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The Study of Policy Development

What do we mean by the term “policy history”?1  In conventional usage,
“history” refers to one of two kinds of investigation: the study of some-
thing that happened at some point in the past, or the study of how some-
thing came to be what it is. It is this second usage—the idea of policy
history as an unfolding story of policy development—that I want to exam-
ine in this essay. Understanding the sources of policy often requires that
we pay attention to processes that play out over considerable periods of
time.

Thinking systematically about how social processes unfold over time
has fallen into disfavor in much of the social sciences. Contemporary so-
cial scientists are more likely to take a “snapshot” view of political life,
especially in areas of inquiry where “large-N” statistical methods and the
analytic tools of microeconomics and game theory have been ascendant.
Although it is not inherent in the use of these techniques, in practice
they lend themselves to inquiries that focus on the “moves” of particular
“actors” at a moment in time.

Recent scholarship on policy development, by contrast, reveals the
very high price that social science often pays when it ignores the pro-
found temporal dimensions of real social processes. Attentiveness to is-
sues of temporality highlights aspects of social life that are essentially
invisible from an ahistorical vantage point. Placing politics in time can
greatly enrich the explanations we offer for social outcomes of interest.
Indeed, it can expand our vision of what is worth explaining in the first
place.

Of course, the social sciences have had a rich tradition of historical
research. Scholarly communities devoted to extending such traditions
flourish in parts of the social sciences. Indeed, some claim to witness a
“historic turn” in the human sciences as a whole.2  Yet in spite of this
activity there has actually been surprisingly limited attentiveness to the
specifically temporal dimensions of social processes. In contemporary so-
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cial science, the past serves primarily as a source of empirical material
rather than as the site for serious investigations of how politics happens
over time.

Too often, the adoption of a historical orientation has failed to ex-
ploit its greatest potential contribution to the more systematic understand-
ing of social processes. Especially in the field of American political
development, the turn to history has been a turn to the study of what
happened in the past. Here analysts study particular historical events or
processes, with a focus on offering convincing explanations of specific
outcomes of interest. Such investigations often greatly increase what we
know about particular facets of American political history. What is less
clear, however, is how particular studies fit into some broader research
program. Little effort is made to suggest what, if anything, might “travel”
from one investigation to another. Indeed, many historically-oriented
analysts are uninterested in this question, assuming the stance of most
historians—that the rich particularities of each event or process render it
unique. Alternatively, these analysts seem to assume (usually implicitly)
that a discussion of, say, how social movements contributed to policy out-
comes in the 1930s, generates clear implications for our understanding of
contemporary policymaking. Such an assumption is highly problematic.
Moreover, this kind of “historical” analysis can be profoundly ahistorical
in practice. Inquiry may focus on the past but nonetheless zero in too
narrowly on a particular moment of time. In doing so, it risks replicating
many of the limitations of social science work that ignores the past en-
tirely.

We do, however, have another basis for connecting history to the
social sciences. We can turn to an examination of history because social
life unfolds over time. Real social processes have distinctly temporal di-
mensions. Exploring these dimensions can lead us to assess prominent
areas of inquiry and conventional practices in new and fertile ways. Often
we will be led to new hypotheses regarding important subjects and excit-
ing possibilities will be opened for extending existing theoretical work in
new directions. Focusing on how social processes unfold over time sug-
gests new questions and reveals new outcomes of interest—questions and
outcomes that are linked to, but distinct from, those that command at-
tention in existing lines of inquiry.

These general comments about social analysis apply to the study of
public policy. Here as well, a “snapshot” orientation has become increas-
ingly evident in the efforts of social scientists to understand important
social outcomes. In the study of public policy, ahistorical investigation
takes two distinctive forms. Most obviously, it may entail a focus on policy
enactments—the moments of policy choice. From case studies of individual
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policy battles to broader studies that examine how a range of factors in-
fluences legislative productivity, it is the birth of public policies that most
often captures scholarly attention.3  Alternatively, an analyst may take a
snapshot of extant public policies. In this case, the analyst works back-
ward from existing public policies in an attempt to understand why they
take the form they do—an approach I will call functionalist. It is particu-
larly prevalent in rational choice analyses, which have become promi-
nent in contemporary political science. Neither concentration on
enactments nor the turn to functional explanation is an unreasonable
starting point for an investigation of public policy. Each, however, has
serious limitations that can be laid bare and addressed by focusing on the
development of policy over time.

Studying Policy as a Moment of Choice

I shall take up the study of policy enactments first. It may seem natural to
direct our attention on moments of policy choice. Isn’t that obviously
where the action is? Martha Derthick, in her magisterial Policymaking for
Social Security, provides the appropriate response:

Policymaking is a compound of exciting, innovative events in which
political actors mobilize and contest with one another, and not-so-
exciting routines that are performed without widespread mobiliza-
tion, intense conflict, or much awareness of what is going on except
among the involved few. . . . The absence of conflict . . . does not
signify the absence of change, and what is routine, though it may
not be interesting to analysts at a given moment, is cumulatively
very important.4

Focusing on the dramatic moments of policy choice blinds us to two
broad aspects of policy development: what happens before the moment of
choice and what happens after. First, let me discuss the “after” part of
these unfolding processes. In a recent essay, Eric Patashnik provided a
powerful critique of the way in which focusing on dramatic enactments
can be highly misleading if analysts are not also attentive to aftermaths.5

He examines several large-scale “public interest” reforms in the past
twenty-five years: airline deregulation, the Tax Reform Act of 1986, and
the 1996 reform of agricultural subsidies. Each of these policy enactments
commanded attention because of the surprising triumph of diffuse inter-
ests over concentrated ones. Each has provided the basis for broad claims
about the character of American policymaking.
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Patashnik presses us not to be misled by these dramatic moments of
choice. Instead, we need to see what happened after the dust settled. We
need to think not only about policy enactment, but what he calls policy
sustainability. And in fact, only one of these reforms—airline deregula-
tion—proved to have staying power once its moment in the public eye
passed. The Tax Reform Act of 1986 and the 1996 farm bill, by contrast,
were undercut over time as powerful, concentrated interests reasserted
themselves. Indeed, as we approach the twentieth anniversary of the her-
alded tax reform, one has to look closely to locate the scattered remnants
of this dramatic “simplifying” initiative. Once again, the tax code sags
under the ever-increasing weight of particularistic benefits.

Sustainability, Patashnik argues, depends in part on whether new
policy initiatives effectively undercut the reassertion of traditional inter-
ests (e.g., by eliminating their institutional bases of support). Perhaps even
more, sustainability turns on whether or not these reforms generate self-
reinforcing dynamics of social adaptation, leading to the development of
new supportive interests. Indeed, a core claim of recent work that has
begun to focus self-consciously on policy development is the significance
of “policy feedback.” Once enacted, policies with specific qualities can
produce social effects that reinforce their own stability.

Political scientists working on a range of empirical issues have shown
growing interest in how public policies can reconfigure politics in this
way.6  Among comparativists, much of the focus has been on “policy re-
gimes” that 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.7  Although Esping-Andersen
traced these different regimes to distinct constellations of political power,
he argued that the establishment of these policy regimes had enduring
political effects.

Arguments about regime effects have become standard in this litera-
ture.8  Huber and Stephens, in their remarkably comprehensive treatment
of welfare state development, strongly emphasize the impact of early policy
initiatives in shaping long-term courses of policy development. “As each
policy is put into place,” they note, “it transforms the distribution of pref-
erences; 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.”9  Here is their account of the impact of early policy
initiatives on public opinion, which they term “the policy ratchet” effect:
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Until the era of retrenchment, it was rare for secular conservative
parties to roll back welfare state reforms instituted by social demo-
cratic or Christian democratic parties. Indeed they generally ac-
cepted each new reform after it has been instituted, and the new
center of gravity of the policy agenda became defined by the inno-
vations 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 en-
joyed the benefits of the new policies, and thus the mass opposi-
tion to cutbacks in the policies was much broader than the mass
support for their introduction. Thus, the new policy regime funda-
mentally transforms the preferences of the population.10

Comparative research has also begun, at least haltingly, to assemble
“micro” data, focusing on the behavior of individuals, which explores and
documents the links between policies and important political variables.
This is an important development because much of the previous research
had simply sketched out what might be happening at the level of indi-
viduals without investigating these connections directly. Iversen and
Soskice, for instance, argue that strong social insurance states promote
the development of specific skills in the workforce.11  They demonstrate,
in turn, that this fact has consequences for political behavior. Countries
with large groups of workers with these skills, who need social insurance
to protect against risks associated with their investments in nontransfer-
able 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 espe-
cially true in the field of American political development. Theda Skocpol’s
work on early initiatives in social policy shows that they had significant
political effects.12  Jacob Hacker’s recent study breaks important new ground
in demonstrating the scope of policy effects.13  By focusing on the regula-
tory and tax policies that support the “private” or “hidden” welfare state,
he extends an appreciation for policy effects beyond the range of previous
studies. By systematically tracking the implications of early policy initia-
tives over roughly five decades, he provides a particularly compelling ex-
amination of the ways in which initial policy arrangements profoundly
influenced interest-group structures, the preferences of key political groups,
and the range of possibilities open to future policymakers.
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Hacker’s analysis of the interests of employers is particularly reveal-
ing. Political economists often present the policy preferences of business
actors as almost hard-wired—something innate in their status as employ-
ers. Yet Hacker shows that in the United States the same employers de-
veloped dramatically different viewpoints on the desirability of social
insurance in health care (vehemently opposed) and retirement (largely
supportive). Early divergences in policy structures were key factors, Hacker
demonstrates, in altering the developing stances of employers in these
two areas. This was not only because established policy structures changed
what employers thought they could get, but because these structures gradu-
ally changed what employers perceived as desirable.

Just as in the study of comparative politics, analyses of how these
processes operate at the individual level have recently appeared in re-
search on American politics. Andrea Campbell’s study of Social Security
policy and the elderly and Suzanne Mettler’s analysis of the G.I. Bill of
Rights both offer strong evidence linking policy structures to political
behavior.14  Campbell demonstrates that the expansion of Social Security
heightened levels of political activity among the elderly (and, most strik-
ingly, among the less affluent elderly). Mettler’s survey of World War II
veterans reveals significant effects of the G.I. Bill on levels of participation
and political attitudes.

Thus we have considerable empirical research, focused on both broad
trends in policy development and more intensive examination of how
individuals respond to specific government programs, suggesting that policy
effects can be very substantial. There is now strong support for E. E.
Schattschneider’s insistence that “new policies create a new politics.”15

This suggests the considerable prospects for thinking not just about what
grand policy enactments may occur at a moment in time, but about how
those policies develop—whether they are or are not likely to become sus-
taining elements of a durable policy regime or, as with the TRA, initia-
tives that have a much more fleeting impact on patterns of governance.

Indeed, this research on the feedback effects of policy has another
considerable benefit. Examining the aftermath of enactments, as suggested
by Patashnik, highlights not only the checkered long-term records of much-
heralded policy initiatives. Just as an exploration of self-reinforcing fea-
tures of legislation may reveal that policy enactment does not ensure policy
sustainability, it also suggests that we must be attentive to the possibility
that policy initiatives may start small but grow substantially over time.
For instance, recent research on what Christopher Howard has aptly
termed the “hidden welfare state” of tax expenditures, as well as regula-
tion of private social welfare activities, reveals a story of small or at least
unheralded initiatives whose true significance only becomes apparent over
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an extended period.16  These key programs developed in a pattern quite
different from the grand legislative dramas that capture the attention of
“snapshot” analysts. As a result, explanations for many of the programs
that give the American welfare state its highly distinctive mix of private
and public social welfare initiatives were simply missing prior to recent
work on policy development.

Thus Patashnik and others have rightly emphasized that we should
not see policy enactment as the end of the story. Approaching public policy
as a matter of policy development suggests, moreover, that we should not
necessarily treat enactments as the beginning of the story either. If it is
crucial to consider what happens after enactments, it is also important to
think carefully about what happens before.

Here again, the snapshot orientation of much social science creates
big problems. Too often, it leads social scientists seeking explanations of
policy outcomes to focus their inquiries on aspects of causal processes that
unfold very rapidly and immediately prior to the outcome of interest. Yet
many things in the social world take a long time to happen. The fact that
something happens slowly does not make it unimportant. A wide range of
processes cannot be understood unless analysts remain attentive to ex-
tended periods of time. Snapshot analyses of moments of choice will of-
ten miss important elements of the real story, or even make drastically
inaccurate interpretations of the parts of the story that do attract their
attention.

“Snapshot” views of major policy events typically focus on the imme-
diate sources of change—the catalysts. They will often have a hard time
identifying the role of structural factors. These, by their very nature, will
typically show little variation within a limited period.17  Studies of enact-
ments, unless carefully designed, are unlikely to highlight structural fac-
tors that influence outcomes only with substantial lags, or by restricting
the range of possible outcomes. In many contexts, however, a long, slow
erosion of the status quo may be a crucial factor in generating policy
change. What may seem like a relatively rapid process of reform is in fact
only the final stage of a process that has in fact been under way for an
extended period.

Doug McAdam’s Political Process and the Development of Black Insur-
gency, 1930–1970 (1982) presents a powerful example. McAdam places
great weight on the role of big but slow-moving processes that established
the preconditions for successful black mobilization and the onset of the
“Rights Revolution” in the United States:

The Montgomery bus boycott of 1955–56 . . . [and] the 1954 Su-
preme Court decision in the Brown case . . . were landmark events.
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Nonetheless, to single them out serves . . . to obscure the less dra-
matic but ultimately more significant historical trends that shaped
the prospects for later insurgency. Especially critical . . . were sev-
eral broad historical processes in the period from 1933 to 1954 that
rendered the political establishment more vulnerable to black pro-
test activity while also affording blacks the institutional strength
to launch such a challenge. Later events such as the 1954 decision
and the Montgomery bus boycott merely served as dramatic (though
hardly insignificant) capstones to these processes.18

At the heart of McAdam’s analysis is the decline of the cotton economy
in the quarter-century after 1925. This decline simultaneously diminished
the strength of forces opposed to black insurgency and generated patterns
of migration that boosted the organizational capacities (e.g., massive ex-
pansion of black churches, colleges, and southern chapters of the Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored People [NAACP]) of
a long-oppressed minority. It was these gradual interconnected social pro-
cesses that created conditions ripe for a set of triggering events.

In part because studies of policy enactment make it possible to exam-
ine moments of change in fine detail, the role of particular actors in initi-
ating such movements is likely to be highlighted. Yet these studies have
greater difficulty in identifying those features that facilitate, impede, or
channel entrepreneurial activity. Broad, structural features, as well as long,
slow-moving processes, which may be crucial preconditions for policy
change, recede from view.

To see these features, we will typically need to examine a greater
stretch of time in advance of a particular enactment.19  Some causal pro-
cesses occur slowly because they are incremental—demographic shifts, for
instance, simply take a long time to add up to anything. In others, the
critical factor is the presence of “threshold effects”: some social processes
may have little significance until they attain a critical mass, which may
then trigger major change. Other social processes involve considerable
time lags between the appearance of a key causal factor and the occur-
rence of the outcome of interest. This may be true because the outcome
depends on a “causal chain” that takes some time to work itself out (a
causes b, which causes c . . .). Alternatively, causal processes may turn on
“structural” features that involve transformations that are probabilistic
during any particular period, which means that several periods may be
necessary before the transformation occurs. Under conditions such as these,
the social outcome of interest may not actually take place until well after
the appearance of key causal factors.
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Analysts who fail to be attentive to these slow-moving dimensions of
social life are prone to a number of serious mistakes. They may ignore
potentially powerful hypotheses. They are particularly likely to miss the
role of many “sociological” variables, like demography, literacy, or tech-
nology. Their explanations may focus on triggering or precipitating fac-
tors rather than more fundamental structural causes.

It can get worse. By truncating an analysis of processes unfolding over
an extended period of time, analysts can easily end up inverting causal
relationships. Daniel Carpenter’s The Forging of Bureaucratic Autonomy
presents a striking demonstration of how attention to a long-term sequence
of causes can turn our understandings of policy outcomes on their heads.20

He criticizes the large and influential literature on relations between leg-
islatures and bureaucrats grounded in Principal-Agent theory.21  The lit-
erature argues that policy outcomes will typically reflect the preferences
of congressional “principals,” because they have substantial political re-
sources to assure the acquiescence of their bureaucratic “agents.”

Carpenter transforms the question from one about policy selection to
one about policy development. By doing so, he flips this analysis upside
down. He persuasively demonstrates how conventional analyses substan-
tially underestimate the potential for bureaucratic autonomy because they
adopt a cross-sectional approach to studying what should be understood
as a long-term historical process. Working under favorable conditions and
over extended periods of time, ambitious and entrepreneurial bureaucrats
were able to enhance their reputations for innovativeness and compe-
tence and develop strong networks of support among a range of social
actors. These achievements created a context in which Congress, facing
pressure from below and deferring to the expertise of leading bureaucrats,
essentially asked for what the bureaucrats wanted. Viewed as a moment in
time, one sees what looks like congressional dominance; viewed as a pro-
cess unfolding over time, the same cross-sectional evidence provides indica-
tions of substantial bureaucratic autonomy.

All of these examples suggest some of the ways in which analysts can
gain insights from studying policy development as an unfolding historical
process. The shaping of public policy is more than a matter of “policy
choice” at a particular moment in time. That moment of choice is framed
by prior and later events and processes that we exclude from our analyses
at considerable cost.
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Functionalist Explanations of Public Policy

There is a second strand of work on policy that also takes a “snapshot”
approach. Indeed, a focus on the rational selection of policy designs by
strategic actors has, in various guises, become perhaps the dominant ap-
proach to explaining policy outcomes in the social sciences. I want to
explore this approach in more detail, both because it has become so preva-
lent and because it usefully demonstrates some additional advantages of
thinking more systematically about policy development.

When social scientists have sought to explain policy outcomes, they
have had a strong tendency to employ “functionalist” interpretations—
outcomes are to be explained by their consequences. In particular, what I
term “actor-based functionalism” typically rests on the claim that policies
take the form they do because powerful actors engaged in rational, strate-
gic behavior are seeking to produce the outcomes observed. Analysts fo-
cus on the choices of individual and collective actors who select public
policies, and fashion explanations through reference to the benefits those
actors expect to derive from particular policy designs. In fact, in most
cases they work backwards from extant policy arrangements to develop an
account of how they were (or might have been) rationally chosen.

Taken alone, however, these arguments are at best incomplete and at
worst seriously misleading. Again, in reducing a moving picture to a snap-
shot, we run the risk of missing crucial aspects of the processes through
which public policies take shape, as well as the ways in which they either
endure or change in constantly shifting social environments. This is not
to say that functional explanations of policy arrangements are not often
plausible. They may be, but the adoption of an extended time frame re-
veals numerous problems for such accounts. Functional interpretations of
politics are often suspect because of the sizable time lag between actors’
actions and the long-term consequences of those actions. Political actors,
facing the pressures of the immediate or skeptical about their capacity to
engineer long-term effects, may pay limited attention to the long term.
Thus the long-term effects of policy choices, which are frequently the
most profound and interesting ones, should often be seen as the by-prod-
ucts of social processes rather than embodying the goals of social actors.

A second issue is that of unintended consequences. Even where ac-
tors may be greatly concerned about the future in their efforts to design
public policies, they operate in settings of great complexity and high un-
certainty. As a result, unanticipated consequences are likely to be wide-
spread. Of all the limitations of the rational design argument, this is perhaps
the most significant. Anyone engaged in empirical research in the social
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sciences knows that even the canniest of actors cannot hope to adequately
anticipate all the consequences of their actions. Policies may not be func-
tional because designers make mistakes.22

Those who study the evolution of public policy are typically struck
by the difficulty political actors have of exercising effective control in an
increasingly complex world. The profound implications of the high and
increasing social complexity that typifies modern polities need to be un-
derlined. As the number of decisions made and the number of actors in-
volved proliferate, relations of interdependence—among actors,
organizations, and institutions—expand geometrically. This growing com-
plexity has two distinct consequences. First, more prevalent and complex
political activity places growing demands on decision makers, generating
problems of overload. Time constraints, scarcities of information, and the
need to delegate decisions may promote unanticipated effects.23  At the
same time, increasing social complexity leads to growing interaction ef-
fects. Initiatives often will have important consequences for realms out-
side those originally intended. We should expect that social processes
involving large numbers of actors in densely institutionalized societies
routinely generate elaborate feedback loops and significant interaction
effects. In such settings, decision makers cannot hope to fully anticipate
all of the major implications of their actions.24

Nor is it just that social contexts are extremely complex; the difficul-
ties are exacerbated by the fact that the abilities of individuals to draw
inferences and judgments from their experiences have systematic biases.
Levitt and March provide an excellent summary:

[I]ndividual human beings are not perfect statisticians. . . . They
make systematic errors in recording the events of history and in
making inferences from them. They overestimate the probability
of events that actually occur and of events that are available to
attention because of their recency or saliency. They are insensitive
to sample size. They tend to overattribute events to the intentional
actions of individuals. They use simple linear and functional rules,
associate causality with spatial and temporal contiguity, and as-
sume that big effects must have big causes. These attributes of in-
dividuals as historians all lead to systematic biases in interpretation.25

For all these reasons, social activity—even when undertaken by highly
knowledgeable and instrumentally motivated actors—should typically give
rise to significant unintended effects.26

Here we can see a definite limitation of the “cross-sectional” or snap-
shot view of public policies typical in actor-centered functionalism. De-
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pending on whether the analyst’s starting point is the moment of policy
selection or the examination of some extant policy, either the long-term
development of public policy or the original factors generating the choice
of policy in the first place will be outside the scope of the analysis. So, of
course, will be any recognition of disjunctures between the two. Focusing
either on policy origins or on the eventual outcome—that is, on a snap-
shot of a policy removed from time—the issue of unintended consequences
simply vanishes from view.

As Jacob Hacker emphasizes in his contribution to the current issue,
this is just one way in which functionalist analyses succumb to the “temp-
tation to conflate intentions with effects.” Operating from the premise
that policies reflect the preferences of powerful actors, these approaches
too easily impute a comfortable “fit” between policy outcomes and struc-
tures of political interests. In fact, there is room for dramatic slippage
between the desires of powerful actors and the actual policy structures
that develop over time.

Moreover, even where we do see a “fit,” in which currently powerful
actors endorse current structures of public policy, it is entirely possible
that a functionalist interpretation will be seriously off the mark. Indeed,
the emphasis I have placed on the downstream social and political conse-
quences of policy arrangements—the effects of policy feedback—contains
a double irony for functionalist accounts. First, it suggests that function-
alism will often have the causal arrow backwards. Rather than actors nec-
essarily selecting policies that fit their needs, policies, once in place, may
“select” actors. This would occur through two processes, familiar to those
interested in evolutionary arguments.27  First, actors adapt to policy envi-
ronments, by adopting new agendas, strategies, and mobilizing techniques.
In the long run, policy arrangements can powerfully shape actors’ very
identities. Second, individual and collective actors who do not adapt will
often be less likely to survive. Through processes of adaptation and selec-
tion, actors whose strategies do not “fit” well in a particular policy con-
text may become less common over the long haul.28

The second and broader irony is that a snapshot view of such a pro-
cess will mistakenly be viewed as a confirmation of actor-based function-
alism. When an analyst cuts into a process of policy development at any
moment in time, he or she may indeed see a relatively nice “fit” between
the preferences of powerful actors and the functioning of policies. This
might seem to suggest that we are in the realm of functionalist policy
design, but in fact such an assertion would get the causality exactly back-
ward. Rather than these powerful actors generating the policy, the policy
arrangements may have played a substantial role in generating the prop-
erties of the actors.

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2005.0006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2005.0006


PAUL PIERSON46

Functionalist arguments that start from the benefits particular actors
derive from institutions and infer that their power accounted for those
arrangements typically ignore important feedback processes that may gen-
erate the same observed outcome in a completely different way.29  As just
emphasized, an understanding of policy-generated, self-reinforcing dynam-
ics may suggest alternative explanations for policy arrangements that are
too easily attributed to power relations.

At the same, we also need to consider the possibility that self-rein-
forcing processes may magnify power imbalances over time, while simul-
taneously rendering those imbalances less visible.30  In the famous
community power debate of the 1960s and 1970s, Bachrach and Baratz
and Lukes argued persuasively that power asymmetries are often hidden
from view; where power is most unequal, it often does not need to be
employed openly.31  Pluralist critics essentially countered that it was im-
possible to systematically evaluate such claims.32  Although he did not
frame the issue quite this way, Gaventa demonstrated that such power
asymmetries can reflect positive feedback processes operating over sub-
stantial periods of time.33  Processes of positive feedback can transform a
situation of relatively balanced conflict into one of great inequality. Po-
litical settings where one set of actors must initially impose their prefer-
ences on another set through open conflict (“the first face of power”) may
change over time into settings where power relations are so uneven that
anticipated reactions (“the second face of power”) and ideological ma-
nipulation (“the third face”) make open political conflict unnecessary.
Thus positive feedback over time may simultaneously increase asymme-
tries of power and, paradoxically, render power relations less visible.

Where certain actors are in a position to impose rules on others, the
employment of power may be self-reinforcing. Actors may use political
authority to change the rules of the game (both formal institutions and
various public policies) to enhance their power. These changes may not
only shift the rules in their favor, but may increase their own capacities
for political action while diminishing those of their rivals. And these
changes may result in adaptations that reinforce these trends, as unde-
cided, weakly committed, or vulnerable actors join the winners or desert
the losers. Many political conflicts, from the Nazi seizure of power to the
gradual process through which the Labour Party supplanted the Liberals
in Great Britain in the early twentieth century, reveal this sort of dy-
namic. Disparities in political resources among contending groups may
widen dramatically over time as positive feedback sets in. In the process,
political conflict and imbalances of power may become less visible, not more.

The disenfranchisement of African Americans in the post-reconstruc-
tion American South provides a clear and poignant example of how shifts
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in political power can be self-reinforcing. In Alexander Keyssar’s marvel-
ous study of the history of suffrage in the United States, the end of Re-
construction precipitated a dynamic process of shifting power relations
that played out over a considerable period of time.34  In 1876, a contested
presidential election led to the removal of federal troops from the South.
In 1878, Democrats won control of both houses of Congress for the first
time in twenty years. “The upshot of these events,” Keyssar writes, “was
to entrust the administration of voting laws in the South to state and
local governments.”35

These breakthroughs, it must be stressed, did not result in immediate
victory for Democratic “Redeemers” in the South. Instead, they ushered
in a “period of limbo and contestation, of participation coexisting with
efforts at exclusion.” In many parts of the South, the Republican Party
“hung on, and large, if declining, numbers of blacks continued to exercise
the franchise”:

Periodically they were able to form alliances with poor and
upcountry whites and even with some newly emerging industrial
interests sympathetic to the probusiness policies of the Republi-
cans. Opposition to the conservative, planter-dominated Redeemer
Democrats, therefore, did not disappear: elections were contested
by Republicans, by factions within the Democratic Party, and even-
tually by the Farmers’ alliance and the Populists. Consequently,
the Redeemers, who controlled most state legislatures, continued
to try to shrink the black (and opposition white) electorate through
gerrymandering, registration systems, complicated ballot configu-
rations, and the secret ballot (which served as a de facto literacy
test). When necessary, they also resorted to violence and fraudu-
lent vote counts.36

Social and political power was used over time to reinforce and con-
solidate political advantage. By the early 1890s, major challenges to the
Redeemers began to dissipate, giving way to a durable system of planter
hegemony. As late as 1964, only 10 percent of African Americans in Mis-
sissippi would be registered to vote.

These observations point to deep-rooted difficulties in the treatment
of power in contemporary social science: sometimes analysts see power
when it is not there, and sometimes they do not see it when it is. “Snap-
shot” views will often miss important elements of power relations. In short,
shifting to the study of policy development provides the basis for a revi-
talized effort to investigate issues of power in political life.

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2005.0006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/jph.2005.0006


PAUL PIERSON48

The Study of the Past and the Study of the Present

One final implication of this focus on issues of policy development de-
serves emphasis. Students of policy history should vigorously contest the
tendency to separate the study of the past from the study of the present,
to draw sharp distinctions between students of “policy history” and those
who study contemporary politics. There are many reasons to study policy
history, and scholars can do so very profitably even if their research has
no particular implications for the present. But good work on policy devel-
opment will often have crucial implications for contemporary issues. Even
more important, it is often extremely useful to treat the present itself as
but a specific moment within a larger dynamic process. As I have argued,
central to the notion of development is the recognition that the social
world is marked by processes that unfold over time. Studying the present
as a “snapshot” of a moment of time can distort what we see and how we
understand it in profound ways. Shifting to a developmental perspective
presses us, even when we are focusing on the present, to pay more atten-
tion to the long-term sources of policy change, to address the central is-
sue of policy sustainability, to consider the possibilities that in the long
run “small” outcomes may end up being very big, while “big” ones end up
being small, and to adapt our analyses to the reality of ubiquitous unin-
tended consequences.

Thinking systematically about how policies develop through time can
also refine our expectations about the possibilities and constraints of con-
temporary politics. I have argued that a sensitivity to processes of policy
development allows us to identify the factors that provide the “glue” for a
particular policy arrangement. This in turn can be extremely helpful for
identifying likely paths of policy reform. If we know, for example, which
elements of policy arrangements have generated important adaptations
for which sets of actors, we are more likely to be able to identify which
kinds of revisions they would regard as acceptable and which they would
view as problematic.

Consider the following example: the deeply institutionalized arrange-
ments of public pension systems in mature welfare states.37  Most of these
pension systems became well institutionalized by 1980. Yet a series of pro-
found social, economic, and political changes have generated a climate of
austerity in which virtually all national pension systems are undergoing
substantial revisions. Because different national systems are starting from
different points of departure, with greatly differing degrees of institu-
tionalization, the menu of options available to reformers varies dramati-
cally. Where generous, earnings-related pay-as-you-go pension systems
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have been in place for a substantial stretch of time, established
precommitments make a shift to a funded, individualized system of retire-
ment accounts virtually impossible. Instead, policymakers have pursued
reforms designed to control costs and link contributions more closely to
benefits. In systems without mature pay-as-you-go plans, more radical re-
form options remain on the table, and have in fact been implemented in
some cases (e.g., the United Kingdom). In short, a clear understanding of
where countries are in a course of policy development give us a much
sharper sense of what kinds of reform are most plausible.

There are enormous benefits to be gained from bringing the orienta-
tions and insights of work on policy development to bear on issues central
to contemporary polities—a step that will help us to identify new ques-
tions and contribute to the understanding of old ones. On this score there
are encouraging signs. For example, recent years have seen a number of
impressive works that directly address the contemporary American pol-
ity, but approach it through the study of policy development over time.
Jonathan Skrentny’s analysis of the minority rights revolution, Suzanne
Mettler’s research on the long-term political effects of the G.I. Bill, and
Jacob Hacker’s investigation of the divided welfare state are telling ex-
amples.38  These works all rest on the explicit assertion that historical in-
vestigation focusing on unfolding processes can greatly illuminate our
understanding of the present. If work in this vein continues, it will mark
the end of a strict separation between our efforts to comprehend “the his-
torical” and “the contemporary” in public policy. This will be good news
for the study of policy history, and even better news for the social sciences.

University of California, Berkeley
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