When Effect Becomes Cause: Policy Feedback and Political Change

~ Paul Pierson
Main idea: Policies produce politics. We should examine how policy structures matter. How, when, and where are particular effects likely to occur? We should ask more complex questions about the extent and operation of feedback.  Some routes of research are more promising than others, and we should choose research that draws heavily on work in other traditions, as many of the most important questions will be difficult to answer through the historical insitutionalists’ method of case studies.

RESOURCES AND INCENTIVES

· policies produce resources (political assets, material or access to authority) and incentives  (help define the alternatives available to individual actors). 
· incentive structures influence probability of particular outcomes and payoffs attached to these outcomes
· resource/incentive effects of policies on social groups is the most successful line of policy feedback.

INTEREST GROUPS

Feedback affects group formation and activity. But how common are these effects? When do they occur? How do specific characteristics of policies promote particular patterns of interest group formation and activity?

· activity of interest groups often follows rather than precedes adoption of public policies

· policies provide both incentives and resources that may facilitate or inhibit the formation or expansion of particular groups
· policies strengthen particular groups by increasing their access to decision makers

Suggestion for research:

a) two possible methods : start with policies and demonstrate the presence or absence of links to specific group activities; or begin with interest groups and seek to draw linkages back towards policies.

b) policy feedback tends to be more consequential in issue areas where interest group activity is not well established (small effects at crucial junctures may make a profound difference)

c) circumstances where governments can use variety of instruments to achieve same policy goals is a good opportunity to study resource/inventive feedback on social groups

GOVERNMENT ELITES

Policies may provide resources and incentives affecting the capacities of government elites. However, there is much uncertainty about the nature and limits of political power exercised by government authorities.

· administrative resources are important: the viability of policy initiatives requires the presence of bureaucratic organizations staffed by well-trained, experienced, and respected officials. 

· policy feedback has significant effect on state administrative capacities 

Suggestion for research:

a) concentrate on the circumstances under which policies generate an expansion of relatively specialized but important administrative skills.

b) examine the frequency with which effects occur and circumstances that make them

MASS PUBLICS

Public policies provide resources and create incentives for mass publics
· unless these resources and incentives directly induce political action, they are unlikely to attract the attention of political scientists. 

· public policy structures are linked to the socioeconomic circumstances of mass publics (previous policy choices determine skill and occupational composition of labor force, distribution of jobs by gender etc)

· “locking in” policies: some policy initiatives have major social consequences; individuals make important commitments in response to certain types of government action; which may lock in previous decisions
Suggestion for research:

a) look into the idea that policies provide incentives that encourage individuals to act in ways that lock in a particular path of policy development
b) in order to identify the political effects of policy feedbacks, need a comparative case where lock-in has not occurred 
c) strive to identify the circumstances under which policy initiatives are likely to produce lock in

POLICY AND LEARNING

Individuals do not just calculate costs and benefits; rather, they deal with complexity and uncertainty. How do policies influence the manner in which people make sense of their environment? How do they influence the distribution of information and its impact on political outcomes?

· source of political learning – impact of previously adopted public policies: 

· positive learning: incremental policy change, setting of a new agenda and design of alternative responses to build on pas successes

· negative learning: policymakers may react negatively to previous policies, designing new initiatives to address perceived failures

Questions to address:
· Under which circumstances are “learning effects” on state actors most important?

· When are learning effects likely to be prominent?

· Why does “learning” sometimes produce positive conclusions and incremental policy change, and at other times generate negative conclusions and reactive policy shifts?
· To what extent are learning effects important in explaining the final policy choices of governments?

· To what extent can learning arguments be applied to policy areas where expertise plays a less important role?

Implications for research:
· Policy learning arguments must be clear about the conditions that lead particular actors to view past initiatives as positive or negative; and they need to show that these policies have some independent impact on political behavior (not just contribute to actors’ accounts of their actions)

· Range of circumstances under which policy-learning arguments are likely to be persuasive should be established. Policy arguments need to establish frequency of these processes, not just illustrate them.
· We should disaggregating public policy: temporally – along standard lines of agenda setting, alternative condition, policy choice, implementation; and across policies

· Insulation of decision-makers: learning processes are more likely to be prominent when a small number of actors are involved.

· Policy complexity: the greater the technical proficient required to understand an issue, the greater the likelihood that learning effects will be prominent

· Stages of policy-making process: learning effects will be most apparent in the specification of alternatives, since this is when knowledge is most crucial

POLICY,  INFORMATION AND MASS PUBLICS
Information content of public policies is important for mass publics. While policies allocate resources and incentives, some more important effects may be cognitive.
· For mass publics, the informational content of policies is most important.

· Policies send signals to political actors, which influence individuals’ perceptions about what their interests are

· Information asymmetry induces strategic manipulation of policy design

· Visibility and traceability determine whether a public policy will generate a response from the mass public

QUESTIONS

· Are paradigm shifts necessarily negative learning? (p. 615.. Kuhn, Hall: paradigm shifts involve anomalies.. Pierson equates negative learning and paradigm shifts)

· Are “lock in” policies necessarily detrimental? What is the ultimate purpose of policies? How is Pierson delineating between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ types of policy?
· What assumptions is Pierson making about the mass public? What is the assumed relationship between the mass public, political actors, and policy outcomes?

· Are Pierson's suggestions for further research realistic? 
· Can Pierson’s arguments about policy feedback explain why welfare states change and develop? Is Pierson’s perspective too narrow?  
· What are the impacts of policy feedback on creating a better society? 
SWEDEN

· social policy in 1930s: helped cement a farmer/worker political alliance. Swedish social democrats devised system of price supports without production controls that was attractive to small farmers.

· policy designs gave unions authority over unemployment funds – this created a crucial impetus to the development of powerful labor confederations. (Union administration of these funds gave workers a strong incentive to become union members) --> union density rose rapidly and stabilized at higher levels in countries that development this design for unemployment insurance.

US:

· structure of New Deal agricultural policies activated affluent farmers who had little inclination to establish common cause with urban workers.
Skocpol: 2 types of policy feedback

* changes in social groups and their political goals and capabilities 

 * transformation of state capacities 

Questions?

Are paradigm shifts necessarily negative learning?

Author too in favor of anything comparative

Historical institutionalism:

· political processes can best be understood if they are studied over time

· structural constraints on individual actions (especially those emanating from government) are important sources of political behavior

· detailed investigation of carefully chosen, comparatively informed case studies is a powerful tool for uncovering the sources of political change

Research deficiencies 

· most analysis so far has centered on formal governmental institutions and political organizations

· researchers have not clearly specified the range of ways in which policies can affect politics, so they fail to identify important paths of influence.

Why research this topic?

major public policies constitute important rules of the game (they influence allocation of economic and political resources; modify costs and benefits associated with alternative political strategies, and alter ensuing political development)

