since the 1970s, not only has the older labor path of winning power though congressional connections atrophied, state and local governments have also become more important arenas of social policy decision making. And, at all levels of government, electoral mobilization is needed to limit the strong anti-union strain in American politics. Stronger local capabilities linked to labor’s national objectives are more suited to this political environment than the split organization of the past.


The success of this organizational strategy and the shifts in policy orientation that accompany it depend on the receptivity of union locals. Because CLCs derive their strength through the union locals that affiliate with them, the support of locals is critical to the success of the entire effort to revitalize labor. Yet, as we have seen, at the state and local levels, labor has historically engaged in a very different set of alliances than those envisioned by the current AFL-CIO leadership. Tied with real estate development and construction interests, unions have often been at odds with minorities, community-based organizations, and environmentalists in state and local politics. Given this legacy of local alliances, how can new alliances be built? Two routes appear possible. One is for CLCs to rely on unions that are already organizing a low-income and minority constituencies. Such unions as the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) with its much touted “Justice for Janitors Campaign” or the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees International Union (HERE), which has undertaken innovative organizing among immigrants, are inherently more receptive to the coalition-building and policy goals of the new leadership.


One drawback to this strategy is that these unions are not strong everywhere and, even where they are strong, it may still be necessary to win the support of the politically influential building trades. With substantial resources and political connections, the building trades unions could present significant barriers to the success of alternative coalitions and new metropolitan policy strategies. However, building trades unions may be more receptive to new coalitions and new policy ideas than they were in the past. In the heyday of the pro-growth coalition, growth translated unproblematically into union jobs. This equation of growth and new unions jobs is far less certain today. Much of the residential construction market is now nonunion; even in places where unions once dominated the old pro-growth coalition between developers and unions has become strained. Overall union coverage in the construction industry has fallen from 41 percent in 1970 to 18 percent in 2000.
 The loosening of these old ties has made important union locals more open to new alliances and more willing to take stands on issues that are at odds with the wishes of developers.



(A later version of this paper will compare several local cases with the aim of showing how variation in internal politics and external network ties have influenced labor’s position on state and local urban policy issues and the alliances it has entered into to support them.)

Conclusion 

Historical institutionalist explanations have improved our understanding of policymaking especially by showing how the political terrain changes after a policy is enacted. As constituencies who benefit from the policy form to support it, interests and actors are transformed. Yet such accounts do not take us very far in understanding prospects for change, apart from extraordinary “critical conjunctures” when significant change is possible. I suggest that understanding incremental changes requires a more elaborated understanding of actors than is common in much historical institutionalist work. I argue for a multi-dimensional perspective on actors that considers internal organizational politics of actors as well as the multiple external networks in which actors are embedded. These settings provide the context in which actors define their policy interests and consider alternatives. 


I have illustrated these ideas in this paper with an analysis of organized labor’s shifting policy positions on urban policy. In this case, change was initiated by labor because of its own organizational needs. From the 1930s to the 1970s, when labor enjoyed high access to the federal government because of Democratic congressional dominance, the division between labor’s state and local policy positions and organizational alliances and its national alliances did not harm the organization. Yet, as labor lost access in Washington, the costs of this older organizational pattern became apparent. Labor’s current efforts to improve the fit between its organization and the new structure of power is very much in line with institutionalist expectations. Yet it is process that is contingent on internal organizational politics and on the external networks with which labor is engaged.


In many cases of incremental policy change, the impetus for change comes from policymakers within the policy area, not from actors themselves. The actor-oriented perspective that I have presented here has much to add to accounts that locate the impetus for change from within the government. Proposals for change set off debates and struggles for power within actors and across actor networks, as new possibilities are considered. The prospects for policy change are determined in the course of these internal and external actor struggles. 
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