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1 Introduction

The claim that existing policies shape the politics of policy development is

hardly new and can be traced back to the work of scholars such as

E. E. Schattschneider (1935: 288), who, more than eighty-five years ago,

famously wrote that “new policies create a new politics.” Yet the concept of

policy feedback that is widely used today to explore how existing policies shape

politics and policy development over time is much more recent (Orloff 1993;

Pierson 1993; Skocpol 1992; Weir, Orloff, and Skocpol 1988). What is specific

about policy feedback is its temporal emphasis on policy development and its

claim, in policymaking and politics more generally, that policies are not only

effects but potential causes (Pierson 1993, 2004a). Over the last three decades,

in exploring new empirical and theoretical grounds, the scholarship on policy

feedback expanded to focus on the variety of causal mechanisms through which

existing policies shape politics and policymaking over time (Béland and

Schlager 2019a, 2019b; Campbell 2003, 2012; Jacobs and Weaver 2015;

Mettler 2005; Mettler and SoRelle 2018; Patashnik 2008; Patashnik and

Zelizer 2013; Weaver 2010).

The main objective of this Element is to review and assess early and more

recent contributions to the literature on policy feedback to clarify the meaning

of this concept and its contribution to both political science and policy studies.

This Element focuses on three related bodies of literature, which cover the most

central aspects of the scholarship on policy feedback. Each of the following

three main sections features a critical literature review and, in the case of

Sections 3 and 4, an agenda for future research on the topics covered.

Section 2 reviews the early literature on policy feedback. As suggested, the

concept of policy feedback emerged within historical institutionalism (HI),

which has made a strong contribution to both political science and policy

studies. Simultaneously, while the section shows that turning to HI is essen-

tial to understand the genesis of policy feedback as a concept, it also suggests

that other traditions such as punctuated equilibrium (PE) theory and the

social construction of target populations have also contributed directly to

the field.

Section 3 discusses the evolving literature on policy feedback and the polit-

ical behaviors and attitudes of mass publics. The section suggests that public

policies can influence the behaviors and attitudes of members of the public, with

effects on subsequent politics, because (1) they heighten or diminish levels of

political participation among those affected, increasing or diminishing political

inequality within or between politically relevant groups, and (2) they affect

attitudes toward the role of government (sometimes versus the market), support

1Policy Feedback
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for incumbents and parties, and perceptions of program recipients. These

feedback effects vary in their strength and durability.

Section 4 focuses on how policy feedback affects policy change. As sug-

gested, policy feedback mechanisms that affect prospects for policy change are

of several distinct types, including economic returns, sociopolitical mechan-

isms, informational and interpretive mechanisms, fiscal mechanisms, and state

capacity mechanisms.Within each of these categories, both self-reinforcing and

self-undermining mechanisms exist. Simultaneously, these policy feedback

mechanisms can operate in both strong and weak forms, with their impact

conditional both on the exact nature of those feedbacks and on how they interact

with “exogenous” contextual factors that vary widely across political systems

and policy sectors.

The final section turns our attention to the potential contribution of policy

feedback research to the world of practice, with a particular focus on policy

design. As argued, each of the policy feedback mechanisms outlined in

Section 4 can be used by both those seeking to reinforce and those seeking to

undermine the status quo to advance their interests. Moreover, efforts to use

feedback mechanisms to achieve policy objectives are subject to several con-

straints, notably the necessity of compromise to achieve policy change and the

difficulty of anticipating the effects of some policies. Some strategies, such as

“frontloading” policy benefits to secure public support, are likely to be

employed by proponents of changes to current policy.

2 Theoretical Perspectives on Policy Feedback

2.1 Historical Institutionalism and the Concept of Policy Feedback

The concept of policy feedback emerged in the 1980s within and at the same

time as HI, a broad approach to politics and public policy that is distinct from

two other contemporary types of new institutionalism: organizational institu-

tionalism, which focuses on cultural legitimacy and the institutional develop-

ment of organizations, and rational-choice institutionalism, which focuses on

institutional constraints on individual choice (Campbell 2004; Hall and Taylor

1996; on new institutionalism, see Campbell 2004; Lecours 2005; Peters 2011).

As the label implies, HI focuses in large part on the evolution and impact of

institutional processes over time. It is particularly attentive to the temporal

sequence of institutional processes as they unfold over time (Pierson 2004b).

Intellectually, HI is closely related to the idea of Bringing the State Back In,

the title of a widely cited edited volume published in the mid-1980s (Evans,

Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol 1985). Developed in reaction against behavioralist

and structuralist approaches that focus on systems theory and class power,

2 Public Policy
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respectively, this idea is closely related to the claim that states have a certain

level of autonomy vis-à-vis economic and social forces located outside of it

(e.g., Campbell 2004; Fioretos, Falleti, and Sheingate 2016; Immergut 1998;

Steinmo, Thelen, and Longstreth 1992).

Historical institutionalism emerged in the United States, a country where

systems theory and other behavioral approaches to politics had somewhat

marginalized the study of the state (Evans, Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol

1985). Yet drawing on existing US scholarship on the state and public policy

helped historical institutionalists bring the state back in. The work of Hugh

Heclo (1974), who emphasized the role of bureaucrats and policy learning in the

development of public policies, proved especially influential. Martha Derthick’s

(1979) study of Social Security development in the United States drew attention

to the role of bureaucrats in defining and expanding the program, a practice

closely related to state autonomy. Stephen Skowronek’s (1982) book Building

a New American State, which documented the creation of an administrative

state in the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,

moved the concept of the state to the center of what became known as American

Political Development (APD), a historically minded scholarship on politics and

public policy closely related to what would become HI (on APD, see Orren and

Skowronek 2004; Vallely, Mettler, and Lieberman 2016).

While born in the United States, HI strongly emphasizes the importance of

comparative and international research, stressing how institutions – which are

broadly defined as norms and rules that typically include public policies them-

selves – vary from country to country, which makes comparative research

highly relevant. Even some of the early HI studies focusing on the United

States have a comparative angle, in part because their objective is to explain

what is specific to the United States (e.g., Amenta 1998; Orloff 1993; Skocpol

1992; Weir 1992). Early HI scholarship focused primarily on fiscal and social

policy (Immergut 1992; Orloff 1993; Pierson 1994; Pierson and Weaver 1993;

Steinmo 1996).

To understand the status of policy feedback within both HI and political

analysis more broadly, we can turn to the distinction between the synchronic

and the diachronic effects of institutions (Jacobs 2016: 341). First, according to

Alan Jacobs (2016: 341),

A synchronic institutional argument identifies a short-run effect of prevailing
political-institutional arrangements on the relative political influence of pol-
itical actors. Arguments about synchronic institutional effects . . . take actors’
political capacities and policy demands as given and then assess the ways in
which the “rules of the game” favor or disadvantage particular types of actors
and demands over others.

3Policy Feedback
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An early example of synchronic analysis within HI is the work of Ellen

Immergut (1992) on “veto points.” Studying the politics of health care reform

in three European countries, Immergut (1992) suggested that, compared to

France and Sweden, the institutional configuration of the Swiss political system,

especially federalism and direct democracy, created more institutional oppor-

tunities for physicians in Switzerland to successfully oppose health care reforms

that they opposed. In general, veto points concern how formal “political institu-

tions shape (but do not determine) political conflict by providing interest groups

with varying opportunities to veto policy” (Kay 1999: 406). This is clearly an

example of synchronic analysis that stresses how stable “rules of the game”

such as federalism and direct democracy shape the constraints and opportunities

of political actors involved in the policy process. This type of synchronic

analysis about how formal political institutions influence policy behavior has

been applied to different policy areas (e.g., Bonoli 2001; Immergut, Anderson,

and Schulze 2007; Tsebelis 2002).

In contrast, Jacobs (2016: 344) draws our attention to diachronic factors and

processes in political and policy analysis. “Central to diachronic institutional

analysis is a fundamentally historical analytical move: the examination of how

political structures have, over time, shaped the political capacities and the

policy demands that actors bring to the political battlefield” (Jacobs 2016:

344). Just as the concept of “veto points” is an example of synchronic institu-

tional analysis, policy feedback is an example of diachronic institutional ana-

lysis (Jacobs 2016: 345). For HI, policy transforms policies into institutions that

have much explanatory power in and of themselves. As an exploratory mech-

anism, therefore, policy feedback is about the diachronic (temporal) political

effects of policies, which are no longer seen only as the effects of politics but

also as a potential cause of it, over time (Pierson 1993).

The claim that existing policies can shape politics and policymaking antedates

the advent of the concept of policy feedback, including Heclo’s (1974) above-

mentionedwork on policy learning. Policy learning suggests that existing policies

affect the ways in which political actors perceive potential policy alternatives.

This discussion about policy learning leads the HI scholar Ann Shola Orloff

(1993: 89), when introducing the concept of policy feedback, to quote Heclo

(1974: 315): “What is normally considered the dependent variable (policy output)

is also an independent variable . . . Policy inevitably builds on policy, either in

moving forward what has been inherited, or amending it, or repudiating it.” This

quote not only points once more to the shift from policy as an effect to policy as

a cause (Pierson 1993) but also suggests that the institutional effects of existing

policies over time can lead to both self-reinforcing and self-undermining pro-

cesses, depending on the context (Jacobs and Weaver 2015). In other words, the

4 Public Policy
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development of these policies is not always about path dependence, which

generally refers to how institutions reproduce themselves over time in a specific

direction that becomes harder and harder to change as these institutions mature

(Pierson 2000). Yet, as we will discuss more systematically in Section 4, most of

the scholarship on policy feedback has focused on self-reinforcing rather than

self-undermining mechanisms. Thus, the focus has been much more on how

policy institutions can foster continuity rather than path-departing change (Jacobs

and Weaver 2015). This situation is reflected in the literature review provided in

the present section, which focuses primarily on self-reinforcing feedback effects.

Within the HI literature, the term “policy feedback” first appeared in

a volume titled The Politics of Social Policy in the United States coedited by

Margaret Weir, Ann Shola Orloff, and Theda Skocpol (1988). Yet this volume

does not explore policy feedback in a systematic manner, something that will

only be done a few years later (Orloff 1993; Pierson 1993, 1994; Skocpol 1992).

Taking a closer look at some of these seminal publications from the early to mid

1990s is appropriate because it allows us to illustrate three focal points of the

early policy feedback literature, which are explicitly discussed and theorized in

it: state capacities, interest groups, and lock-in effects (Pierson 1993;

Skocpol 1992).

2.1.1 State Capacities

In Protecting Soldiers and Mothers, Skocpol (1992: 58) explains how policy

feedback can take the form of an expansion of state capacities (on this issue, see

also Orloff 1993: 90). This is the case because, as they are being implemented,

“policies transform or expand the capacities of the state,” while changing “the

administrative possibilities for official initiatives in the future, and affect later

prospects for policy implementation” (Skocpol 1992: 58). According to

Skocpol (1992: 59), a policy can be understood as successful if it leads to an

expansion of the “state capacities that can promote its future development, and

especially if it stimulates expansion.” Here, the idea is that newly established

policies can contribute to state-building in a way that, through self-reinforcing

processes, promotes future policy expansion.

In Protecting Soldiers and Mothers, Skocpol (1992) illustrates this type of

policy feedback with the development of the Bureau of Pensions, which was

tasked with administering benefits for Union veterans in the aftermath of the US

Civil War (1861–5). Because of the gradual expansion of these benefits,

Skocpol (1992: 58) suggests, “the Bureau of Pensions became one of the largest

and most active agencies of the federal government.” The development of Civil

War pensions increased state capacities while creating a bureaucratic lobby

5Policy Feedback
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within the federal government that supported the expansion of the program over

time. In the end, however, the relationship between partisan patronage and Civil

War pensions weakened support for them and even political momentum for the

creation of a broader system of old-age pensions in the United States before the

New Deal (Skocpol 1992).

An even more striking case of how policy feedback can increase state

capacities and stimulate the formation of bureaucratic lobbies that support the

expansion of existing policies is the case of US Social Security, which Derthick

(1979) documented long before the concept of policy feedback emerged as an

analytical concept. Later scholars have further documented policy feedback

related to state-building in the case of Social Security (Béland 2005). Enacted in

1935, Social Security is an earnings-related pension program operated by the

federal government. Soon the bureaucrats in charge of the management of

Social Security emerged as knowledgeable and skillful allies of the program,

which they protected against cutbacks during World War II, when the program

faced much political opposition from both within and outside the federal

government, at a time when the relatively new program had yet to build

a strong constituency of beneficiaries (Cates 1983; Derthick 1979). Later,

during the post–World War II era, bureaucrats and political appointees operat-

ing within the Social Security Administration (SSA) promoted the expansion of

the program by framing the agenda of the regularly held advisory councils

tasked to evaluate and make recommendations about the then growing federal

social insurance program (Derthick 1979). Over time, SSA officials lobbied

Congress and presidents in support of Social Security expansion and the enact-

ment of new social programs such as Medicare, which was adopted in 1965

(Berkowitz 2003; Derthick 1979). Other factors also contributed to the expan-

sion of Social Security and the federal welfare state in the post–World War II

era, but the state capacities and internal lobbying power of SSA, itself a by-

product of Social Security development, played a major role in the politics of

social policy in the United States (Béland 2005; Derthick 1979).

2.1.2 Interest Groups

The second type of policy feedback discussed in Protecting Soldiers and

Mothers is about how existing public policies can shape the “social identities,

goals, and capabilities of groups that subsequently struggle or ally in politics”

(Skocpol 1992: 58). This type of policy feedback concerns the impact of

existing policies on the development over time of interest groups that have

a stake in the policy process (Pierson 1993: 598–605). As Skocpol (1992: 59)

puts it, “public social or economic measures may have the effect of stimulating

6 Public Policy
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brand-new social identities and political capacities” that may mobilize to

preserve existing policies.

In Protecting Soldiers and Mothers, Skocpol (1992: 59) shows how the

development of Civil War pensions fostered the emergence of interest group

organizations organically tied to these public policies. The key organization was

the Grand Army of the Republic, the largest organization representing Union

veterans. In her analysis, Skocpol (1992: 111) suggests that the expansion of

Civil War pensions over time stimulated an increase in the membership of the

Grand Army of the Republic, which, in turn, “intensified the interest” of this

organization “in pension legislation and administration.” This feedback loop led

the Grand Army of the Republic to “set up a Washington-based Pensions

Committee to lobby Congress and the Pension Bureau” (Skocpol 1992: 111).

More generally, the work of Skocpol (1992) and others (Pierson 1993)

suggests that the nature of existing public policies shapes the formation of

interest groups and their political mobilization over these policies and within

the policy arena. Clearly massive economic and social programs that allocate

benefits to large segments of the population are more likely to stimulate the

emergence of large and powerful constituencies associated with important

interest group organizations that are likely to get involved in the debates over

the future of these programs. Conversely, more targeted programs might gener-

ate weaker constituencies and related interest groups that have less political

clout when the time comes to discuss the future of these programs (Pierson

1994).

These general remarks are illustrated by the HI scholarship on US social

policy concerning the contrast between social assistance benefits directed at

“dependent” populations and social insurance benefits directed at “advan-

taged” populations. For instance, Skocpol (1990) wrote about the political

weakness of social assistance programs such as Aid to Families with

Dependent Children (AFDC), which would end in 1996 as a consequence of

the controversial federal “welfare reform” (Weaver 2000). For Skocpol

(1990), programs for the poor such as AFDC are “poor programs” that should

be replaced by measures offering universal coverage that create broader

constituencies and, consequently, more resilient social policies in the long

run. Although evidence suggests that some targeted programs such as US

Medicaid, which provides health insurance to disadvantaged families and

citizens, can grow to generate broader political support over time (Howard

2007), massive social insurance programs that create large constituencies can

prove more resilient in the longer term under certain conditions. For instance,

this is likely to be the case when these programs generate powerful third-party

allies such as governors. The case of the US Medicaid program for low-

7Policy Feedback
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income people (Rose 2013) suggests that even programs with weak benefi-

ciaries can become resilient over time if they generate strong political allies.

Large social insurance programs are especially likely to become resilient

when they target politically “advantaged” groups like older people, as is the

case with US Social Security (Campbell 2003; Pierson 1993). The example of

the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), one of the most

powerful interest groups in the United States, illustrates this reality; this

interest group organization expanded at the same time as Social Security,

before getting involved in the politics of the Social Security reform (on the

AARP, see Lynch 2011). Policy feedback can also shape concrete interest

group organizations over time, a topic studied by Kristin Goss (2012) in her

book The Paradox of Gender Equality: How American Women’s Groups

Gained and Lost Their Public Voice. In this qualitative analysis of the collect-

ive mobilization of women in the United States over more than a century, Goss

(2012: 18) looks at the impact of policy feedback on concrete social move-

ment organizations, an approach that allows her to explore “how different

types of feedback effects interact to affect the scope and nature of groups’

policy engagements.” Goss (2012: 184) demonstrates how policies created in

the 1960s shaped the collective action of women in the United States by

offering “tangible antidiscrimination protections that women’s groups rallied

to defend and expand” as well as “resources (networks, conferences, money)

to support women’s organizing.”

2.1.3 Lock-In Effects

Within the HI tradition, the most widely cited publication on policy feedback

is Paul Pierson’s (1993) article “When Effect Becomes Cause: Policy

Feedback and Political Change.” Although it appeared only a year after

Protecting Soldiers and Mothers (Skocpol 1992), one of the books Pierson

engaged with, this review essay provided a much more systematic take on

policy feedback than anything that had been published on the topic before. In

his article, Pierson (1993) explored issues such as the cognitive side of policy

feedback associated with policy learning and the potential influence of

existing policies on mass politics, thus anticipating what would become

a central avenue for policy feedback research in the years and decades to

come.

Another key contribution of Pierson’s seminal article was to introduce the

concept of “lock-in effects” to the policy feedback literature. Drawing on

a recently published book by the economist Douglass North (1990), Pierson

(1993: 608) showed how
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Policies may create incentives that encourage the emergence of elaborate
social and economic networks, greatly increasing the cost of adopting once-
possible alternatives and inhibiting exit from a current policy path.
Individuals make important commitments in response to certain types of
government action. These commitments, in turn, may vastly increase the
disruption caused by new policies, effectively “locking in” previous
decisions.

Pierson (1994) applied the concept of policy feedback as lock-in effects in

his book Dismantling the Welfare State? Reagan, Thatcher, and the Politics

of Retrenchment. In this influential book, lock-in effects are especially

central to the discussion about pensions reform, with reference to US

Social Security. As Pierson (1994: 172) suggests in his analysis of lock-in

effects, “sunk costs resulting from previous decisions in pension policy

created lock-in effects that greatly constrained Reagan’s options on Social

Security.”

2.1.4 The Multiple Faces of Policy Feedback

Over time, HI generated other perspectives on policy feedback that built on the

early scholarship discussed in Sections 2.1–2.1.3 to explore the multifaceted

nature of how existing policies can shape the politics of public policy (Béland

2010; Béland and Schlager 2019b). One of these approaches concerns the claim

that, just like public policies, state-regulated private social benefits can shape

politics over time. Particularly influential here is the work of Jacob Hacker

(2002) on how, in the United States, the development of private health and

pension benefits has led to the emergence of a “divided welfare state” (the title

of his book), in which feedback effects from both public and private social

benefits are closely intertwined in both their social functions and the political

effects they generate over time. Therefore, it is possible to argue that private

benefits “may impact political mobilisation and public expectations in much the

same way that widely distributed public benefits do, creating strong political

incentives for the maintenance or encouragement of existing private networks

of social provision” (Béland and Hacker 2004: 46). The example of health care

in the United States perfectly illustrates this claim, as both public policies such

asMedicaid andMedicare and private institutions such as health insurance have

shaped the politics of reform, including the enactment in 2010 of the Affordable

Care Act (ACA) (Jacobs and Weaver 2015). More generally, even when it does

not explicitly refer to the concept of policy feedback, the extensive literature on

welfare state development demonstrates that the private side of policies can

shape and constrain public policy reform over time (Béland and Gran 2008;

Esping-Andersen 1990; Howard 1997; Klein 2003).

9Policy Feedback

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
11

08
93

89
14

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108938914


Another perspective available in the HI literature is the less developed but

promising concept of “ideational policy feedback” (Lynch 2006: 199). This

concept refers to how specific ideas and symbols embedded in existing policy

institutions can shape the politics of policy reform over time (Béland 2010). For

instance, in a book on US social policy, Brian Steensland (2008) argued that the

negatively connotated term “welfare” embedded in US social assistance pol-

icies contributed to reform failure in this policy area during the 1970s. This was

the case because new reform proposals were seen in the mirror of the unpopular

and controversial idea of “welfare,” which reduced support for them

(Steensland 2008). As Steensland (2008: 10) suggests, his case study stresses

the role of “interpretative feedback mechanisms,” which contrast with the

“resource/incentive dimension of policy feedback processes” associated with

lock-in effects (for a recent discussion of ideational policy feedback, see Béland

and Schlager 2019b).

For many of the HI scholars cited so far, feedback effects from existing

policies appeared as only one type of institutional process among others worth

studying to explain policy development. While the expansion of the literature

on policy feedback suggests that it now constitutes a stand-alone theory of the

policy process (Mettler and SoRelle 2018), returning to the early HI literature

has the advantage of reminding us how feedback effects from existing policies

do not always tell the whole story about the relationship between institutional

processes and policy development. This is something we should keep in mind as

we turn to the growing literature on mass politics, policy feedback, and public

policy, which is discussed in Section 3.

2.2 Beyond Historical Institutionalism

The discussion so far on HI and policy feedback should not obscure the

contribution of other theoretical traditions to the early analysis of how existing

policies shape politics and policy development. In this section, we discuss

several other approaches that helped shape this analysis.

First, we should mention the work of Theodore Lowi (1964), a US political

scientist who explained how specific types of public policy generate distinct

forms of politics. His typology is based on the distinction among four types of

policy: constituent, distributive, redistributive, and regulatory policies (Lowi

1972: 300). Grounded in the assumption that “policies determine politics”

(Lowi 1972: 299), his framework articulates the relationship between these

four types of policy with related types of coercion and of politics. In this

context, each type of policy is associated with a particular “arena of power”

(Lowi 2009) characterized by specific political dynamics. In the United States,
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this work generated much critical scholarship, including the widely cited work

of James Q. Wilson (1973), who revisited Lowi’s typology.

In his review essay, Pierson (1993: 625) explicitly mentions both Lowi and

Wilson when he rejects what he calls “extremely parsimonious theory linking

specific policy ‘types’ to particular political outcomes.” According to Pierson

(1993: 625), their typologies are flawed for two reasons: “First, . . . individual

policies may have a number of politically relevant characteristics, and these

characteristics may have a multiplicity of consequences. Second, . . . policy

feedback rarely operates in isolation from features of the broader political

environment (e.g., institutional structures, the dynamics of party systems).”

From this perspective at least, the emergence of policy feedback as a concept

stems in part from a rejection of the abovementioned early policy typologies by

Lowi and Wilson (for a critical discussion, see Kellow 2018).

Another stream of scholarship relevant for policy feedback scholarship is the

work of the US political scientists Anne Schneider and Helen Ingram on the

social construction of target population theory, which stresses the relationship

between policy designs and how certain groups are advantaged or disadvan-

taged in society. Central to the work of Schneider and Ingram (1993) is

a typology of target populations based on two criteria: whether these groups

are weak or powerful and whether these groups are positively or negatively

perceived. This leads to a fourfold typology: advantaged (powerful and posi-

tively perceived), dependents (weak but positively perceived), contenders

(powerful but negatively perceived), and deviants (weak and negatively per-

ceived). This typology helps scholars understand how policies targeting specific

populations are likely to be designed, and how the social constructions embed-

ded in concrete institutional and programmatic designs might shape later policy

development through feedback effects.

The final theoretical tradition we turn to in this section, the PE approach, is

especially relevant for the development of policy feedback theory, which is why

it requires systematic attention. Punctuated equilibrium is associated with the

work of Frank Baumgartner and Bryan Jones (see, e.g., Baumgartner and Jones

1993/2009, 2002; Jones and Baumgartner 2005, 2012). Based initially on US

experience, the PE approach argues that “Policymaking at equilibrium occurs in

more or less independent subsystems, in which policies are determined by

specialists located in federal agencies and interested parties and groups. These

interests reach policy equilibrium, adjusting among themselves and incremen-

tally changing policy” – a process that they acknowledge “can be profoundly

undemocratic” (Baumgartner and Jones 1993/2009: xvii–xviii). Also critical to

the PE approach is the flow of information in a policy sector, as well as the

limited cognitive capacity and attention spans of policymakers, which tend to
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filter out information deemed extraneous and policy options that do not fit with

dominant policy paradigms favored by actors in the policy subsystems where

policy is usually made (Jones and Baumgartner 2005). The result, Baumgartner

and Jones argue, is likely to be “periods of stability and incremental drift

punctuated by large-scale policy changes” (Baumgartner and Jones 1993/

2009: xviii) that are “oftentimes disjoint, episodic and not always predictable”

(Jones and Baumgartner 2012: 1). These punctuations are frequently initiated

when dissident – often newly emergent – groups manage to involve other

political actors, widen the scope of political conflict (often by redefining the

issue), and shift the political venues where political decisions are made. Policy

crises and other “focusing events” often play an important role in these disrup-

tions. Yet these disruptions do not always result in policy change; the interests

that benefit from the status quo will use their resources to try to reassert their

dominance over policymaking and limit policy changes that harm their

interests.

There is much that is shared by the HI and PE perspectives on policy

feedback, notably with respect to difficulties in moving away from the status

quo that are generated by the unequal distribution of resources as well as shared

definitions of policy problems and appropriate responses that are shared by key

policy actors. Both incorporate elections and partisan ideological differences,

but they are not the primary focus of either the HI or the PE perspective (Jones

and Baumgartner 2012: 5–6). There have been important dialogues between the

two (see Pierson 2004b), but there are also important differences in the two

approaches – some terminological, some merely of emphasis, and others more

central to the research endeavor.

One of the most important – and most confusing – differences is in termin-

ology. Historical institutionalists generally refer to elements of current policy

that cause it to be stable or expand over time as “positive feedbacks” and those

that undermine it, causing it to become less stable or expansive (e.g., lower

spending on environmental enforcement or decreased eligibility and lower

benefits for public income transfers), as “negative feedback.” Writers in the

PE tradition, drawing on systems theory approaches, define negative feedback

processes as those in which “a disturbance is met with countervailing actions, in

a thermostatic-type process” that generally leads to a reversion to the status quo

ante, while positive feedback involves disturbances to the status quo in which

“change begets change, generating a far more powerful push for change than

might have been expected” (Jones and Baumgartner 2012: 3). To reduce

terminological confusion, we will largely follow the language of Jacobs and

Weaver (2015), drawing on Greif and Laitin (2004), in labeling elements of the

policy status quo that tend to hold it in place or lead to its expansion as
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“self-reinforcing” and those that tend to make current policy more subject to

reduction, termination, or transformation as “self-undermining.”

Other differences between the two perspectives are more in emphasis. The PE

approach gives more attention to the bounded rationality and attention limita-

tions of policy elites. More generally, it gives greater emphasis to the micro-

foundations of policymaking in information-processing practices, while HI

researchers tend to focus more on macro-level forces. Historical institutionalist

researchers tend to focus more on relatively slow-moving adaptions of the

policy status quo (e.g., the phenomenon of policy drift), while PE researchers

give more attention to short-term disruptions, which are often interpreted as

exogenous shocks and being subject to fading away rather than processes that

are internally generated by the policy itself and likely to be durable (Jacobs and

Weaver 2015). But these differences are increasingly of terminology and degree

rather than kind. Recent PE scholarship has, for example, devoted increased

attention to dysfunctional elements of policies – generally referred to as “error

accumulation” (Jones and Baumgartner 2012: 8) – that are not remedied

because of resistance from beneficiaries of the status quo, while HI scholarship

has moved away from the concept of “lock-in” toward more nuanced views that

emphasize both self-reinforcing and self-undermining aspects of policy.

In this Element, we draw on both the HI and the PE perspectives. Although

our primary focus is on the HI approach, important insights from the PE

approach, including the bounded rationality and limited attention of generalist

policymakers, the importance of focusing events, and the potential for exogen-

ous disruptions to existing arrangements, are incorporated elsewhere in this

Element, especially in Section 4.

3 Policy Feedback and Mass Politics

Public policies affect not only the interests and capacities of states and interest

groups but also behaviors and attitudes among the mass public. A burgeoning

literature explores the ways in which policies can increase or decrease political

participation among program clienteles and how existing policy can alter atti-

tudes among both the targets of those policies and other members of the public

(for earlier reviews, see Béland 2010; Campbell 2012; Larsen 2019; Mettler and

SoRelle 2014; Mettler and Soss 2004). Analyses have been growing in scope,

with new case studies both within and beyond social welfare policy, where the

literature had its starting point. The examination of mass feedbacks in US politics

continues, with multiple analyses of the 2010 ACA and new policy areas such as

social regulation and rights. To the pioneering work using European data by

Svallfors (1997, 2006, 2007, 2010), Kumlin (2004), and Mau (2003, 2004),
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among others, scholars have added new analyses (Bol et al. 2021; Larsen 2018,

2020; Shore 2019, 2020; Watson 2015; Zhu and Lipsmeyer 2015), while work

extends to new locales such as Canada (Gidengil 2020; Soroka and Wlezien

2004, 2010), Africa (Hern 2017; MacLean 2011), Latin America (De La O 2013;

Di Tella, Galiani, and Schargrodsky 2012; Manacorda, Miguel, and Vigorito

2011), and Asia (Im and Meng 2016; Li and Wu 2018; Lu 2014; Ricks and

Laiprakobsup 2021). Scholars are developing the theory of policy feedback and

mass publics with new mechanisms and new contingencies. Methodological

sophistication is growing as well with the incorporation of causal models that

improve inference.

In this section, we discuss early theoretical perspectives on mass policy

feedback, review the major findings on feedback effects in individual-level

political behavior and attitudes, examine methodological issues, and suggest

new research frontiers.

3.1 Resources, Interpretive Effects, and the Social Construction
of Target Populations

Two theoretical perspectives have animated much of the subsequent work on

policy feedback and mass politics, suggesting that policies are not just the

outcomes of political processes but also important inputs that reshape the

political environment by influencing political participation and preferences

among members of the public. Paul Pierson (1993) hypothesized that existing

policies provide politically relevant resources and convey positive or negative

“interpretive” messages to publics about their place in the polity, which affect

individuals’ attitudes and their propensity to participate in politics. Policies that

deliver generous benefits may foster “protective constituencies” that fight

against retrenchment, an example of a self-reinforcing effect (Pierson 1994).

Working in parallel, Schneider and Ingram (1993) discussed the social con-

struction of target populations, with policies’ designs defining clienteles’ access

to the privileges of social citizenship (e.g., Marshall 1964). Policies for posi-

tively constructed groups such as senior citizens tend to be generous and

efficiently administered, sending the message that the state perceives these

groups as deserving. In contrast, policies for negatively constructed groups

such as the poor or criminals are meager and capriciously administered, sug-

gesting that the state considers them marginal members of the polity. In their

original formulation, the direction of causality is unclear: Do the policies create

the group constructions or do preexisting group constructions lead to differing

policy designs (Lieberman 1995)? Recent empirical work has attempted to

overcome these challenges with causal models, as we will see in Section 3.4.
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Much of the work testing for feedback effects has examined individual-level

behavior and attitudes; in Section 4, we examine positive and negative (self-

reinforcing or self-undermining) feedbacks at the aggregate level.

3.2 Policy Feedback and Mass Behavior

Feedback studies show that the designs of public policies can increase or

decrease the political participation of individuals beyondwhat we would predict

from their education, income, and other demographic correlates of behavior.

Many such studies examine the effects of social welfare programs, although

recent work has branched out into additional areas such as civil rights, regula-

tions, and criminal justice. Research has sought to uncover the mechanisms by

which policies affect behavior and the aspects of program designs that generate

these mechanisms. In addition, scholars have explored how policies affect

different types of participation as well as participatory level and equality.

3.2.1 Factors in Political Behavior

Political participation is a function of resources, mobilization, and political

engagement, factors that arise from preadult socialization and education and

from experiences in institutional settings such as work, voluntary organizations,

and religious organizations (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). Policy feed-

back theory posits that policy experiences affect these drivers of political

participation, as well as additional factors that influence political behavior,

including stigma, norms, loss aversion, and traceability (Figure 1).

Resources. Policies can confer politically relevant resources such as money,

skills, free time, health, and financial stability, which increase participatory

capacity and facilitate democratic acts such as voting, contacting elected offi-

cials, working on campaigns, attending political meetings, participating in

rallies or protests, working with others on political problems, or making polit-

ical donations. In the United States, Social Security, the federal old-age pension

program, enhances the political participation of older US citizens by increasing

their free time through retirement and boosting their incomes (Campbell 2003).

The 1944 G.I. Bill increased political participation among veterans through

enhanced education attainment (Mettler 2005). More recently, Medicaid expan-

sion under the ACA boosted voter turnout among target groups (Clinton and

Sances 2018; Haselswerdt 2017), apparently by increasing financial stability

and physical and mental health, which are associated with political participation

(Ojeda 2015; Pacheco and Fletcher 2015). In Mexico, voter turnout is higher in

villages randomly selected for the rollout of a new anti-poverty cash transfer

program (De La O 2013).
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Mobilization. Citizens are also more likely to participate in politics when

asked to do so (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). In conferring an age-

related social welfare benefit, Social Security in the United States created

a politically identifiable group that was subsequently mobilized by interest

groups and political parties (Campbell 2003). State laws in the United States

that mandate collective bargaining increase the political participation of

teachers, apparently through union mobilization (Flavin and Hartney 2015).

Under the ACA, social assistance agencies that help customers access health

insurance also provide voter registration services, perhaps generating the

higher voter participation found in Medicaid expansion states (Clinton and

Sances 2018).

Engagement. Political engagement, including political information, political

interest, and political efficacy, is another factor driving political participation

(Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). Over time, in the United States Social

Security increased seniors’ interest in politics by tying their well-being to

a government program while also enhancing their external political efficacy,

the sense that government listens to people like them (Campbell 2003).

Recipients of cash welfare who learn how to navigate a complex welfare

bureaucracy have heightened levels of internal political efficacy, the sense

that they have the competence to negotiate the political realm (Soss 1999). In

the United States, veterans who benefited from the G.I. Bill felt “reciprocity,” an

obligation to participate in civic life in return for the gift of an unexpected

education, which may be a form of efficacy as well (Mettler 2005).

Resources
- Money
- Time
- Skills

Policies Engagement

- Political information
Traceability

Political participation
- how much
- which acts
- how equal

- Political interest
Loss aversion

- Political efficacy
Stigma
Norms

Mobilization
- By parties, interest groups
- By threats/loss aversion

Feedback

Figure 1 Policy feedback and political participation
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Stigmatization and Authority Relations. Not all policy effects are positive. The

“interpretive effects” that send messages to program clienteles about their place

in the polity (Pierson 1993) have often been used to explain the diminished

participation rates of those receiving targeted, means-tested social welfare

benefits (Schneider and Ingram’s (1993) concept of a negative social construc-

tion predicts a similar outcome). Cash welfare in the United States is conferred

by gatekeeping case workers whose control over benefits and capricious appli-

cation of rules undermine the external political efficacy of recipients, reducing

their rates of political participation (Soss 1999). Imposing conditionality, such

as work requirements, further undermines political participation, as the needed

monitoring sends the message that government does not trust the recipient, as

the UK case shows (Watson 2015). These negative interpretive effects can be

passed on through socialization: Adolescents whose families receive means-

tested assistance observe low levels of parental political participation and are

less likely to participate in political activities available to youth, such as

contacting public officials, boycotting, and discussing political issues (Barnes

and Hope 2017).

Targeted programs need not send negative citizenship messages, however. Early

childhood programs in the United States andDenmark that incorporate low-income

or minority parents into decision-making – allowing such parents to “coproduce”

a service they receive from government – enhance parents’ skills and knowledge (a

resource effect) and send positive interpretive messages that society views them as

“capable and valuable” (Hjortskov, Andersen, and Jakobsen 2018), increasing their

efficacy and civic participation (see also Barnes 2020; Bruch, Ferree, and Soss

2010; Soss 1999). In the United States, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC),

which supplements the wages of low-income workers by refunding their income

and payroll taxes, generates “feelings of social inclusion” with administration

through the universal tax system, not the welfare bureaucracy, and with provision

as a lump sum, enabling “patterns of spending and saving that are not possible

during other times of the year” and that resemble those of “ordinary” citizens,

providing “at least partial access to the social rights of citizenship” (Sykes et al.

2015, 244). Although this study does not examine the political behavior of EITC

recipients, feedback theory would hypothesize higher participation rates among

EITC recipients than among cash welfare recipients.

Norms. The messages that public policies send may also establish norms that

influence political activity. Eileen McDonagh (2010) argues that public policies

that “represent maternal traits” send messages about “women’s suitability as

political leaders”; in nations such as the United States, where maternal traits are

demonstrated only in the home, not in the state, McDonagh asserts, fewer
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women are elected to political office. The provision of new rights may also

establish norms enhancing participation. When female student athletes were

reminded in an experiment of the purpose of Title IX (to reduce gender-based

disparities in US higher education, including athletics), they reported a greater

propensity to act to seek equity (although the study did not examine whether

such students did act; Druckman, Rothschild, and Sharrow 2018).

Threats and Loss Aversion. Threats to policies may animate political participa-

tion as well, given individuals’ aversion to losses over equivalent gains

(Kahneman and Tversky 1979). In the United States, senior citizens responded

to proposed Social Security and Medicare cuts in the 1980s and 1990s with

surges in letter-writing to elected officials, the only age group to do so, which

helped defeat the proposed reductions (Campbell 2003), an example of the

protective constituency dynamic that Pierson posited. Threats emanating from

policies may also spur participation. In states that expanded Medicaid under the

ACA, voter turnout was enhanced not only among Democrats who approved of

the law but also among Republicans who opposed it, an apparent “policy

backlash” (Haselswerdt 2017). Policies can impose sheer bodily threat that

mobilizes as well. The parents of draft-eligible sons in the Vietnam War era

were more likely to vote in the 1972 presidential election if their sons drew

“losing” draft numbers (although we cannot know from voter records how these

parents voted; Davenport 2015). Latinos were more likely to vote in areas where

the Secure Communities program rolled out, a program that heightened immi-

gration enforcement by encouraging information sharing between federal and

local law enforcement (White 2016). Although government trust fell among

Latinos in these areas (see Section 4), the program constituted a threat to

families with mixed immigration status and may also have boosted turnout

because of mobilization by immigration activists (White 2016). Policies threat-

ening Latinos in California during the 1990s (including Proposition 187, cham-

pioned by the Republican governor Pete Wilson, which would have banned

undocumented immigrants’ use of health care, public education, and other

services) boosted Latino voters’ subsequent turnout and increased identification

with the Democratic Party (Bowler, Nicholson, and Segura 2006; Pantoja,

Ramirez, and Segura 2001).

Traceability. Whether policies generate feedback effects may depend on their

visibility and proximity (Gingrich 2014; Soss and Schram 2007). The Vietnam

draft effect in the United States that Davenport (2015) found was concentrated

in towns with at least one casualty, increasing the visibility and salience of draft

policy. Conversely, when visibility and proximity are muted – for example,

when public functions are privatized, obscuring the role of government even

when it still funds or regulates the programs – policy effects may not materialize
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(Gingrich and Watson 2016). A causal model shows that voter turnout for

school board elections in the United States is lower in districts with privately

operated charter schools (Cook et al. 2020). The ACA provision allowing

people under the age of twenty-six to remain on their parents’ health insurance

did not increase voter turnout among youth in the United States, despite being

popular and widely used; that parental insurance plans are private and funded by

the parent may have been more salient than the government’s regulatory role in

facilitating young people’s access (Chattopadhyay 2017).

3.2.2 Behavioral Outcomes

Extant policy feedback studies have examined a variety of behavioral outcomes,

including voter turnout, vote choice (see Section 3.3 for effects on incumbent

support and favorability), and individual political acts beyond voting, often finding

that the provision of benefits enhances participation rates. Scholars have also

examined whether program provision can counteract inequalities of participation

found in many democracies. Feedback effects on collective forms of political

action or nonpolitical acts such as volunteering have been examined as well.

Voter Turnout. The most common behavioral outcome examined in feedback

studies is voter turnout, both because of its normative centrality to democratic

politics and because of data availability. Policies such as Social Security

(Campbell 2003) and the G.I. Bill (Mettler 2005) in the United States as well

as experience with public schools and clinics in Africa (MacLean 2011) are

associated with greater participation; researchers attribute the participation

boost to both resource and positive interpretive effects. Programs in the

United States that are means-tested, such as cash welfare, or that are punitive,

such as the criminal justice system, are associated with lower turnout (Soss

1999; Weaver and Lerman 2010), apparently because they send negative citi-

zenship messages and because, in the case of the low benefits in US means-

tested programs, resource effects are too small to increase turnout. The US

Medicaid program is also means-tested, although analyses of its effects on

turnout have produced contradictory results. Haselswerdt (2017) and Clinton

and Sances (2018) – the latter using a causal model – show that Medicaid

expansion during the ACA modestly increased turnout, and the economists

Katherine Baicker and Amy Finkelstein (2019) find that the near-randomized

expansion of Medicaid carried out by the Oregon Health Insurance experiment

of 2008 boosted turnout in that year’s presidential election by 7 percent, with

particularly strong effects for men (18 percent increase) and in Democratic

counties (10 percent increase). But these turnout increases dissipated quickly,

and, outside of the ACA, Michener (2018) finds that Medicaid receipt is
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associated with lower turnout, while the economist Charles Courtemanche and

colleagues (2020) find with a causal model that the collective effect of all ACA

provisions intended to expand health insurance coverage (Medicaid expansion,

the creation of subsidized insurance marketplaces, and various regulations) was

only a small and statistically insignificant increase in voter turnout. Claudine

Gay (2012) similarly finds that the Moving to Opportunity randomized experi-

ment, which moved low-income people out of high-poverty neighborhoods,

reduced voter turnout, with some evidence that disrupted social networks were

to blame. Hence, findings on means-tested programs and turnout, both associ-

ational and causal, are mixed.

Vote Choice. Policies conferring benefits can result in greater electoral support

for incumbent governments. A causal study of state EITCs finds that governors

are rewarded electorally for implementing an EITC program, with the largest

effects for Republican governors and in counties with many benefiting voters,

although the effects dissipate over time (Rendleman and Yoder 2021). The

implementation of an EITC in Italy similarly benefited incumbents electorally

(Vannutelli 2019). A causal analysis shows that a Romanian government pro-

gram giving poor families coupons for computer purchase increased support for

the incumbent governing coalition (Pop-Eleches and Pop-Eleches 2012), while

the De La O (2013) causal study of the Progresa conditional cash transfer

program in Mexico found both greater turnout and greater support for incum-

bents in villages with longer exposure to the program.

Political Activity beyond Voting. Some studies examine policy feedback effects for

other political acts. The development of Social Security over time increased US

seniors’ rates of contacting elected officials and of donating to and working on

political campaigns (Campbell 2003). Program receipt can heighten rates of “civic

participation,” such asworkingwith others in organized groups (e.g.,Mettler 2005).

Farmers receivingpayments from theUSDepartment ofAgriculture aremore likely

than other agricultural producers to run for office (Simonovits et al. 2021).

Equalizing Effects. In many democracies, political behavior is stratified by

income and education. Redistributive public policies can offset this effect by

enhancing resources and other politically relevant factors for the less privileged.

Because in the United States Social Security constitutes a higher share of poorer

seniors’ incomes, they are more likely to vote, contact elected officials, and

make campaign contributions with the program in mind than are higher-income

seniors, making seniors’ overall political participation less unequal than it

would otherwise be (Campbell 2003). In that country, the educational benefits

of the G.I. Bill had a curvilinear effect, boosting the civic participation of
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veterans from middle-income backgrounds more than those from lower-income

families (for whom the resource boost was insufficient to spur great participa-

tion) or higher-income families (who would have enjoyed higher educational

attainment anyway; Mettler 2005). The participatory effects that MacLean

(2011) found in Africa are also offsetting: The most impoverished people in

rural areas are the most likely to use public services and in turn are the most

likely to participate in politics. Across European countries where greater early

childhood expenditures and cash benefits increase voting among single

mothers, the largest effects are for middle- and higher-income lone mothers,

so these programs equalize participation between lone mothers and other

demographic groups but not among such mothers (Shore 2020).

Behavioral Feedbacks beyond Individual-Level Political Participation.

Finally, policies can affect nonpolitical participation. Across the

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), govern-

ment social welfare retrenchment is associated with more volunteering,

a behavioral feedback outside of politics (Suzuki 2020). And policies can

affect group behavior, for example in locales where government programs are

inadequate. In Zambia, low levels of government service provision encourage

higher levels of collective behavior in which communities organize to

respond to the need left by the “gap the state left,” as opposed to individual-

level feedback (Hern 2017).

3.3 Policy Feedback and Mass Attitudes

A second stream of research examines how existing policies affect attitudes

among the public, both those policies’ target populations and other members of

the public. The policy feedback literature argues that the designs of policies affect

the drivers of attitudes, and as with studies of political behavior, research has

sought to determine the mechanisms by which this effect materializes. The

outcomes examined include attitudes toward programs themselves or their recipi-

ents and how policies affect attitudes toward government and toward the market.

3.3.1 Factors in Attitudes

Individuals’ attitudes toward political objects arise from preadult socialization;

symbolic attachments including partisanship, ideology, and racial sentiment;

group attachments; self-interest and material stakes; personal experiences; and

elite framing and priming. The policy feedback literature argues that the designs

and effects of public policies can also affect attitudes, either because they alter

some of these factors, such as self-interest and personal experience, or because
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they alter the conditions that allow these factors to function, such as making

more or less visible the material stakes in government activity (Figure 2).

Self-Interest and Personal Experience. The resources that many public policies

confer constitute a material stake that may enhance individuals’ support for

a given program. Survey respondents using subsidies or gaining insurance

through the Affordable Care Act are more likely to say that the law has had

a favorable impact on health access (Jacobs and Mettler 2018); similarly,

approval of the ACA is higher in Medicaid expansion states, with the largest

increase among lower education nonsenior adults, the expansion’s target popu-

lation (Sances and Clinton 2021). Universal policies are typically more popular

than targeted ones (Cook and Barrett 1992), perhaps because more people see

themselves as current or potential beneficiaries. A US-based survey experiment

finds that support for tuition-free college falls when the benefit is targeted to

low-income families relative to a universal program design (Bell 2020).

Personal policy experience may also counteract the influence of other predis-

positions such as party identification. In the United States, those receiving

Medicare (those just over the age sixty-five eligibility threshold, compared to

those just under) are more supportive of Medicare spending and the ACA, with

the effect stronger among Republicans (Lerman and McCabe 2017). Similarly,

the gap between Republicans and Democrats in ACA favorability is smaller

among those who gained insurance through an ACA marketplace compared to

those with employer-based insurance (McCabe 2016).

Threats. The asymmetry of gains and losses (Kahneman and Tversky 1979)

means that threats to policies, both proposed and realized, affect attitudes just as

they do behaviors. In the United States, ACA approval was higher in Medicaid

expansion states compared to non-expansion states but only after the 2016

Socialization
- Childhood
- Interpretive messages
- Norms
Party ID/ideology
Racial sentiment
Group identity
Self-interest
Personal experience
Threats
Traceability

Policies

Political attitudes
- support for policy itself
- support for incumbent
- support for government in general
- trust in government
- beliefs about markets
- beliefs about deservingness

Feedback

Figure 2 Policy feedback and political attitudes
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election made Republicans’ repeal threats more credible (Sances and Clinton

2021). When reduced benefits and stricter requirements for a universal Danish

educational grant were announced while the European Social Survey was in the

field, those interviewed after the announcement expressed less satisfaction with

government compared to those interviewed earlier, particularly among those

more likely to be affected by the cuts (Larsen 2018).

Proximity, Visibility, and Traceability. This last result suggests that proximity,

visibility, and traceability affect the likelihood that public policies will shape

attitudes. In cases where policy changes have not produced attitudinal changes,

lack of proximity or visibility is usually suspected. For example, the 1996

welfare reform in the United States, which imposed time limits and work

requirements on cash assistance precisely in line with public objections to the

program, did not make citizens more supportive of program spending, warmer

toward program recipients, or more supportive of the party that forged the

reform, the Democrats (Soss and Schram 2007). Lack of proximity may explain

the reform’s failure to induce attitudinal change: Many people do not participate

in cash welfare or know someone who does.

Privatized policies may also hide the government’s role, shaping attitudinal

feedbacks. Across European countries, there is less support for government

spending on health care where health care is more privatized (Zhu and

Lipsmeyer 2015). At the same time, in countries where health care is privately

financed and where individuals must weigh different public or private alterna-

tives, their personal experience matters more for their attitudes toward govern-

ment; but where health care is entirely public and universal, personal experiences

are divorced from perceptions of the role of government (Larsen 2020).

“Interpretive” or Citizenship Messages. Paul Pierson (1993) argued that pol-

icies could influence mass behaviors and attitudes not only through the

resources they confer but also with the “interpretive” messages they send.

Many analysts have pointed to such messages – which tell individuals how

important or worthy they are in the view of the state – as the apparent mechan-

ism linking policy designs with attitudinal outcomes, even though the data

necessary to test for such mechanisms is rarely available in extant studies.

In the United States, welfare case workers’ arbitrary and capricious powers

over benefits send messages to the recipients that they are unworthy, diminish-

ing their political efficacy and leading them to view the entire government as

arbitrary (Soss 1999), while recipients of the universal Social Security program

have higher efficacy than other citizens (Campbell 2003). Similarly, Swedish

citizens in universal programs that treat clients as empowered “customers”

express greater trust in politicians, more support for increased social spending,
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more leftward ideological placements, and greater interpersonal trust than those

experiencing income-targeted “client” programs (Kumlin 2004; Kumlin and

Rothstein 2005). In the UK, making receipt of cash assistance conditional on

working, and then monitoring recipients’ compliance, sends the even harsher

message that government does not trust recipients (Watson 2015).

Policies beyond the social welfare arena send interpretive messages too. An

analysis combining survey data with the size and racial composition of jail

inmate populations at the county level in the United States finds that, where

criminal justice enforcement is more racially skewed, highly educated Black

respondents are less likely to say government is responsive, have less trust in

government, and become less participatory. At the same time, white respond-

ents in areas with large Black populations and racially skewed enforcement

exhibit higher trust, political interest, and nonelectoral participation. Criminal

justice disparities apparently signal to Blacks that government is targeting them

while signaling to whites that government is “looking out for them” (Maltby

2017: 544).

Elite Framing and Priming;Media and Party Effects. Theways in which political

elites such as elected politicians and bureaucrats talk about programs and clien-

teles – and the considerations they prime in citizens’minds –may affect attitudes

as well. European analysts argue that existing policy regimes serve as channels of

socialization and elite framing, with extant policies defining the national “moral

economy,” a macro-level interpretive feedback that affects what publics support

(Lindh 2015; see also Mau 2003, 2004; Svallfors 1997, 2006, 2007, 2010). In the

United States, studies show that citizens have certain racialized policy images in

their heads, with universal programs like Social Security coded as “white” and

cash welfare and many other means-tested programs coded as “Black,” in part

because of elite framings (Winter 2006) and media portrayals (Gilens 1999) that

overrepresent those racial groups. The media may also increase the visibility of

policies, increasing awareness and policy effects on attitudes above and beyond

any resource effects, as studies of education reform in China (Lu 2014) and water

privatization in Argentina (Di Tella, Galiani, and Schargrodsky 2012) show.

The effects of policies on attitudes may also depend on the messenger. Lindh

(2015) finds that class differences in support for market models of welfare

distribution are greater where there is more public delivery (in Nordic countries)

and smaller where there is more private delivery (in Anglo-Saxon countries and

Japan). The difference seems driven by the presence of unions and parties in the

Nordic states, whose rhetoric emphasizes class-based politics, while such collect-

ive organizations and therefore class-based rhetoric are more muted in the other

contexts.
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3.3.2 Attitudinal Outcomes

Policy feedback scholars have examined a variety of attitudinal outcomes

ranging from policy effects on attitudes toward programs and their recipients,

toward the incumbent government that delivered the policy, or toward govern-

ment in general (or toward market-based provision). Some of these effects are

self-reinforcing, strengthening political support for subsequent rounds of pol-

icymaking, while some are self-undermining, undercutting support and leading

to negative policy spirals. The discussion in Section 3.3.1 of factors in attitudes

mentioned some attitudinal outcomes along the way; here, we cite additional

studies on outcomes.

Program Support; Reinforcing and Thermostatic Effects. Policies may generate

their own support, with attitudes toward programs becoming more favorable

among those who benefit, as several studies of the Affordable Care Act have

shown (Hopkins and Parish 2019). Individuals receiving benefits from the

relatively new Chinese welfare state become more likely to see the government

rather than individuals as responsible for citizen well-being (Im andMeng 2016).

Conversely, government spending can elicit a “thermostatic” effect, with the

public responding to increased spending with preferences for cutting spending

or responding to a reduction in spending with preferences for more government

activity, as studies of the United States, United Kingdom, and Canada demon-

strate (Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson 2002; Soroka and Wlezien 2004, 2010;

Stimson 2004;Wlezien 1995). Thermostatic effects are stronger on issues of high

salience and in unitary (rather than federal) systems and stronger for some issues

in presidential rather than parliamentary systems (Soroka and Wlezien 2010).

Attitudes toward Program Recipients. Policies may also alter views about societal

groups that ordinarily arise from preadult socialization or group orientations, with

policies and their designs sending messages to other members of the public about

the perceived worth and deservingness of public policy clienteles (Schneider and

Ingram 1993). In the United States, Bell’s (2020) survey experiment finds that

support for tuition-free college is higher when a minimum high school grade point

average is included as a requirement, apparently boosting the perceived deserv-

ingness of recipients. Also, in that country, Social Security Disability Insurance

recipients, even though they are recipients of a contributory, earned social insur-

ance program, are deemed as less deserving by experimental subjects when they

are portrayed in vignettes as suffering from “harder-to-diagnose impairments”

such as mood disorders (Fang and Huber 2020).

Attitudes toward Incumbent Governments. Public policies may affect attitudes

toward the government that produced the policy in question, as when
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satisfaction with the incumbent Danish government fell after education grant

cuts were announced in the middle of the European Social Survey (Larsen

2018). Conversely, support for government can rise with a policy intervention:

Using survey data collected immediately before and after COVID-19 lock-

downs were implemented in European countries in spring 2020, Bol and

colleagues (2021) find that lockdowns increased satisfaction with democracy

and vote intentions for the party of the incumbent prime minister or president.

A causal study of a temporary anti-poverty cash transfer program in Uruguay

found higher government support among recipients than among a control group,

with the effect persisting after the program ended (Manacorda et al. 2011).

Trust in Government. The COVID-19 lockdowns that Bol and colleagues (2021)

examined also increased trust in government. Across European countries, trust in

government is greater where welfare spending is higher (Shore 2019). Li andWu’s

(2018) causal model shows that the rollout of a new rural pension scheme in China

increased trust in both local and central government. In the reverse direction,

negative policy experiences can undermine trust, asMaltby’s (2017) study of racial

disparities in US criminal justice enforcement showed for Black respondents.

Issue Ownership. Related to incumbent support, policy feedbacks might affect

“issue ownership,” citizens’ perceptions about which political parties are best at

handling which issues (Petrocik 1996). A study examining forty-six issues across

seventeen rich democracies (includingmany European countries, the United States,

Canada, Australia, and New Zealand) found that issue ownership is quite stable,

with right-of-center parties having ownership over public finance, law and order,

immigration, and international affairs issues and left-of-center parties having

ownership over the welfare state and the environment (Seeberg 2017). One

question is whether the implementation of new policies can shake up these patterns.

An examination of a major Medicare reform in the United States suggests that the

answer is no: Although majorities of panel survey respondents knew that

Republicans had designed the popular new prescription drug benefit and had

controlled government at the time of passage, that knowledge did not make them

more likely to say that Republicans would do a better job managing entitlements or

conducting health policy in the future (Morgan and Campbell 2011). Issue owner-

ship resembles attitudes toward program recipients in its stickiness: The images in

people’s heads about political parties and about program recipients have proven

largely impervious to policy feedbacks. Partisan shifts in vote share or party

identification due to policy are typically ephemeral (Galvin and Thurston 2018).

Beliefs about Markets. With many rich democracies introducing privatized

elements into public policy, attitudes not just about government but about the
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role of markets could be affected. Cross-sectional analysis of support for the

market distribution of social services shows greater support in advanced dem-

ocracies with more private spending, suggesting “the operation of normative

feedback effects flowing from existing welfare policy arrangements” (Lindh

2015; see also Di Tella, Galiani, and Schargrodsky 2012). The proposed

mechanism is the message sent by existing policy: “A market-based social

service system might nourish beliefs that social services are ‘normal’ commod-

ities suitable for market distribution, while a system of public provision might

encourage the conception that services constitute social rights that are to be

provided independent of market logic” (Lindh 2015: 893). Cross-sectional,

regime-wide analyses cannot combat the alternative hypothesis that some

countries have more private spending because public opinion was more sup-

portive of market-oriented policy to begin with. But an analysis of surveys

conducted before and after the 2003 market-model Medicare reform in the

United States found that senior citizens getting prescription drugs from private

insurance companies became no more likely to support the reform or other

market-model reforms like Social Security privatization than seniors with only

traditional, government-only Medicare (Morgan and Campbell 2011).

Norms. Other policy changes have been found to create new norms.

Longitudinal studies show that individuals became more supportive of smoking

bans after their adoption in France, Germany, and the Netherlands (Mons et al.

2012) and became more likely to view secondhand smoke as harmful and to

view smokers with disdain in the United States (Pacheco 2013). In the United

States, after the Iowa Supreme Court upheld same-sex marriage, apparently

sending messages from elites about what is socially acceptable, support for

same-sex marriage increased (Kreitzer, Hamilton, and Tolbert 2014). The

increase in the availability of public childcare in Norway increased mothers’

likelihood of saying public childcare is best (Ellingsaeter, Kitterod, and

Lyngstad 2017).

3.4 Data and Models

Considerable advances have been made in the data and models utilized in policy

feedback work. Earlier models relying on cross-sectional data faced the chal-

lenge that reported differences in attitudes and behaviors between two programs

could simply be due to preexisting differences in the two programs’ clienteles,

not the effects of the programs themselves. Inference has improved with the use

of longitudinal and panel data, which, over time, examine individuals whose

policy experiences are changing, increasing certainty that any observed attitu-

dinal or behavioral changes can be attributed to policy; beyond the examples
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cited in Sections 3.2 and 3.3, Jacobs and Mettler (2018) examine attitudes and

behaviors as some panel respondents gained health insurance during ACA

implementation. Other studies have capitalized on graduated treatments,

where the outcomes of interest vary with the magnitude of policy experience.

Bruch, Ferree, and Soss (2010) show that, in the United States, client efficacy

varies across means-tested programs of varying levels of paternalism; Weaver

and Lerman (2010) show that, in the same country, more severe encounters with

the criminal justice system have greater negative effects on subsequent political

participation.

The greatest improvements in inference have come from the use of causal

models. The ideal way to determine whether effect X causes outcome Y is to

randomly assign some subjects to the treatment while retaining others as

a control; random assignment ensures that the groups do not differ in systematic

ways so that any difference in the outcome can be confidently attributed to the

treatment. Sometimes social scientists can randomly assign treatments, as when

conducting survey or field experiments. A field experiment assigning some

consumers seeking health insurance under the ACA to the US government’s

healthcare.gov website while directing others to a private interface, health-

sherpa.com, found that Republicans are more likely to sign up for insurance

with the private interface (Lerman, Sadin, and Trachtman 2017). Survey experi-

ments in that country have also found greater support for tax expenditures than

for direct spending programs aimed at the same goal (Ashok and Huber 2020;

Faricy and Ellis 2014).

Often, however, random assignment is not available to social scientists for

ethical or practical reasons. An alternative approach is to capitalize on natural

or quasi-experiments, in which groups are exposed to experimental and

control conditions by factors outside the investigator’s control in ways that

resemble random assignment. Examples include Davenport’s (2015) use of

the US Vietnam draft lottery in explaining parents’ subsequent electoral

turnout and Larsen’s (2018) use of a cut to a Danish education credit

announced in the middle of survey data collection to assess satisfaction in

government. A similar approach exploits the staggered rollout of programs,

using longitudinal data and difference-in-differences (diff-in-diff) models to

compare changes in outcomes over time between a group subject to a new

policy and a group that was not, which serves as the control.

Examples include Li and Wu’s (2018) study of the new rural pension scheme

in China, implemented in waves over a three-year period; Pacheco’s (2013)

study of state-level smoking bans, whose varied timing enabled a causal

estimate of their attitudinal effects; and White’s (2016) study of the Secure

Communities policy, whose staggered implementation facilitated a causal
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estimate of the program’s effect on Latino turnout in affected counties.

Several scholars have used diff-in-diff models on Medicaid expansion and

non-expansion states to measure the attitudinal or behavioral effects of the

ACA (Clinton and Sances 2018; Haselswerdt 2017; Sances and Clinton

2021). Regression discontinuity design (RDD) models compare groups

lying closely on either side of a cutoff (in geo-RDD models, the threshold

is physical, such as a state border), under the assumption that they are similar

(or not different in ways that are correlated with the intervention) even though

they are not randomly assigned. Lerman and McCabe (2017) used regression

discontinuity to compare the attitudes of those immediately above and below

the age of Medicare eligibility. A similar approach examining the attitudes of

residents of apartment buildings above and below the threshold for public

versus private garbage collection finds differences arising from policy: Those

who think they have private garbage service rank it as superior to public

service, even when they in fact have public service (Lerman 2019).

Although the use of survey and field experiments, natural experiments, and

RDD and geo-RDD designs has put the policy feedback field on much firmer

inferential footing, such causal models raise important theoretical questions.

If the designs of public policies affect attitudes and political behavior among

members of the public, over what time frame do they do so and by what

mechanism? Some scholars examine whether attitudes vary across different

national welfare regimes and find that those living in regimes with more

privatized programs are more supportive of market-model programs (e.g.,

Gangl and Ziefle 2015; Lindh 2015). Here, the mechanism seems to be

socialization: Those growing up with privatized provision, or who experience

it for many years, are more accepting. As Gangl and Ziefle (2015: 513) put it:

“welfare states [reflect] but also [shape] the moral economy of modern

societies, where citizens’ belief systems are inherently affected by those

norms that are institutionalized in and legitimized by public policy environ-

ments.” The downside is that we cannot know from these typically cross-

sectional, observational studies whether the extant form of social provision

caused these attitudes or whether countries whose populations were already

more supportive of private provision designed their welfare systems concomi-

tantly. Hence the move to causal models. But causal models make their own

troublesome assumptions: that policy change acts like a “flipped switch” and

that policy feedback can occur in the short term. Sometimes we observe such

short-term effects arising from policy change (Ellingsaeter et al. 2017) and,

sometimes, we do not (Morgan and Campbell 2011; Soss and Schram 2007).

As Julianna Pacheco (2013) notes, it can take time for a new norm to be

established.
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3.5 Lingering Questions and New Directions

The literature on policy feedback and mass publics has made considerable

strides, both theoretically and empirically. The methodological advances are

particularly exciting, with causal models providing greater confidence that the

behavior and attitudinal effects detected are actually due to policies and not

merely to selection effects or preexisting differences.

Questions remain, however. While some work cites political parties, interest

groups, and the media as mechanisms linking policies with attitudes and

behaviors, more research is needed. In addition, most individuals have multiple

policy relationships with government, some of which may be cross-cutting:

A given individual might receive Social Security in the United States,

a universal program with positive attitudinal and participatory effects, as well

as food stamps, a means-tested programs with negative attitudinal and partici-

patory effects. Scholars have just begun to explore the net effect of multiple

experiences (e.g., Rosenthal 2019). “New” social risks such as the increase in

lone motherhood, challenges to family formation, and the growth of low-wage

and gig economy “outsider” jobs that lack protections and benefits deserve

examination for the ways in which existing policies fail to keep up, leaving gaps

that may generate feedback effects. New country cases are always welcome as

well. One lingering question is the generalizability of findings from the United

States and Europe, where feedback research has been concentrated. And there is

much to be in done in exploring the ways in which institutional arrangements –

and other conditions – heighten or obscure feedback effects (but see Soroka and

Wlezien 2010).Work on federalism in the United States, for example, has begun

to explore these interactions (e.g., Michener 2018).

Feedback scholars must also do more to incorporate the role of race and

ethnicity. Jamila Michener (2019) argues that, particularly in the United States,

race affects the operation of policies (because of unequal treatment across racial

groups) and therefore the mass and elite feedbacks that emerge. Chloe Thurston

(2018: 163) shows that the long history of civil rights organizations and social

movements has been a struggle about visibility, an effort by the marginalized to

expose the “uses of state power against racial minorities as a way of contesting

it.” Scholars must consider how the operation of feedbacks may be different for

the marginalized in many societies. More feedbacks research is needed on the

interaction between (often biased) institutional arrangements and individual-

level characteristics; nowhere is this more pertinent than with such vulnerable

groups.

Finally, the literature needs to expand the list of outcomes examined. Many

behavioral studies only examine voter turnout because of data availability, but
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there are many other types of behavior to examine if we had the data. Jamila

Michener’s (2018) use of “fair hearings” in Medicaid cases suggests the use of

administrative data may open additional avenues of inquiry.

4 Policy Feedback and Policy Change

This section focuses on how policy feedback affects subsequent policy change

or the absence of policy change. Policy change is broadly conceived here to

include changes in formal policies (policy choices), changes in the policy that is

delivered or not delivered (policy outputs), and the impacts of that policy and

their relationship to policy goals (policy outcomes). The discussion here largely

excludes effects on policy goals – the degree to which objectives were

achieved – and the experience of program “clients” (see, e.g., Herd and

Moynihan 2019) except insofar as they ultimately feed back into later rounds

of policymaking or incremental adjustments in policy. The section will draw

upon rich literatures that examine policy feedback in both the HI and the PE

traditions; it will also draw on other literatures such as policy learning to

incorporate a broader range of policy feedbacks that cross sectoral and geo-

graphic boundaries.

We begin by distinguishing between feedback causal mechanisms and feed-

back effects, a distinction that is often obscured in the literature. We then discuss

how the literature has categorized feedback effects on subsequent policymaking

and policies. Effects on politics, which were addressed in detail in the previous

section, will be considered in less detail and primarily as they relate to future

rounds of policymaking rather than to first-order effects on public mobilization

and public opinion. While policy feedback effects may be broadly categorized

as self-reinforcing or self-undermining, we also discuss additional dimensions

of feedback effects – for example, their strength, intentionality, and timing.

We then discuss the many different types of policy feedback causal mechan-

isms and the conditions that contribute to those mechanisms being felt in

stronger or more muted forms. Finally, we briefly address how policy feedback

mechanisms are likely to operate differently in democratic and authoritarian

societies and suggestions for future research.

4.1 Causal Models of Policy Feedback Effects

The literature on policy feedback effects on policy stasis and change has been

characterized by substantial confusion over causal mechanisms and effects. The

intuition underlying the concept of policy feedback is a simple one, as shown in

Figure 3: Policy X at a particular point in time (t1) influences Policy X at a later

time (t2) through a feedback causal mechanism. Turning that simple intuition
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into a set of testable propositions and assessing evidence about their impact is

decidedly more complex, however; it is a multistep process, with intricacies at

each step, as shown in Figure 4. First, which aspects of Policy X at time t1 are

the cause? Is it the official policy choice, usually imbedded in a law of regula-

tion, or is it the policy outputs delivered or left undelivered, or the policy

outcomes – what actually resulted from the policy as delivered? All three

have been used as causes in analyses of policy feedback effects on policy

change.

Second, research on policy feedback effects is generally distinguished from

studies of policy implementation – that is, how policy choices are turned into

policy outputs and outcomes, the process shown on the left-hand side of

Figure 4. Like policy implementation, there is usually a time lag between the

adoption of a policy choice at t1 and the policy outputs and outcomes at t2. Yet

policy feedback involve processes of mediation and transformation as well,

shown in the middle part of Figure 4, through processes of public opinion

change and civic engagement discussed in the previous section, as well as

other feedback mechanisms to be discussed in Section 4.3 on causal

mechanisms.

Third, studies of policy feedback often seek to define the exact causal

mechanism through which policy at time t1 affects later policy developments.

Social scientists are increasingly concerned with not just ascertaining the

correlational relationship between independent and dependent variables but

also understanding how that relationship is created. Is it by facilitating enduring

political coalitions that support or oppose the policy? By creating or reducing

fiscal room for a policy or its expansion? By reducing attention paid to an issue

by busy policymakers or cognition of potential alternatives? Or is it some

combination of two or more of these mechanisms? The middle section of

Figure 4 outlines a series of potential policy feedback mechanisms. These

will be given detailed discussion in Section 4.3.

Fourth, most studies of policy feedback and policy change are interested in

assessing the feedback effect – that is, the impact of the causal mechanism on

policy at t2. As will be discussed in the next section, feedback effects have

multiple dimensions, and different studies have focused on different

Figure 3 A simple model of policy feedback mechanisms and policy effects
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Figure 4 A complex model of policy feedback mechanisms and policy effects

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108938914 Published online by Cambridge University Press
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dimensions. Moreover, the feedback effect usually cannot be observed dir-

ectly; it must instead be inferred from observing the policy at t2 and compar-

ing it to that at t1, as shown on the right-hand side of Figure 4. And the same

complexities that hold on the independent variable side hold for the visible

explanandum: Is what is being explained the policy choice or the output or

the outcome at time t2? Different studies focus on different aspects of

policy at t2.

A final complexity concerns the role of exogenous variables, which can

include everything from patterns of interest group power to the ideology of

the governing party and the structure of the political institutions. As shown at

the bottom of Figure 4, exogenous variables can influence developments at each

stage of the causal chain – and this has important implications for assessments

of the impact of policy feedback mechanisms. Most notably, they can have

direct effects on policy at both t1 and t2, as shown in Paths D and E; these are

usually not considered feedback effects. It may be difficult to separate out

whether policy at t2 is the result of feedback effects (Paths B or C) or the direct

effect of the exogenous variables. For example, if a politically powerful

trucking industry and auto users lobby in Country X manages to create an

earmarked motor fuel tax dedicated to highway spending, while a weaker

industry in Country Y does not, that creates a potential fiscal feedback mechan-

ism. But if Country X later spends more, and more consistently, on highways

than Country Y, is that necessarily the result of the existence of the earmarked

revenue source (Path B) or the combination of an earmarked revenue source

mediated by elite acceptance in Country X of the idea of earmarking to ensure

a credible and steady commitment of funds for this purpose, as well as continu-

ous fiscal austerity pressures in Country Y that were stronger than those in

Country X (Path C)? Or is it simply the result of continued power differentials

between the two constituencies (Paths D and E) (see Dunn 1978). The different

causal paths can be very difficult to disentangle.

Exogenous variables can also have a critical impact on the causal mechan-

isms themselves. The goal of most analyses of policy feedback mechanisms is

to ascertain the impact of those mechanisms on policy at t2, that is, to assess

the endogenous sources of policy stasis and change (Path B). Yet a pure

separation from exogenous factors is almost impossible in the real world –

policy feedback mechanisms are likely to be shaped by the interaction of

endogenous impacts of the policy and exogenous factors (Path C); looking

only at feedback mechanisms that are entirely untainted by external factors is

likely to lead to a small and unrepresentative universe of cases. We will

address these interactions in more detail as we look at individual policy

feedback mechanisms in Section 4.3.
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4.2 Dimensions of Feedback Effects

The literature on policy feedback effects has addressed at least six dimensions

of those effects – direction, strength, timing and duration, scope, traceability,

and intentionality – often without distinguishing carefully between them (for

a discussion, see Busemeyer, Abrassart, and Nezi 2021). These dimensions are

summarized in Table 1.

Direction of Policy Effects. As noted in Section 2.3, the different connotations

of “positive” and “negative” feedbacks used by authors in the PE and HI

traditions have resulted in substantial terminological confusion. Hence in

what follows we will utilize the less confusing labels of “self-reinforcing” and

“self-undermining” (Jacobs and Weaver 2015). But even this terminology

suggests dualistic categories of “self-undermining” and “self-reinforcing” that

are too simplistic, as several authors have pointed out (see, e.g., Busemeyer

et al. 2021). Self-reinforcing policy feedback effects most obviously concern

causing a policy to be sustained at something very close to its current level and

Table 1 Spectrums of variation in policy feedback effects

Dimension Subdimension Range and Variation

Directionality Self-Reinforcing Stabilizing – Adapting –
Expansionary/Intensified

Self-Undermining Layering – Contractionary –
Terminating or Regime
Transitioning

Mixed Self-Reinforcing Dominant –
Offsetting – Self-Undermining
Dominant

Strength Strong – Muted – Absent
Timing and

Duration
Stability Consistent – Punctuated
Duration Fleeting – Temporary – Long

Term – Permanent
Onset Sudden Shock – Slow-Moving

Scope Program or Policy-Specific –
Sector-Specific – Spillover –
General

Traceability Visible – Invisible
Intentionality Intended – Partially Intended –

Unintended – Unanticipated –
Unwanted

35Policy Feedback

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
11

08
93

89
14

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108938914


form of operations. But stability is not the same thing as rigidity; the term has

also been used to describe outcomes including adaptation to shifting conditions

with relatively modest adjustments. Indeed, a program that is overly rigid may

be less likely to be sustainable in achieving program objectives in the long term

(Patashnik and Weaver 2021). Moreover, program expansion (e.g., increasing

benefits or coverage in income transfer programs or increased subsidies for

wind and solar power development) has also been included within the rubric of

self-reinforcing direction – it clearly should be seen as a continuum rather than

a simple effect.

While these self-reinforcing policy feedback effects were the primary initial

focus of the HI approach, more recent research suggests that the “capacity of public

policies to remake politics is contingent, conditional, and contested” (Patashnik and

Zelizer 2013: 1072). It even raises the contrasting possibility that policies may be

“self-undermining,” that is, that policies will give rise to forces that will lead to

those policies being cut back, terminated, or radically transformed. In the discus-

sion of feedback mechanisms in Section 4.3, we will see that many of the

mechanisms that give rise to self-reinforcement may under some conditions be

self-undermining instead. Yet even where major policy change does occur as

a result of self-undermining policy feedback, it will not be written on a blank

slate. In his discussion of pension policy “regime transitions” – that is, fundamental

shifts in the organization, justifications, and distribution of costs and benefits – in

wealthy democracies, for example, Weaver (2010) argues that which regime

transition options are open to governments are heavily constrained by the fiscal,

political, and redistributive impacts of the policy regime already in place.

Policy feedback effects – from both individual mechanisms and multiple

mechanisms – need not be unidirectionally self-reinforcing or self-

undermining. They can also be complex, and mixed, in their impacts (Moore

and Jordan 2020; Skogstad 2020). This is particularly true of policies that have

multiple intertwined components. Hobbs and Hopkins (2021), for example, find

that the effects of different components of the ACA on support for the Act

roughly offset each other in the aggregate, with different components affecting

different groups in opposite directions.

The balance of policy feedback effects may also change over time. In her

study of European biofuels policy, Grace Skogstad (2017) found that, in the

early years of the program, those impacts were largely self-reinforcing, as the

policy built support from a broad coalition of farmers, biofuels manufacturers,

and environmental groups. However, as the negative effects of biofuels on land

use and food prices were better understood, some elements of the coalition

turned to opposition, and the balance of policy feedback effects moved from one

in which self-reinforcing effects were dominant to one in which self-
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undermining effects became stronger, but with both effects still being present;

the result was a cutback in EU policies that supported biofuel production but not

their complete abolition. Similarly, fossil fuel interests and electric utilities in

the United States increased their mobilization against state clean energy policies

once they realized that “these laws could add significant costs to their bottom

lines and threaten their existing assets” (Stokes 2020: 6).

Strength of Feedback Effects. While directionality has been the focus of research

on policy feedback effects, it has not been the only one. Research suggests that

feedback effects vary substantially in their strength. Some policies do not become

deeply entrenched, for example because the constituencies that they create or

strengthen are still relatively small, under-resourced, or stigmatized. The con-

tinued under-resourcing could arise from the policy itself, if the benefits being

provided are too small to meaningfully boost resources of the program constitu-

ency. Weak policy feedbacks may also result from conscious efforts by program

opponents – for example, efforts by Republicans to delegitimize the Affordable

Care Act of 2010 (Patashnik and Zelizer 2013; Jacobs and Weaver 2015).

Timing and Duration of Policy Effects. The effects of policy may vary on

several dimensions, notably their stability, duration, and onset. Regarding

stability and duration, the early work by Pierson (1994) in the HI perspective

focused on relatively slow-moving processes that produce policy effects that are

quite stable over time, such as support of seniors in the United States for

continued levels of Medicare spending. Studies in the PE tradition have focused

on more short-term processes and effects that are more short term and revers-

ible, such as increases in media attention and issue salience, elite attention, and

public support for changes in the status quo after mass shootings and other

focusing events. But, as suggested in the case of EU biofuels policy, policy

effects may shift over time, and even fleeting or temporary policy feedback

effects may be important if they prompt a government response that is enacted at

a peak in the “issue attention cycle” and is durable once attention fades.

Feedback effects may also vary in their onset. As noted earlier in this section,

one of the major differences between PE and HI approaches to policy feedback

is the types of feedback effects they tend to emphasize. For PE theorists, sudden

shocks that create focusing events are critical in getting policymakers to pay

attention to an issue. Historical institutionalists, on the other hand, tend to focus

on more slow-moving processes such as the development of constituencies

around social programs.

Scope. Feedback effects can also vary in the scope of their effects (Busemeyer

et al. 2021) – both in the policies involved in creating the feedback and in the
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policies affected by it. Some feedback effects are relatively narrow, originating

in and affecting only a particular program or even part of a program. Frequently,

however, feedback effects are felt more broadly on programs in the same policy

sector or even as “spillover effects” into neighboring – and sometimes seem-

ingly unrelated – policy sectors. For example, Cruz Nichols and colleagues

(2018) found that, in communities subject to intensified immigration policing,

there was lower trust of government as a source of health information among

both native and immigrant US Latinos, which could potentially affect their

enrollment in health care programs under the Affordable Care Act. Vesla

Weaver (2007: 230) and others have argued that victories in the 1960s by

proponents of civil rights for African Americans in the United States resulted

in what she calls:

frontlash – the process by which formerly defeated groups may become
dominant issue entrepreneurs in light of the development of a new issue
campaign . . . The same actors who had fought vociferously against civil rights
legislation, defeated, shifted the “locus of attack” by injecting crime onto the
agenda. Fusing crime to anxiety about ghetto revolts, racial disorder – initially
defined as a problem of minority disenfranchisement – was redefined as
a crime problem, which helped shift debate from social reform to punishment.

And some policy effects originate in and are felt more generally across a broad

range of sectors. Suzanne Mettler (2011), for example, argues that the heavy

reliance of the US government on invisible “submerged state” policies makes

them less visible to their recipients and empowers powerful interests and

intermediaries, weakening the potential for bolder government policy actions

in the future. Another example of “broad origin–broad impact” policy feedback

is the potential for rapid expenditure growth in a set of policy programs to

“crowd out” expenditure growth in – or even the creation of – other programs in

a period of fiscal austerity.

Traceability/Visibility. As Pierson (1993: 622; see also Arnold 1990) has noted,

traceability “involves two distinct tests: can visible outcomes be linked to

government policy and can those policies be linked to someone who can be

given credit or blame?” Politicians may attempt to manipulate traceability for

both political and policy ends. In 2020, President Trump insisted that his name

go on COVID relief checks, a break from normal Treasury Department practice,

to try to maximize personal political credit for the payments (Olorunnipa and

Rein 2020; Rein 2020). Intentional manipulation of traceability can also be used

to try to limit blame for unpopular actions – for example, legislation increasing

the age of eligibility for public pensions often includes long delays between the

enactment and when it goes into effect. Such changes are likely to both lower
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attention paid to the initiative in the short term and weaken opposition from

groups most likely to object (those who are close to retirement age) because

they have no time to adjust their behavior. This in turn makes it less likely that

there will be strong political pressure to repeal the policy change and more

likely that people will adjust their retirement age expectations and behavior by

the time the policy becomes effective. But Suzanne Mettler (2011, 2018, 2019)

argues that policies that have low visibility and traceability – like the tax

expenditures that she argues play a substantial role in the “Submerged State”

in the United States – are also less likely to reap political support for an activist

government and for the political parties that support such a role for government.

Intentionality. Policy effects also vary in the degree to which they were intended

by those who created the policy. Of course, most policymakers, having invested

time and political capital in developing a policy, do not want to see it be

dismantled or even eroded over time. They may even hope for an expansionary

dynamic: that, once created, one or more of the policy mechanisms discussed in

Section 4.3 will cause the program to generate demands for or at least facilitate

program expansion. Maltzman and Shipan (2012: 114) argue that legislators in

the United States seek “both to lock in policy gains and to secure programs that

automatically will be revised in ways consistent with his or her preferences.”

There are some historical episodes that are consistent with this view. The US

Social Security program, for example, was seen by President Franklin Roosevelt

as a program that would be impossible to dismantle because contributors would

feel that they had earned their benefits; and some of its architects, notably Wilbur

Cohen, clearly saw it as a vehicle that would allow incremental expansions or

“slices” that eventually would make “a nice sandwich.”More recently, the Policy

Feedbacks Project in the United States has sought to develop principles to

incorporate answers to the question “Will this policy create positive political

effects – that is, will it encourage ongoing and, ideally, increasing efforts to

address the problem?” (Hacker and Pierson 2019: 9) into the crafting of policy

proposals and their strategic management. When this high degree of intentional-

ity and planning is involved, we can think of feedback effects as “Designed.”

In practice, policymakers often do not think strategically about feedback

effects on later policy changes at t2 – especially those effects that occur mostly

in the long term. In countries such as the United States, where policy initiatives

are subject to revision or even being blocked altogether during the legislative

process, or in coalitional and minority government parliamentary systems,

where support for a package acceptable to all partners must be negotiated, short-

term deal-making considerations rather than long-term feedback effects are

likely to be the primary consideration. With the 2010 Affordable Care Act,
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for example, Oberlander and Weaver (2015) have noted that broadly popular

provisions such as forbidding coverage to persons because of preexisting

conditions were “front-loaded” (went into effect almost immediately), while

unpopular provisions such as a charge for individuals who did not secure

insurance were “back-loaded” (went into effect later). Overall, however,

Eileen Burgin (2018: 299) argues that the congressional architects of the

ACA “neither carefully considered the impact of Congress’s pre-enactment

choices on the ACA’s future trajectory, nor anticipated implementation and

sustainability challenges.” She attributes this lack of attention to several factors,

including the primacy of making sure that some legislation was enacted,

overwork, and the very limited room for negotiation and adjustment at the

end stages of the congressional enactment process, given its unusual legislative

trajectory. In cases of lower levels of intentionality and strategizing about

feedback mechanisms – which are almost certainly more common ones than

“Designed” processes – feedback effects can be considered “Intended” or even

“Partially Intended.” In political systems such as in the United States, where

many policy decisions are the result of complex compromises, “Partially

Intended by Some” is probably a more accurate description of intentionality.

At the other end of the intentionality spectrum, policy effects may be

“unintended” or even “unanticipated” (de Zwart 2015); the former suggests

that policy designers foresaw negative effects as possible but accepted the risk

as being worth it for potential gains, while the latter suggests that they did not

see it all. Leah Stokes (2020: chap. 2) has outlined several factors, including

complexity of legislation, uncertainty around the effects of innovative policies,

time constraints during the legislative process, and complexity of jurisdiction,

that may lead to policy consequences different than those involved in enacting

a policy may have anticipated. Policies may of course also be “unwanted” but

enacted over the objections of some interests who accepted them either as the

cost of getting other things they did want or because they lacked the power to

block the change. They may also be both unforeseen and unwanted, though

these categories are separate. Unintended and unwanted consequences are

likely to have self-undermining effects by reducing confidence in the policy,

the government that imposed it, or both. The phenomenon that Jacob Hacker

(2004, 2019; see also Galvin and Hacker 2020) has labeled policy drift generally

involves policy outcomes that are both unanticipated and unwanted; these

outcomes “result not from ‘formal revision’, but from policies’ failure to

adapt to shifts in their social or economic context” (Béland, Rocco, and

Waddan 2016: 201–202). For example, nonmandatory, tax-advantaged

employer-sponsored pension programs that long provided an important source

of income to retirees in the United States and Canada became less able to do so
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as broad economic shifts led to a drop in coverage in those plans and led an

increasing number of employers to shift their plans from a defined benefit to

a defined contribution basis, shifting risk from employers to employees (Hacker

2019: chap. 5). Additional exogenous factors that make policy drift more likely

include strong political opponents of changes in policy choices (formal policy

provisions) and outputs as well as numerous and strong veto points in the

political system that create high hurdles to program revisions (Hacker,

Pierson, and Thelen 2015: 180).

4.3 Feedback Mechanisms

What causes the multidimensional feedback effects outlined in Section 4.2 and

explains whether these effects are self-reinforcing or self-undermining? Under

what conditions are specific feedback effects more or less likely to occur? In this

section, we will analyze five broad types of policy feedback mechanisms –

economic returns, sociopolitical, informational/interpretive, fiscal, and state

capacity/administrative – although the boundaries to these categories are not

rigid and there is significant overlap between some of them. These mechanisms

incorporate the resource and interpretive factors that were the focus of Paul

Pierson’s (1993, 1994) early work on policy feedback as well as later iterations

(Hacker and Pierson 2019) and work by scholars in the PE tradition and other

streams of research. As shown in Table 2, these causal mechanisms focus on

different sets of actors, ranging from political and administrative elites to the

mass public, as well as different reasons for engagement by those actors.

Before beginning, several caveats are in order. First, while causal mechan-

isms are sometimes analyzed in a dichotomy between endogenous (generated

by the policy itself at t1) and exogenous (generated by external forces) mechan-

isms, very few phenomena can be cleanly differentiated as “purely” endogenous

or exogenous. In the real world, elements of both are almost always intertwined.

Most feedback mechanisms involve interaction between policy-induced devel-

opments and environmental (exogenous) factors that mediate and shape their

impact. Climate change, for example, is not purely exogenous because it derives

in large part from governmental policies that have encouraged exploitation of

fossil fuels and kept their prices low, especially in countries where domestic

energy production was seen as a source of energy security. And the power of

a constituency that was created or strengthened by policies at t1 to consolidate

and strengthen its policy gains (endogenous mechanism) will be magnified

when a political party that is sympathetic to their objectives holds office or

has important leverage over parties that do hold power (exogenous mechanism).

Thus, German wind power advocates were aided in their efforts to secure and
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Table 2 Self-reinforcing and self-undermining feedback mechanisms and effects

Mechanism Type with Main
Causal Mechanism Key Actors Direction

Key Strengthening (+) and
Weakening (−) Parameters
of Policy Affecting
Mechanism

Facilitating (+) & Limiting
(−) Exogenous Conditions
for Operation ofMechanism

ECONOMIC RETURNS
Increasing Returns: Path

dependence results from
high setup, learning and
coordination costs, and
anticipated reactions, or

Variety of social,
economic, and
political actors

Self-Reinforcing + High transition costs of
plausible policy alterna-
tives increase resistance to
change

+ High policy “maturity”

+ Strong multiple veto points
in policymaking process

− Enactment during economic
downturn may weaken
investments in policy by
potential supporters

Diminishing or Static
Returns: Path departure
resulting from minimal or
decreasing returns

Self-Undermining + Low transition costs of
plausible policy
alternatives reduce
resistance to
nonincremental change

+ Weak veto points in
policymaking process

SOCIOPOLITICAL
Concentrated Constituency

Benefits and Resources:
Program

beneficiaries
Self-Reinforcing + Flow of program benefits

are concentrated, traceable
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Flow of concentrated
benefits to constituency
reinforces sense of
entitlement and strengthens
organizations capable of
defending benefit stream if
threatened, or

to program, and begin
quickly after program is
initiated

+ Program gaps provide
opportunities for client
group organization

− “Half solutions”: Groups
that receive some benefits
from policies have reduced
incentives to organize for
expanded or improved
program

+ Multiple veto points
increase strategic leverage
of status quo defenders

− Beneficiaries of status quo
ante at t1 policy are
unorganized and receive
diffuse benefits

− Program is enacted just
before shift in institutional
control to hostile political
party

− Fiscal stress weakens
opportunities for program
expansion

Concentrated Constituency
Losses: Perception of
concentrated losses by
some constituencies leads
to development or
strengthening of coalitions
seeking policy change and/

Constituencies
harmed by
policies

Self-Undermining + Policy produces substantial
costs for powerful
constituencies

+ Concentrated policy costs
emerge quickly after enact-
ment of policy reform

+ Concentrated and organized
constituency is strongly
united in support of benefits
under status quo ante

+ Constituency political
leverage increases with
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Table 2 (cont.)

Mechanism Type with Main
Causal Mechanism Key Actors Direction

Key Strengthening (+) and
Weakening (−) Parameters
of Policy Affecting
Mechanism

Facilitating (+) & Limiting
(−) Exogenous Conditions
for Operation ofMechanism

or to fragmentation of
existing support coalitions

+ Costs were unanticipated by
constituency groups, espe-
cially in innovative
programs

change in party control of
government

+ Program can be challenged
in several venues

+ Implementing agencies or
governments are hostile to
program

Mass Public and Party
Support: Perception of
widespread benefits
increases perceptions of
satisfaction in mass public,
or

Mass public, plus
party elites and
media, who frame
and prime public
perceptions

Self-Reinforcing + High salience of program
benefits

+ Political leaders claim credit
for program benefits

− Low level of partisan polar-
ization among electorate
and party elites

Mass Public and Party
Opposition: Perception of
widespread losses increases

Self-Undermining + High issue salience of
program failures

+ High-profile opinion leaders
have electoral incentives to
frame program as loss-
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perceptions of grievance in
mass public

imposing or flawed or con-
stituency as undeserving

+ Negative focusing event
increases issue salience and
undermines confidence in
program

− Issue attention cycle lessens
general public attention
over time

− Repeated failure of reform
efforts discourages further
investment in reform
initiatives

− High partisan or ideological
polarization

− Low trust in government
INFORMATIONAL/INTERPRETIVE
Information: Policymakers

consider program revisions
based on information about
its effects

Politicians, based on
input from media,
citizens, interest

Varies depending on
information
available to

+ Freedom of media and
social media
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Table 2 (cont.)

Mechanism Type with Main
Causal Mechanism Key Actors Direction

Key Strengthening (+) and
Weakening (−) Parameters
of Policy Affecting
Mechanism

Facilitating (+) & Limiting
(−) Exogenous Conditions
for Operation ofMechanism

groups, policy
evaluators

policymakers and
framing

Elite Attention Overload:
Limited elite attention and
processing capacity and
low issue attention outside
core constituencies lowers
incentives and ability of
elites to address nonurgent
issues, or

Core constituency
groups and
policymaking
elites, plus outside
groups mobilized
by policy focusing
events

Self- Reinforcing + Low issue salience for pub-
lic outside core
constituency

+ “Half solutions” weaken
urgency for elites to address
issue

− Exogenous policy shocks
disrupt policy equilibrium
and mobilize usually
inattentive groups/elites

+ High insulation of policy-
making institutions into
effective “policy
monopolies”

Punctuated Attention:
Focusing events compel
elites to respond

Self- Undermining + High issue salience for gen-
eral public

+ High credit-claiming
opportunities for politicians
for intervention

+ Strong external shock com-
pels elite attention and
mobilizes outside interests

+ Weak insulation of sectoral
policymaking

+ Alternative decision venues
available
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Positive Social
Construction: Program
clientele viewed as
deserving of program
benefits promotes program
stability or enhancement

Program clientele,
public and
administrators

Self-Reinforcing + Program financed by
beneficiary contributions

Negative Social
Construction: Program
clientele viewed as
undeserving of program
benefits promotes program
retrenchment or abolition

Self-Undermining + Program identified with
socially stigmatized groups

Menu Contraction:
Constituency and elite
satisfaction with program
narrows agenda to

Political elites and
policy sector
experts

Self-Reinforcing + High transition costs of
plausible policy
alternatives
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Table 2 (cont.)

Mechanism Type with Main
Causal Mechanism Key Actors Direction

Key Strengthening (+) and
Weakening (−) Parameters
of Policy Affecting
Mechanism

Facilitating (+) & Limiting
(−) Exogenous Conditions
for Operation ofMechanism

incremental program fixes,
or

− Beneficiaries of current
policy are unorganized and
receive diffuse benefits

Menu Expansion:
Constituency and elite
dissatisfaction with
program leads to search for
nonincremental program
fixes

Self-Undermining − Concentrated policy costs
emerge quickly after enact-
ment of policy reform

+ Incremental policy
“patches” have been
implemented but fail to
address perceived policy
problems

− Viable plausible models for
policy regime transition
exist or can be created

− Concentrated and organized
constituency was strongly
united in support of benefits
under status quo ante and
have a strong ethical sense
of entitlement

+ Multiple sources of policy
expertise exist

FISCAL
Earmarked Financing:

Dedicated revenue stream
provides adequate funding
for foreseeable future,

Program agency
leaders and budget
guardians

Usually Self-
Reinforcing

− Large and rapidly growing
program expenditures raise
strong concerns among
budget guardians

− Difficult overall fiscal
climate
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leading to limited attention
and concern by budget
guardians

Trust Fund Crisis and
Automatic Stabilizing
Mechanisms: Insufficient
dedicated funding to meet
program commitments
sparks intervention or
automatic cuts

Usually Self-
Undermining of
Policy Choice
Stability and
Policy Outcomes

+ Prohibitions or limitations
on general revenue funding
for program

+ Demographic or cost trends
undermine adequacy of
dedicated financing
mechanism or declines in
revenue source

Crowding Out: Increased
programmatic or general
fiscal stress strengthens
pressures to reduce
program spending or forego
expansion and new
program initiatives

Program agency
leaders and budget
guardians

Self-Undermining + Rapid and unanticipated
program growth

+ High levels of overall fiscal
stress inhibit expansion of
existing programs and
creation of new ones

STATE CAPACITYAND ADMINISTRATIVE ARRANGEMENTS
Self-Reinforcing Supply-

Side Feedbacks: Policy
providers use political

• Program providers
within

Self-Reinforcing + Program providers are well-
organized, politically

+ Electoral and legislative
systems give policy

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108938914 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108938914


Table 2 (cont.)

Mechanism Type with Main
Causal Mechanism Key Actors Direction

Key Strengthening (+) and
Weakening (−) Parameters
of Policy Affecting
Mechanism

Facilitating (+) & Limiting
(−) Exogenous Conditions
for Operation ofMechanism

influence to pursue
program expansion

government or
private or NGO
sectors

resourceful, and united in
support of program

+ Program is close to core
missions of agency

providers strong political
leverage

Self-Undermining Supply-
Side Feedbacks: Policy
providers use political
influence to resist program
expansion and/or promote
retrenchment or policy drift

Self-Undermining + Program is subject to turf
battles

+ Electoral and legislative
systems give policy
providers strong political
leverage

Means/Ends Match:
Administrative agency has
resources, mission, and
mandate that allow it to
achieve policy goals, or

• Administrative
agency leaders and
program operators

Self-Reinforcing + Relatively simple tasks
consistent with
implementing agency skills
and resources

+ Simple administrative
arrangements requiring
minimal cooperation of
actors with conflicting
goals
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Means/Ends Mismatch:
Administrative mismatch
leads to failures that
damage administering
agency’s and program’s
external reputation and
political support

Self-Undermining + Complex and intrinsically
difficult tasks inconsistent
with organizational
missions

+ Inadequate resources to
achieve agency mission

+ Administrative
responsibilities are divided
among multiple entities
with conflicting
organizational mandates
and priorities

Source. This table draws on Oberlander and Weaver (2015), Weaver (2015), Patashnik and Zelizer (2013), Patashnik (2019), and Patashnik and Weaver (2021).
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maintain favorable policies to aid the development of wind power by the growth

of the Greens in the Germany at the federal and land levels, while US wind

power advocates suffered important policy reversals when the Republicans

came into power (see, e.g., Karapin 2014; Stokes 2020). For each mechanism,

we will discuss mediating conditions that influence various dimensions of those

mechanisms’ feedback effects (i.e., their direction, strength, temporality, etc.);

the best statements will usually involve the caveat “under these conditions.”

Second, these causal mechanisms are not mutually exclusive. On the con-

trary, they are likely to operate simultaneously, though not necessarily in the

same direction. Arguments that increasing returns to public policies tend to

prevent a major deviation from those policies present a persuasive case about

barriers to transformational policy change, for example, but they become more

compelling if they are combined with sociopolitical mechanisms that show how

those mechanisms motivate important political and economic constituencies or

mass public opinion.

Finally, most of the causal mechanisms discussed here can be either self-

reinforcing or self-undermining, depending on the parameters of the mechanism

and/or the impact of exogenous mediating conditions. In Table 2, policy feedback

mechanisms that are derived from the same causal dynamic but differ in their

direction based on the impact of specific parameters or exogenous influences are

discussed together. Equally important, “policies may generate self-reinforcing

and self-undermining feedback effects simultaneously; . . . the balance of these

feedback effects may shift over time; . . . [and] it is the balance of these effects that

matters politically” (Oberlander and Weaver 2015: 58) in determining overall

feedback effects.

4.3.1 Increasing Returns

One of the most cited policy feedback mechanisms draws on Paul Pierson’s

argument about increasing returns. Based on arguments in institutional eco-

nomics developed by Brian Arthur (1989) and others, increasing returns to

choices made early in the policy development process (“critical junctures”)

mean that “the relative benefits of the current activity compared with other

possible options increase over time [and] the costs of exit – of switching to some

previously plausible alternative – rise” (Pierson 2000a: 252). This happens

through one or more barriers to policy change:

(1) large setup costs that would require major new investments to change (e.g.,

shifting from driving on the right-hand side of the road to the left);

(2) learning effects as people and businesses get higher returns from gaining

skill in operating in accordance with a new policy;
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(3) coordination effects as returns increase from operating in a consistent

manner (e.g., all motor vehicles driving on the same side of the road). As

Pierson notes, this is consistent with the notion of “institutional comple-

mentarities” developed by Hall and Soskice (2001) to explain continuing

differences between – and stability within – models of liberal and coordin-

ated market economies;

(4) adaptive expectations as individuals change their behavior to respond to

revised policy even if they were originally opposed to it and continue to

suffer losses from it, because they need to make investments to operate

consistently with current policy (Pierson 2000a: 254).

An important implication of this argument is that policies become more difficult

to reverse the more “mature” they are – that is, the longer they have been in

place and affected constituencies have adapted their expectations and invest-

ments to those policies. More generally, while Pierson uses the term “lock-in” to

describe these processes of path dependence, especially in his earlier work, this

does not mean that he viewed programmatic choices as immutable but rather as

costly to reverse; the logic of increasing returns is that, even when institutional

barriers to policy reversal are minimal, the collective gains from policy stability

make policy reversals (and repeated policy gyrations as governing parties with

different ideologies and policy priorities move into and out of office) relatively

rare.

While the increasing returns causal mechanism relates primarily to the

economic calculations of various societal actors, political factors also play an

important role. Pierson (2000b) argues that the short time horizons of politicians

make them less concerned about the long-term efficacy of policies. In addition,

political institutions that may impose multiple veto points and supermajority

requirements for policy change inhibit later policy shifts. Recognizing the

importance of policy stability for encouraging investment around an initially

controversial policy or institutional choice, governments may even develop

mechanisms to demonstrate a “credible commitment” that a policy will not be

reversed.

The centrality of increasing returns arguments in the policy feedback litera-

ture on policy change raises important questions about their limitations, how-

ever. Are all public policies subject to increasing returns or do some policies

provide static or diminishing returns over time? Urban highway construction

that simply results in more traffic, more pollution, and neighborhood disruption

as well as mass incarceration as a means of crime control (Dagan and Teles

2014, 2016) are among the policy sectors where research suggests that dimin-

ishing returns – not just to achieving policy objectives but also to building
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political constituencies – may occur. Moreover, transitioning away from some

policies may have relatively low economic costs, especially when doing so

involves eliminating a policy that has visible costs and does not require heavy

investment in new physical or administrative infrastructure – elimination of the

one-child policy in China, for example. In addition, whether policies are

enacted during good or bad economic times may affect their durability:

Enactment during economic downturn may weaken investments in a policy

by potential supporters and thus lower the transition costs of abandoning it

(Karch and Rose 2019: 26–27).

4.3.2 Social-Political Mechanisms

A variety of social-political policy feedback mechanisms are discussed in the

literature, and these mechanisms are often discussed in conjunction with idea-

tional and other mechanisms as jointly causing feedback effects. In the discus-

sion here, we will focus on mechanisms that assert an important role for the

power of concentrated constituencies – and especially power asymmetries

between constituencies – as well as mass political beliefs and political

institutions.

Constituency Resources and Power. One of the most powerful mechanisms

favoring self-reinforcing policy effects concerns the role of organized constitu-

encies: Established policies are likely to foster the growth of supportive con-

stituencies, especially by groups that are “rent-seekers” – those that are trying to

extract resources for themselves from the rest of society. Indeed, the “constitu-

ency power” feedback mechanism is building on the increasing returns mech-

anism by focusing on the distributive consequences of increasing returns.

Constituency groups are frequently better organized to protect their interests

than the public, especially when that policy provides concentrated benefits to

key constituencies of the policy. Equally important, policies may channel

political, economic, and ideational resources to those groups that they can

use in later conflicts over the policy. In countries that have adopted import

substitution industrialization policies, for example, both industries and workers

employed by those industries are likely to derive benefits from tariffs and from

other restrictions on imports. In many policy sectors, such as pensions, people

feel that they have earned a right to the benefits that they receive, especially if

they have contributed to them through payroll taxes. The flow of concentrated

benefits to a constituency over time reinforces a sense of entitlement and

strengthens organizations capable of defending that benefit stream when it is

threatened. Pierson (1994) argued that, in wealthy democracies, these constitu-

ency effects have supplanted support from labor unions and political parties on
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the left as the dominant protectors of welfare state programs from cutbacks

when fiscal constraints are strong. Self-reinforcing constituency policy feed-

back may also lead to program expansion when there are no politically powerful

opposing interests and fiscal constraints are relatively weak.

The power of constituency groups to produce self-reinforcing feedbacks is

also influenced by that program’s political opportunity structure: “specific

configurations of resources, institutional arrangements and historical prece-

dents for social mobilization” (Kitschelt 1986: 58) of specific latent or already

organized constituencies. These opportunity structures may affect both

a constituency’s ability to influence the formulation of policy choices and the

implementation of those choices. In some cases, opportunity structure is par-

tially endogenous to the policy, since specialized structures may be established

as part of the policy that grant some constituencies privileged access both to the

policy and to its implementation, while excluding other constituencies.

The discussion in this section makes clear that the power of constituency

groups to take advantage of and build on self-reinforcing policy feedback is

conditional rather than absolute. Several scholars, writing about the United

States, argue that specific programmatic features may either strengthen or

weaken the constituency benefits and resources feedback mechanism. On the

one hand, several scholars have noted that gaps in coverage in the Medicare

program for the elderly offered an opportunity for AARP, the largest advocacy

organization for the elderly in the United States, to attract members by offering

insurance policies to address those gaps. On the other hand, Andrea Campbell

(2011) has discussed what she calls the demobilizing effects of “half solutions”:

If a policy adopted offers a partial solution to a problem, the very existence of

“a” solution, even if not an optimal solution, may undermine broad constituency

mobilization for a better or a more comprehensive solution. The US health care

sector offers many examples of this phenomenon. Creation of the Medicare and

Medicaid programs in the United States, for example, addressed – albeit very

incompletely – coverage for two of the groups that are hardest to serve through

market solutions, the elderly and the poor. This undermined the potential for

mobilization for a program with universal or quasi-universal coverage

(Campbell 2011; Hacker 1998; Morgan and Campbell 2011).

In recent years, research has pointed to several conditions under which

alignments of constituency power may produce limiting and even self-

undermining feedback effects as well as self-reinforcing ones. Patashnik and

Zelizer (2013) have noted that coalitions that support a policy change may

disintegrate after their favored policy is enacted and supporters stop investing in

it. Policies may also turn out to have more beneficial elements for some parts of

the initial support coalition than for others, causing the latter to withdraw or
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waiver in their support. As a result, long-term policy resilience depends on

“whether a reform sustains the coalitions that brought it about or causes new

coalitions to emerge after enactment” (Patashnik and Zelizer 2013: 1074; see

also Karch and Rose 2017). Aseema Sinha (2019: 58) sees just such a process as

critical to the heavily contested economic reforms in India after 1991, arguing

that, while the reforms encountered opposition from business, farmer, and labor

interests, and substantial reversals, “what sustained this shift was the disruption

of old coalitions, and the creation of new supporters and their role in consoli-

dating the reform program despite opposition.”

Several factors can strengthen or weaken self-reinforcing constituency

resources and benefits. Several authors (see, e.g., Berry, Burden, and Howell

2010; Campbell 2012; Karch and Rose 2017) have noted that timing matters:

Programs enacted just before a shift in party control of government not only

may fail to gain from increasing returns but also may fail to benefit from

a growing sense among the constituency of entitlement to benefits and (poten-

tially) a flow of resources over time.

Other conditions may lead to more clearly self-undermining policy effects.

A perception of concentrated losses by some constituencies is likely to lead to the

development or strengthening of constituencies seeking policy change and/or to

the fragmentation of existing support coalitions. Jacobs andWeaver (2015) argue

that a constituency-based mechanism for self-undermining feedbacks could

develop even for powerful interests if the constituency accepted a policy at t1
that offered short-term benefits but imposed long-term costs, or if unanticipated

losses result from compromises made during the process of policy adoption. The

layering and interaction of multiple policies over time that were difficult to

predict in advance could also lead to self-undermining constituency feedbacks.

Leah Stokes (2020: 5), in discussing the reversal of several US state initiatives to

promote clean energy under pressure from fossil fuel interests, similarly notes

that the nature and severity of “policies’ potential outcomes are hard to predict,

particularly with innovative laws that have not been trialed extensively in other

jurisdictions.” Highly complex, multicomponent legislation also contributes to

what Stokes calls “the fog of enactment.”As those new policies are implemented,

“actors learn, they update their beliefs and come to attack policies they previously

ignored or underestimated” (Stokes 2020: 4). They may invest more resources in

political action and, in the United States and other systems of multilevel govern-

ance, build networks that cross jurisdictional boundaries to improve their infor-

mation, update preferences, and learn what strategies are effective in recouping

past policy losses (Stokes 2020: chap. 2; see also Hertel-Fernandez 2019).

Several other endogenous and exogenous factors are also likely to contribute to

self-undermining effects that may lead to policy change. If concentrated policy
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costs emerge quickly after enactment of policy reform, for example, constituency

groups that perceive themselves as losers will have invested less in adaptation and

will be more likely to resist. Moreover, constituency political leverage may be

uneven over time and increase with a change in party control of government; thus,

groupsmight fight to reverse a policy change enacted by a hostile prior government

if they feel that they now have the power to do so (Stokes 2020: chap. 2). And if the

constituency is already highly organized and strongly united in support of benefits

under the status quo ante, they may be willing to refight a battle previously lost.

Finally, if the constituency believes that key provisions of a policy are vulnerable to

a legal challenge or to another challenge that can bemounted at a reasonable cost in

a different venue than where the change at t1 was originally enacted, they may also

be more willing to challenge it (Stokes 2020: chap. 2).

Constituency pressures may also be complex and cross-cutting as well as

unidirectional. The politically popular Medicare program for the elderly and

disabled in the United States, for example, has largely avoided highly visible

cutbacks to benefits for its core beneficiary groups, but initiatives to expand its

coverage to a broader swath of the US population have faced strong opposition

from health insurance companies, whose customer base it would take away.

Thus, it has not provided a pathway to universal or quasi-universal coverage, as

some of its supporters had hoped.

Mass Attitudes. If the constituency power feedback mechanism focuses on

benefits and costs that are felt in a concentrated fashion by specific groups,

the mass attitudes mechanism focuses on the perceptions of the broader public.

But it also focuses on partisan elites, the media, and (increasingly) social media,

who frame and prime public perceptions. If a policy provides widespread

benefits, and those clients are perceived as deserving – or perhaps, more

importantly, as not undeserving – then that program is likely to be of relatively

low salience to the mass public. It is therefore not likely to undergo significant

challenge and may perhaps also enjoy incremental growth if it also has

a supportive core constituency. Indeed, low levels of partisan attachment

among the electorate and polarization among party elites “could ensure

a policy’s survival irrespective of a party’s immediate electoral fortunes and

eventually provide a political foundation for future program growth” (Hacker

and Pierson 2019: 14). Mettler and SoRelle (2018: 104) take the argument one

step further, arguing that policies may build devoted electoral constituencies for

the parties that enacted them, “thus turning those parties into devoted defend-

ers” and helping both the parties and the policies to stay in place. Galvin and

Thurston (2017: 334), on the other hand, claim that “the intellectual basis for

thinking that policies are good vehicles for building electoral majorities – or
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good substitutes for the more tedious work of organizational party-building – is

quite thin” and that “policies do not always, or even very often, generate their

own political supports . . . [and] even when they do, there is little reason to think

they will cement partisan loyalties.” Hacker and Pierson (2019: 20) also argue

that, at least for the United States in the current era of high polarization and low

trust in government, “relying on public opinion to institutionalize a new pro-

gram is unlikely to be a sufficient strategy in most domains.”

Self-reinforcing politics through the mass politics mechanism can be chal-

lenged in several ways, notably by high salience focusing events that trigger

program failures and undermine confidence in a program. Even in the absence

of such focusing events, engagement by high-profile political and opinion

leaders who have electoral incentives to frame a program as loss-imposing or

flawed, or the constituency served by the program as undeserving, can under-

mine mass public support for a program. Moreover, the fact that political

knowledge levels are low, and politics and policy are a sideshow for many

citizens, gives elites lots of leeway for framing effects. A prominent example is

the efforts of Republican leaders seeking to repeal the ACA (Weaver 2018).

Such efforts are likely to be particularly common in periods of high partisan and

ideological polarization, when political leaders may oppose policies to “differ-

entiate themselves from their partisan opposition” (Lee 2009: 3; see also

Patashnik 2019).

This self-undermining feedback mechanism also has inbuilt limitations,

however: Downs’ (1972) issue attention cycle suggests that public attention to

an issue that does not have high innate salience will fade over time, as other

issues capture the public’s attention. Moreover, repeated failure of reform

efforts may discourage leaders of countermobilizations from further investment

in policy reform initiatives or at least they may become much more modest in

their objectives.

4.3.3 Information, Attention, and Interpretation Mechanisms

While economic impacts and constituency power are important mechanisms for

policy feedback, information – and how that information is interpreted and

weighted – also plays a critical role in policy feedback. These mechanisms are

of several types.

Information Mechanisms. Perhaps the most common-sense meaning of policy

feedback is that policymakers, policy experts, and policy entrepreneurs inside

and outside of government receive information about the efficacy and impacts

of current government policies and programs and then consider policy revisions

based on that information about its effects. This is the meaning stressed by John
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Kingdon (1984) in his classic study of agenda-setting in the United States.

Kingdon notes that this policy information comes in many forms and from

multiple sources, each of which has its own potential for biases and imperfec-

tions. Sources of information include formal government reports, media and

social media coverage, and inputs from citizens, interest groups, and policy

evaluators. Of course, the type of information received, and the “spin” built into

it, depends on factors such as how free the media and social media are and the

resources that different interests must devote to conveying their preferred

interpretation. This type of information can be used at any stage of the policy-

making process but is likely to be especially important in agenda-setting, as

governments decide which issues to address.

Elite Attention.A distinct but overlapping causal mechanism for policy feedback

can be found in the PE intellectual tradition. In this approach, a key factor that

constrains the range of issues that can get on a government’s agenda is limitations

on the capacity of political elites to pay attention to many issues simultaneously

(see, e.g., Baumgartner and Jones 1993/2009; Baumgartner, Jones, and

Mortensen 2018; Princen 2013). In addition, constituencies that benefit from

the policy seek to develop “policy monopolies” that exclude outside voices from

policy influence. Drawing on the Advocacy Coalition Framework (see, e.g.,

Jenkins-Smith et al. 2018), this approach also emphasizes the role of intellectual

paradigms or policy ideas that are likely to reinforce the status quo and limit

consideration of alternatives. While these stabilizing forces are occasionally

subject to challenges and disruption, the general tendency is to return to the

dominance of the policy status quo ante. As noted in Section 4.3.2, if policies are

already in place that offer “half solutions” – imperfect solutions that nevertheless

offer some response to a problem or problems – elites are likely to devote their

limited attention to more immediately pressing problems (Campbell 2011).

Policy monopolies and dominant interpretive frameworks are not impervious

to more serious challenges, however. Jones and Baumgartner (2005: 171) have

noted that “the U.S. political system produces extreme allegiance to the status

quo; interspersed with occasional frantic overreactions.” Increased elite atten-

tion, and openness to alternative interpretive frameworks, is most likely when

external shocks increase salience of the issue among the public and mobilize

groups outside of the dominant policy coalition. Long periods of policy stability

and major policy punctuations are thus seen as two sides of the same causal

coin: “Radical shifts occur because some issues and negative consequences of

existing policies are ignored in periods of policy stability. And policy change

will be more radical to the extent that issues and problems have been ignored for

a longer time” (Princen 2013: 855). Recent PE research has given increased
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attention to what PE theorists label “error accumulation” and how institu-

tional arrangements may encourage or discourage efficient information pro-

cessing (Chan and Zhao 2016; Lam and Chan 2015). Exogenous factors,

notably weak institutional insulation of sectoral policymaking and the avail-

ability of alternative decision-making venues that have a legitimate claim to

jurisdiction over the policy, increase the likelihood that a policy “punctu-

ation” may occur. On the other hand, one study found that European Union

policy change was less punctuated than in the United States because the

“EU’s legislative process is more isolated from public opinion than that in

the US” (see the discussion in Princen 2013: 863), making it less susceptible

to swings in public opinion.

Social Construction. In addition to the resources and political leverage of con-

stituency groups, Schneider and Ingram (1993, 2005) have emphasized that the

“social construction” of constituency groups is likely to influence their opportun-

ities to both enact and maintain or expand policies that favor their interests. If

program constituencies are “negatively constructed” in political discourse as

“undeserving” of policies that provide benefits to them, those programs are more

likely to experience pressures for retrenchment or even abolition. Schneider and

Ingram point out that these social constructions are partially endogenous to

policies; they may both reflect and reinforce how particular target populations are

viewed. As noted in the previous section, benefits for military veterans and the aged

in the United States both reflect societal perceptions that they are deserving of

government aid and give them increased resources to ensure a continuing flow of

benefits (Campbell 2003;Mettler 2005). Yet these self-reinforcing effects are by no

means absolute. When programs gain a reputation as inefficient, corrupt, or

patronage-ridden, as with Civil War veterans’ pensions in the United States, they

can undermine the positive social construction of both the program and its clientele

(Skocpol 1992). Program characteristics can reinforce these social constructions

and hence self-reinforcing effects; thus, social insurance programs (e.g., Social

Security in the United States and public pension programs in many other countries)

benefit in their social construction from being financed in whole or in part from

employer and/or employee contributions, even when benefits received are dispro-

portionate to contributions.

Negative constructions can also be created by public policies; Schneider and

Ingram (2005: 5) argue, for example, that policy “can create categories – such as

drunk drivers –which without the force of law would not have existed or at least

would not have born any real stigma.” Conscious or unconscious public associ-

ations between stigmatized groups such as racial minorities can lead to self-

undermining effects for programs associated with those groups, as Martin
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Gilens (1999) argued in Why Americans Hate Welfare. This is especially so

when specific programs are identified with negative stereotypes of those

groups’ behavior (e.g., laziness). And when both resource and social construc-

tion effects reinforce each other, the consequences for marginalized populations

can be severe. This is particularly evident, Vesla Weaver and Amanda Geller

(2019: 191) argue, in “contemporary policing practices and crime control

policies [that] have tended to deter engagement, cement inequality, and confer

adverse legal and political socialization [and] give rise to pitched asymmetries

of power, emboldening groups who do not bear the direct adverse effects of

policing and punishment and diminishing the power of those who do.”

Menu Contraction and Expansion. A closely related process to the sociopolitical

policy feedback mechanisms concerns the “menu” of policy options that are

actively considered as alternatives to the status quo. As policies become more

“mature,” the political and budgetary transition costs of major policy shifts grow,

and the potential set of alternatives is likely to shift to incremental program fixes.

A process of continuous self-reinforcement and menu-narrowing is not

foreordained, however. If the policy status quo produces concentrated losers,

for example, those groups have an incentive to bear the search costs of devel-

oping potential alternatives. If incremental policy “patches” have been imple-

mented but fail to address perceived policy problems that are seen as serious

rather than an acceptable “cost of doing business,” it may prompt a search for

more transformative policy options or simply termination of the policy. And if

multiple sources of policy expertise exist rather than expertise being concen-

trated in a narrow, cohesive, and self-protective policy elite, a more robust set of

policy alternatives is likely to be generated (Jacobs and Weaver 2015). But

whether that search succeeds in producing policy change depends in large part

on whether viable plausible models for policy regime transition exist or can be

created. Where they cannot, policy reform may make it to the policy agenda

without resulting in formal policy change. In 2017, for example, the Trump

administration’s efforts to “repeal and replace” (or simply repeal) the Obama

administration’s Affordable Care Act fell just short in large part because they

could not agree on an alternative that would not result in twenty million or more

Americans losing their health care coverage.

4.3.4 Fiscal Mechanisms

Fiscal feedback mechanisms that can affect future rounds of policymaking or

implementation are of two basic types, relating to whether a program has an

earmarked financing mechanism and to the potential for “crowding out” by

existing spending commitments.
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Earmarked Revenue Sources. The former relates primarily to whether

a program has an earmarked financing source. Programs with a dedicated

revenue stream that provides adequate funding for the foreseeable future and

does not place demands on general revenues are likely to receive limited

attention and concern by budget guardians (e.g., budget offices and treasury

ministries) and may be less subject to competing budgetary pressures during

periods of economic austerity. Hence the effects are usually self-reinforcing and

occur primarily at the agenda-setting stage. Yet, as Eric Patashnik (1997: 432)

has noted, “collective promises may strengthen or weaken over time, but are

nearly always subject to periodic renewal and renegotiation.” Moreover, even

trust fund financed programs that are self-financing in the short and medium

term are likely to raise strong concerns among budget guardians if program

expenditures are large and growing rapidly. A difficult overall fiscal climate

may also prompt efforts to “raid” trust funds (Rabe and Hampton 2016).

Earmarked revenue sources may also have self-undermining feedback effects,

moreover, in at least two distinct ways. First, if a program is financed only

through earmarked revenues, with no general revenues permitted to be expended

on the program, insufficient dedicated funding to meet program commitments

may spark a “trust fund crisis” in which expenditures are automatically reduced

unless policymakers intervene (Pierson 1994: 173–174). Such trust fund crises

helped to prompt Social Security reform legislation in the United States in both

1977 and 1983 (Weaver 1988; Béland 2005), as well as in the Medicare program

(Oberlander 2003: chap. 4). Program financing mechanisms may also lead to

program cutbacks without a trust fund crisis: Some programs – notably in the

public pension sector – contain automatic stabilizing mechanisms that reduce

program commitments gradually based on projected (or sometimes current)

budgetary, economic, and demographic trends. In public pension programs, for

example, such mechanisms can lead to automatic benefit cuts or increases in the

standard retirement age without intervention by policymakers – and if they can

resist political incentives to intervene (Weaver 2016). Recent assessments sug-

gest that such automatic stabilizing mechanisms do have some effect in changing

policy outputs and outcomes at t2, but that where such mechanisms are poorly

insulated from control by politicians, they are vulnerable to erosion or reversal

(Weaver 2016). Trust funds can also be subject to external shocks – for example,

the growth in auto fuel efficiency standards and increase in use of electric

vehicles can lead to declines in transportation trust funds funded by motor fuel

taxation if the tax rates are not adjusted over time (Perl and Burke 2018).

Crowding Out. Even in the absence of a trust fund mechanism, fiscal conditions

that are either program-specific or related to a country’s overall fiscal situation
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may affect later program decisions. Morgan and Campbell (2011), for example,

argue that rapid Medicare expenditure growth in the United States after 1965

both undermined the framers’ plans for an incremental path to universal health

insurance and thwarted any push for the expansion of basic Medicare benefits

package until addition of prescription drugs in the 2003 Medicare

Modernization Act. More generally, economic downturns and slower economic

growth increase the pressure from budget guardians for expenditure reductions,

and the heavy expenditure burden of entitlement program expenditures for the

elderly may “crowd out” expenditures for new social risks and program initia-

tives for other vulnerable populations.

4.3.5 State Capacity and Administrative Mechanisms

Very few policies are completely self-implementing; most require some

detailed procedures and usually an organizational apparatus to put them into

effect. Thus, as Moynihan and Soss (2014: 320) argue, “bureaucracies are not

only creatures but also creators of the political forces that impinge on them,”

and “administrative organizations are, in their own right, sites of politics.” But

this is essentially to say that implementation is a political process (the left-hand

side of Figure 3); it does not necessarily involve policy feedback in the sense of

changes in policy choices, outputs, or outcomes at a later stage.

Recent research does suggest several types of state capacity and administrative

feedback mechanisms with important implications for later polity stasis and

change. A first type, which Isabel Perera (2021a, 2021b) has labeled “supply-

side policy feedbacks,” can be considered an extension of the “Constituency

Resources and Power” mechanism outlined in Section 4.3.2, but with the pro-

viders of the policy rather than its recipients as the key constituencies. These

providers may include both agency leadership and the “program operators”

(Wilson 1991) who deliver the program, either directly through government

agencies or through nongovernmental entities (e.g., private sector physicians, for-

profit providers of government-guaranteed mortgages or student loans).

Supply-side feedbacks from administrators and providers do not always

support policy and program expansion, however. Administering agencies may

sometimes be hostile to a policy: Jake Haselswerdt (2014: 753) argues that the

greater susceptibility of older tax breaks to elimination than older spending

programs in the United States may be due in part to weak administrative

champions for the latter: “older spending programs are more likely to have

a large, entrenched, and politically organized staff with relationships on Capitol

Hill, but Treasury Department bureaucrats disdain tax expenditures of all ages.”

Probably more typical is the situation described by Morgan and Campbell
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(2011): In a “delegated welfare state” with a strong role for private providers,

those providers may provide additional allies for a policy’s creation and are

unlikely to be actively hostile to a program, but they may be opposed to further

expansion of a program if it they believe that doing so means losing autonomy

in the way they operate or a less generous financing arrangement, as has

historically been the case with physicians in the United States with the expan-

sion of government-provided health insurance. How and howwell providers are

organized can also affect their ability to press for types of program expansions

they favor and block program retrenchment or transformation that they oppose

(Perera 2020, 2021b). Having strong political leverage (e.g., teachers unions in

off-cycle elections in the United States) can also mediate the strength of

providers’ influence on subsequent policy (Anzia 2011).

Policy-induced administrative feedback mechanisms can also take the form

of a means/ends match or mismatch. When the agency administering a policy

has a clear and achievable mandate, along with the financial resources, technical

capacity, and an administrative structure that allow it to achieve policy goals, as

well as an organizational mission that causes it to prioritize the policy, it is more

likely to avoid visible policy failures that prompt the public and generalist

policymakers to reassess the program and the agency’s management of it. The

design of a policy also matters, notably the degree to which multiple policy

“instruments, sequenced and assembled in ‘portfolios’ or ‘bundles’, work in

concert to give effect to different aspects of a policy goal” (Bali, Capano, and

Ramesh 2019: 3). Of course, characteristics of the policy can make this more

likely – for example, being a relatively simple set of tasks that are consistent

with implementing agency skills and resources, and simple administrative

arrangements requiring minimal cooperation of actors with conflicting goals.

These conditions are likely to create self-reinforcing feedback effects. On the

other hand, a means/ends mismatch is likely to involve a mismatch of agency

mission and resources with program responsibilities, leading to visible failures

that in turn damage the administering agency’s and program’s external reputa-

tion and political support. This is particularly true if those failures recur

frequently and grow in visibility or appear to get worse.

Multilevel governance arrangements, notably federalism, can shape both

“supply-side” policy feedbacks and policy match/mismatch feedbacks.

Because federal arrangements and the policy dynamics they give rise to vary

widely (Weaver 2020), it is difficult to generalize about how multilevel govern-

ance interacts with feedback effects, but several effects are evident in the

literature. Karch and Rose (2017), for example, argue that an alliance of state

officials and business interests in the United States has been resistant to nation-

alizing eligibility and benefit levels in the Unemployment Insurance program
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created in 1935 because it gave states more control over the program and

facilitated a “race to the bottom” favored by powerful business interests.

More generally, a program structure that gives second-level governments dis-

cretion over important program provisions may lead to differences in those

programs that reflect differences in ideology, party control, and fiscal capacity

across those governmental units (Fording and Patton 2020; Weaver 2020). It

may even lead to the growth of regional identities that shape future policy

development (Béland and Lecours 2020).

4.4 Considering Feedback Mechanisms in Context

The discussion in this section has focused thus far on identifying the great range

of feedback mechanisms and effects affecting policy stasis and change that

appear in the literature to facilitate the development of clear, specific hypotheses

that can inform future research. It is equally important, however, to recognize

that these feedback mechanisms are often intertwined and mutually reinforcing.

Equally important, efforts to identify feedback mechanisms that affect policy

stasis and change and are generalizable across policy sectors and societies and

over time should not be made at the cost of downplaying critical interactions of

feedback mechanisms and partially exogenous conditions that are specific to

concrete sectors, societies, and time periods. Most important, policy feedback

research must pay increased attention to the interaction of social divisions and

policy feedback mechanisms when those social divisions involve strong

differences in group power, have policy effects that are persistent over time

and pervasive across policy sectors, and are reinforced by social constructions

and administrative arrangements. In the United States, for example, Hacker and

Pierson (2019: 13) have argued that we must update our understanding of

feedback mechanisms that have “focused on historical periods in which partisan

cleavages were far less prominent than they are today,” especially if those

assessments are to be used to provide advice for current policymakers. Jamila

Michener (2019: 425) argues that in the United States, “public policy is one of

the primary institutional purveyors of racial inequity” (see also Rosenthal 2021;

Thurston 2018). The distributive, exclusionary, and social construction effects

of Jim Crow laws in the United States are merely the most obvious examples of

racialized policymaking in the United States that created long-term self-

reinforcing feedbacks – but ultimately self-undermining ones as well. Other

examples include highway construction policy, home ownership, and local land

use regulations (see, e.g., Thurston 2015). In Canada, the intertwining of

regional-economic and regional-linguistic divisions with political institutions
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and policy feedback has been similarly fundamental in shaping policy stasis and

change (Béland and Lecours 2020), as have caste and religion in India.

4.5 Policy Feedback in Authoritarian Regimes

Thus far in this Element, we have concentrated on the effect of the impact of

policy feedback mechanisms in democratic or quasi-democratic regimes – that

is, regimes where feedback mechanisms that take public opinions into account

(1) are at least potentially impactful on decisions by political leaders and (2) are

less subject to manipulation and control by those political leaders. We turn now

briefly to feedback mechanisms and feedback effects in authoritarian regimes,

with the caveat that this is a very under-researched topic.

It is important to note at the outset that authoritarian regimes are an incredibly

diverse category, ranging from traditional hereditary monarchies like Saudi

Arabia to military regimes and to single-party systems like China with highly

developed and intricate political institutions. They share some common char-

acteristics in varying degrees – a lack of free and fair contestation of elections;

limitations on freedoms of speech, association, and media; and weak (or

nonexistent) institutionalized checks on governing elites – but otherwise are

very diverse (see, e.g., Geddes 1999). Moreover, authoritarianism versus dem-

ocracy is a continuum rather than two easily distinguishable bins into which all

countries can be neatly sorted (Levitsky and Way 2010).

Taking all these caveats into consideration, there are some processes that are

likely to be similar between authoritarian and democratic regimes, particularly

with respect to increasing return mechanisms. Transition costs to a new policy

in authoritarian regimes are still likely to be high in many policy sectors due to

coordination, learning, and adaptation effects. Many authoritarian governments

worry to some extent about their maintaining support from key groups who

benefit from current policies of the current regime and help keep it in power,

although in authoritarian regimes these groups are more likely to bemilitary and

economic – and in some cases party – elites rather than the public at large. These

groups may be able to entrench themselves further the longer supportive polit-

ical elites hold power, just as interests in competitive regimes do. And most

authoritarian governments do worry to some extent about their legitimacy with

the public, even if they do not have to worry about losing elections: Greater

legitimacy means that they do not have to rule through pure repression.

Yet authoritarian regimes also have some critical differences from demo-

cratic regimes, although overgeneralization about this very diverse set of

regimes should be avoided. Because most of these regimes do not face strong

electoral threats (or in single-party regimes, any electoral threats at all), and they
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may have both greater capacity and greater willingness to stifle political oppos-

ition that arises when change imposes costs, many authoritarian regimes may be

more willing to bear the economic and social costs of changing policies.

Authoritarian governance also poses some unique challenges: Because of

restrictions on the media and lower-level officials’ fear of delivering bad

news, top leadership may not get adequate upward flow of information to

facilitate early adaptation and fixing of negative policy effects (Wallace

2016). Authoritarian leaders are also likely to have greater capacity to hide

losses when they are aware of them and use the media and social media to shape

how much information is presented and how it is presented. In the case of the

famines resulting from the Great Leap Forward mobilization campaign in

China, for example, all the above factors – failure to transmit negative informa-

tion upward, ignoring or downplaying information that was received, leadership

at the top proceeding with policies that were known to have great costs, and

lower-down officials trying to remain in the good graces of capricious leaders at

the top – are evident (see, e.g., Bernstein 2006; Chan 2001).

Several studies of policy feedback in authoritarian regimes offer insights into

these mechanisms. Not surprisingly, some studies focus on informational feed-

back mechanisms. In the highly institutionalized authoritarian regime of

Singapore, for example, where partisan competition is allowed within strict

limits and both press and associational freedom are restricted, the party-state

has instituted several consultation mechanisms to influence “who can partici-

pate, how, and on what” (Rodan 2018: 93), while ensuring that such participa-

tion remained “constructive” and within acceptable bounds. An “informational

feedback” system of experimentation, learning, and policy revision is given

much of the credit for the success of China’s economic reforms beginning in the

1980s (see, e.g., Cai and Treisman 2006; Leutert 2021). At the same time,

however, deficiencies and widespread gaming in the Target-Based

Responsibility System show that the accurate gathering of information by the

central party-state still incurs major problems (Gao 2015, 2016). Scholars in the

PE tradition argue that “Punctuated equilibrium emerges in authoritarian states

because officials have poor exposure to information, which undermines their

ability and incentive to make frequent adjustments to the status quo. At the same

time, authoritarian institutions allow decision makers to undertake radical

changes unopposed when they become alerted to signals indicating threats to

regime survival” (Chan and Zhao 2016: 148). The provision of concentrated

benefits to interests (notably large state enterprises in China and oligarchic

cronies in Putin’s Russia) that they can use to reinforce their positions are

other examples of self-reinforcing policy feedbacks that are characteristic of

authoritarian regimes, though the risk of losing their privileged position (and
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worse) by running afoul of political leaders is almost certainly higher in many

authoritarian regimes than in most democracies.

4.6 Conclusions and Research Directions

This discussion suggests several important conclusions about the impacts of

policy feedback on policy change. A first conclusion is that claims about policy

feedback effects should be careful to specify both the dimensions of those

effects (direction, temporality, etc.) and the specific causal mechanism(s) and

facilitating or limiting conditions that underlie them. Given the multidimen-

sionality of feedback effects on policy change, generalized claims about policy

feedback effects on later policy change are as likely to mislead as to add to

knowledge.

Second, analyses that focus on policy feedback mechanisms and effects

should consider both self-reinforcing and self-undermining feedbacks, which

“frequently flow simultaneously from the same set of policies” (Jacobs and

Weaver 2015: 454), as well as the interaction between the two. This is not to say

that the two are equal in their prevalence or their impact; even researchers who

stress the importance of self-undermining feedbacks generally agree that, most

of the time, in most policy sectors, self-reinforcing feedbacks are likely to

dominate. But self-undermining feedbacks are likely to play a major role in

setting the agenda for potential policy reforms as well as explaining “why

change emerged; self-reinforcing effects, meanwhile, will often offer

a compelling account of why reform takes the specific form that it does”

(Jacobs and Weaver 2015: 454; italics in original).

Three additional conclusions need to be considered together: the conditional

nature of policy feedback mechanisms and effects, the potential variation in the

strength of the feedbackmechanisms, and the difficulty of separating endogenous

policy-originated causes from the exogenous societal context in which a policy is

set. These are represented in the fourth and fifth columns of Table 2. Not all

policies are the same in their parameters. Transition costs to a new policy regime

or in the degree to which policies create immediate and concentrated flows of

benefits to specific constituencies vary widely across sectors and specific policy

choices, for example (see column 4 of Table 2). And these clearly interact with at

least partially exogenous factors such as the strength and unity of constituency

groups, the ideology of the political party(ies) in power, and the strength and

number of political system veto points in determining how particular causal

mechanisms operate (see column 5 of Table 2). Overall, this suggests that very

broad statements such as “universalistic social programs are more resilient than

means-tested ones in resisting austerity pressures” should almost always be
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hedged in at least two ways: by specifying the causal mechanism(s) that underlie

the causal claim and by specifying the mediating conditions under which the

causal mechanism is likely to operate in a strong (or unmuted) form and those

under which it is less likely to hold.

A sixth conclusion flows partially from the prior three: Policy feedback mech-

anisms are generally not a sufficient cause of either policy stasis or change

(Oberlander and Weaver 2015: 44). As both Kingdon’s Multiple Streams

Framework (Herweg, Zahariadis, and Zohlnhöfer 2018) and the Advocacy

Coalition Framework suggest, political opportunities that arise predictably (e.g.,

a change in party control of government) or unpredictably (e.g., a negative focusing

event) play a major role in determining whether formal policy change makes it to

governments’ policy agendas, and what happens if they do.

This review of the relationship between policy feedback and policy change

also suggests some useful directions for future research. One area where

expanded research effort is needed is in understanding the conditions under

which feedback mechanisms are likely to be weak or nonexistent, building on

the pioneering work of Patashnik (2008; see also Patashnik and Zelizer 2013).

As noted in Section 4.4, Hacker and Pierson have expressed skepticism about

the impact of mass public opinion on creating self-reinforcing feedback in an

era of high polarization and low trust in government; whether the same is true in

other societies remains under-researched.

A second area where further research is needed is in coverage of a broader

range of policy sectors and countries. In the HI tradition in particular, early work

on policy feedback was concentrated in social policy beginning with the work of

Skocpol and Pierson and continuing with work by Béland, Campbell, Mettler,

and others. The explicit use of policy feedback terminology and frameworks has

diffused to other policy sectors, notably energy and the environment, but research

on other policy sectors has often used concepts that are consistent with the policy

feedback mechanisms and effects discussed here without explicit mention of the

policy feedback literature. The same is true of research on the effects of policy

feedback on policy stasis and change outside of the United States. More of such

research is needed, especially explicitly comparative cross-national research (for

examples, see e.g., Hacker 1998; Karapin 2014; Perera 2021b).

5 From Theory to Practice: Policy Feedback and Policy Design

Both scholars and policy practitioners are increasingly concerned with using

research findings about policy feedback to “find practical answers to long-term

policy challenges” (Sewerin, Béland, and Cashore 2020: 243) and inform policy

design to ensure that those policies are better able to achieve their objectives. Is it

69Policy Feedback

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
11

08
93

89
14

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108938914


possible to design “policies that intentionally stick” (Jordan and Matt 2014) or are

“sustainable” (Patashnik and Weaver 2021) rather than being vulnerable to

retrenchment or reversal? Equally important, recent scholarship stresses that policy

sustainability should not be confused with policy rigidity. Instead, the goal should

be “‘dynamic’ policy effectiveness, i.e., ensuring that the policy addresses not only

the problem in each context, but how it adapts to changing conditions and circum-

stances over time” (Bali, Capano, and Ramesh 2019: 3), allowing the policy to

“continue to deliver, over time, their intended functions, purposes and objectives,

even under negative circumstances” (Howlett, Capano, and Ramesh 2018: 415).

Patashnik and Weaver (2021), for example, have developed a set of potential

threats to policy sustainability, a set of “warning signs” that can be used to assess

the degree of threat, and a set of strategies for increasing sustainability.

Much of the policy design literature on policy feedback has a strong norma-

tive undertone, defining the challenge as designing and implementing “reforms”

that will be sustainable and able to withstand attacks by their opponents. The

Policy Feedback Project spearheaded by Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson (2019),

for instance, seeks strategies to overcome partisan polarization and institutional

gridlock in the United States and examine “how policymight remake American

politics” to “actively address a set of fundamental challenges, including climate

change and the strains facing our health care and criminal justice systems” as

well as counteracting actions by “critics of such active policies [who] have

themselves proved adept at using policy to achieve their own preferred ends –

often at the state level” (Hacker and Pierson 2019: 11). Hacker and Pierson

(2019: 12) describe a changing US political system in which policies in sectors

such as pensions and health care for the elderly

that began as ambitious and risky undertakings evolved to achieve the status
of political “third rails.” . . . In area after area, federal policies that once
sparked controversy came to be taken for granted . . . The long arc of history
appeared to bend toward successful policy feedback that supported an active
“Big Government.” In recent years, however, advocates of active government
have seemed less capable of generating such self-reinforcing effects.

In a period of high partisan polarization, it is less likely that voters will “view

the other party’s proposals sympathetically on any prominent issue. This has

made it much more difficult to gain broad acceptance for new initiatives that

might traditionally have been expected to have strong positive feedback effects”

(Hacker and Pierson 2019: 14). While the particulars of polarization and

increased inequality may limit the generalizability of this argument beyond

the United States, Hacker and Pierson’s analysis does suggest that
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understanding country-specific contexts for policy feedback will be critical to

efforts to integrate feedback mechanisms into policy design.

Proponents of increased action to address climate change have been another

important set of advocates for incorporating research on policy feedback into

policy design (see, e.g., Rosenbloom, Meadowcroft, and Cashore 2019). Their

efforts suggest that detailed analysis of policy mechanisms in a specific policy

sector can offer rich rewards, given the common problems in climate change

policy of developing policies to address a problem that has a gradual onset, has

powerful beneficiaries from the status quo, and requires substantial investments,

learning, coordination, and adaptive expectations from multiple stakeholders to

achieve policy objectives. As part of this analysis, it is important to recognize that

those seeking to promote policy change may have to undo the effects of accumu-

lated self-reinforcing policy feedbacks that tend to entrench the policy status quo.

In this brief concluding section, we examine the issue of policy design by

building on the discussion in Section 3 on policy feedback and mass politics and

in Section 4 on how policy feedback mechanisms affect policy stasis and

change. We begin by discussing potential strategies for policy design that can

be used by political actors seeking to reinforce or undermine the sustainability

of specific policies. We then discuss constraints on the use of policy design to

promote or undermine policy sustainability.

5.1 Feedback Mechanisms and Policy Design

What does the analysis of the policy feedback mechanisms discussed in

Sections 3 and 4 suggest in terms of strategies that can be used to inform

strategic decisions by political actors seeking to employ self-reinforcing or self-

undermining policy feedback mechanisms? We draw on the analysis in

Section 4 regarding (1) the existence of both self-reinforcing and self-

undermining mechanisms, (2) the conditionality of policy feedback mechan-

isms, and (3) the intertwining of policy feedbacks and “exogenous” contextual

factors that vary widely across political systems and policy sectors. We also

draw on Hacker and Pierson’s (2019: 21) fundamental insight that policy-

makers and other political actors need to think strategically “in a dynamic

fashion – to think about establishment, entrenchment, and expansion, as well

as enactment” – and that this advice holds for actors seeking to retrench,

transform, or abolish policies, as well as those seeking to entrench them.

Table 3 outlines a series of strategies focused on each of the self-reinforcing

and self-undermining feedback mechanisms discussed in Section 4, including

both strategies to strengthen (indicated with a “+”) and weaken (“−”) the

operation of that mechanism. Initiatives to take advantage of concentrated
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Table 3 Feedback strategies

Mechanism Type with Main
Causal Mechanism

Strategies to Strengthen (+) or Weaken
(−) Feedback Mechanism

ECONOMIC RETURNS
Increasing Returns + Subsidize transition costs for key

stakeholders to lower their learning and
coordination costs and reset adaptive
expectations until adaptation is complete

Diminishing or Static Returns + Subsidize transition costs for new policy
proposals for key stakeholders to lower
their learning and coordination costs and
reset adaptive expectations

+ Concentrate on reform proposals with low
transition costs

SOCIOPOLITICAL
Concentrated Constituency

Benefits and Resources, or
+ Frontload concentrated program benefits

and backload program costs
+ Diffuse losses or compensate losers until

policy is firmly entrenched
+ Provide resources to constituency groups

who benefit as part of policy
Concentrated Constituency

Losses:
+ Organize and mobilize constituency

groups who are harmed by policy
Mass Public andParty Support, or + Frame policy as beneficial to society
Mass Public and Party

Opposition
+ Frame issue as harmful to society and

increase issue salience
Elite Attention Overload, or + Lower policy visibility through stealth

policy mechanisms (e.g., tax
expenditures)

Punctuated Attention + Highlight and frame policy failures when
they occur

+ Push policy change through quickly while
public attention is high

− Stall policy action until public attention
declines

INFORMATIONAL/INTERPRETIVE
Information − Conceal negative information about

policy failures
Positive Social Construction + Frame program constituency as deserving

of policy benefits
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constituency benefits, for example, might frontload those benefits in their

proposals, as well as simultaneously assigning administrative responsibility

for the program to an agency with a closely aligned mission, while keeping its

tasks and administrative structure relatively simple and ensuring that it was

supplied with adequate financial and technical resources. Interests seeking to

Table 3 (cont.)

Mechanism Type with Main
Causal Mechanism

Strategies to Strengthen (+) or Weaken
(−) Feedback Mechanism

Negative Social Construction + Frame program constituency as
undeserving of program benefits or
deserving of program penalties

Menu Contraction, or + Restrict funding to study shortcomings of
current policy and potential alternatives

Menu Expansion + Support organizations that provide
research on policy alternatives

FISCAL
Earmarked Financing, or + Assign earmarked revenue source to pro-

gram that is adequate to finance it for
foreseeable future

+ Allow general revenue financing as
backstop for program in case of unex-
pected revenue shortfalls

Trust Fund Crisis and
Automatic Stabilizing
Mechanisms

+ Prohibit general revenue inputs into
program

STATE CAPACITYAND ADMINISTRATIVE ARRANGEMENTS
Self-Reinforcing Supply-Side

Feedbacks
+ Assign implementation responsibility for

program to agencies whose mission is
complementary to its objectives

Self-Undermining Supply-Side
Feedbacks

+ Assign implementation responsibility for
program to agencies hostile or indifferent
to its objectives

Means/Ends Match + Provide adequate supply of funding,
expertise, etc.

+ Simplify administrative arrangements
Means/Ends Mismatch + Deny adequate funds to program to

achieve objectives
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block such an initiative or prevent its entrenchment might seek to frontload

concentrated costs.

5.2 Constraints on Incorporating Policy Feedback
into Policy Design

Research also suggests several important constraints on efforts to design “resilient,”

“sustainable,” or even expanding policies using feedback mechanisms, however.

First, policies at t1 are rarely written on blank slates; they are instead frequently

meshed with or layered on top of existing policies that have their own constituen-

cies, distributions of costs and benefits, and legitimations. Unless compromises are

made in creating new policies to protect the constituents of prior policies, proposals

for policy change may not be adopted. But those compromises may lead to policy

inconsistencies or to pledges that cannot be kept, as in President Obama’s pledge

that those who like their current insurance would be able to keep it after enactment

of the 2010 Patient Protection and ACA in the United States.

Second, as Béland, Rocco, andWaddan (2016: 204) have noted, many societal

changes that interact with and shape policy feedback mechanisms are not antici-

pated at the time programs are created, especially when those programs have

been in place for a long time. But if social changes are not anticipated, they are

unlikely to be addressed in policy design. Except in political systems where

a cohesive political executive monopolizes the policymaking and policy imple-

mentation process for an extended period, there is a risk that compromises will

need to be made as a policy is adopted and implemented that will undermine its

political, financial, or administrative sustainability.

Third, individual strategies each have their own limitations. Building strong

constituency support for a program in its vulnerable early years may involve

efforts to “frontload” (i.e., put in place immediately) concentrated benefits and

“backload” concentrated costs, for example. But such initiatives may be con-

strained in some countries by fiscal rules that limit spending that is not offset by

increased revenues or other spending reductions, as the case of the ACA in the

United States illustrates (Oberlander and Weaver 2015: 44).

As this discussion suggests, not all feedback strategies will be available in

every case. Nor is reliance on shaping feedback mechanisms the best invest-

ment of scarce resources for political actors trying to shape future policy; some

more general strategies, such as venue-shopping to find the most favorable

arena for decision-making, may be more effective. Strategies to incorporate

policy feedback mechanisms into policy design are nevertheless likely to be

a part of the repertoire of many political actors in the years ahead. This is

something policy feedback researchers should keep in mind moving forward.
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