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Course description  
 
Aims  
This Field course offers a comprehensive introduction to the political analysis of 
public policy and institutional change, against the background of possibly deep 
social transformations in advanced European democracies. The aim is to introduce 
researchers to the state of the art in comparative research in the theoretical 
tradition of three institutionalisms (Hall and Taylor 1996) and the policy-focused 
analysis of political processes (Hacker and Pierson 2014).  The course thus aims to 
provide researchers with advanced knowledge of key concepts and mechanisms 
that help explain institutional continuity but also change over time.  
 
Policy reform and institutional change, inescapably building on extant policy 
legacies across countries, lead to patchwork mixes of old and new policies and 
institutions on the lookout, perhaps, for greater coherence. Unsurprisingly, this 
political “search process” remains incomplete, resulting from the institutionally 
bounded and contingent adaptation to the political aftershocks of crises and 
against the background of adverse demography, economic (de-)globalization, 
accelerating digital innovation, and climate change. We use in every session an 
important case-study in the comparative analysis of policymaking, with particular 
attention given to competing theories on politics of policy change and 
methodological strengths and weaknesses of the approach taken.  
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Learning outcomes 
Researchers who have completed this seminar should be able to: 

 Produce well-structured academic response papers, drawing on key 
contributions to the institutionalist literature and employing the analytical 
tools of comparative political analysis of public policy. 

 Make clear and concise oral presentations, based on in-depth reading and 
collecting relevant data on how social change and associated political 
conflict and compromise affect policy reform and institutional change. 

 Learn to analyse the multidimensional politics of policy continuity and 
change in selected countries.  

 
Objectives 
The course will provide researchers with the conceptual and empirical background 
information to enable them to write focused PhD-theses and to answer questions 
like: 
 

 What drives policy reform and disruption, which institutional conditions 
stall or favour transformative policy change?  

 What drives political actors to pursue disruptive policy change or, on the 
contrary, hold on to the status quo even if this is costly and polarising? 

 How do the political boundaries of the EU and domestic social and 
economic policy become blurred against the backdrop of new conflict lines? 

 
 
Structure 
The ten sessions are designed to provide the analytical foundations and 
methodological tools for the political study of policy reform and institutional 
change. After an introductory session, we examine each week theoretical building 
blocks for studying the mechanisms of policymaking and policy change and 
complement the theory with a relevant case study that demonstrates the usefulness 
of certain concepts. Finally, we conclude with sessions taking stock of what we have 
learned and what you would like to teach.  
 
Participation and examination 
 

1) Requirements for Seminar: 
Attendance at seminars is compulsory for those who register for this course. Each 
week, participants will upload a memo on the week’s readings (max 2 pages, weeks 
2-9) by noon on the day before the course, which will be used to jump-start the 
weekly discussions.  
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2) Requirements for PhD Qualifying Exam: 

Monday, 30 November (at 23:59 hours): Deadline for Take-home exam 
Format: Please answer one question from a list of about four questions, length 
2500-3000 words. You receive the questions a week in advance. 
Thursday, 3 December (at 23:59 hours): Deadline for Reading List 
Format: Please submit a reading list of 20 key works on Institutions and Public 
Policy (i.e. 2 readings per week), that you would include if tasked with teaching an 
advanced Masters' level course in Institutions and Public Policy. 
Tuesday, 8 December (all day): Oral Exams 
Format: 45 minutes discussion with the course instructors about your essay and 
reading list. 
 
 
 
 
Session 1: 29 September 2026, 9-11  

Two different views of  public policy-making 

The first session introduces the core concepts of politics, public policy, and 
institutions in the literature. The first two sentences of Fritz W. Scharpf’s seminal 
treatise on actor-centred institutionalism, read: “Politics is about many things. But 
foremost among these, in modern democratic polities, is the function of selecting 
and legitimating public policies that use the powers of the collectivity for the 
achievement of goals and the resolution of problems that are beyond the reach of 
individuals acting on their own of through market exchanges” (1997:1). This apt 
definition of public policy relates to two political actions: decision-making policy 
selection and the more discursive act of societal legitimation. 
 
Lindblom, Charles E. (1959) The Science of "Muddling Through" Public 
Administration Review 19(2), 79-88. 

 
Kingdon, John W. (2011) Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, chapter 1 
(20 pages) 
 
Case study:  
Which conceptualisation of public policy-making do you find more plausible, if 
the case study is gender mainstreaming of government interventions? 
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Session 2: 6 October 2026, 9-11 

Studying institutions and public policy 
Policy interventions can be studied from problem-oriented and interaction-oriented 
perspectives. Problem-oriented research draws on many disciplines, specialized economics 
for understanding problems of (un-)employments, sociologists studying of poverty and 
inequality, and demographers surveying old-age dependency across countries. Political 
science is the province of interaction-oriented research, helping us to better understand the 
role of institutional factors shaping processes of policy selection, decision-making, 
implementation, and delivery. Policy-making in advanced democracies results from 
strategic interaction among several or many policy actors, each with their own 
understanding of the nature of the problem and the feasibility of particular solutions, each 
with their own institutional self-interest and normative preferences, and each with their 
own capabilities and action-resources to affect possible outcomes.Generally, policies 
garner legitimate staying power when public officials invested with a democratic mandate 
‘by the people’ can deliver effective policies ‘for the people’. Still, ‘who’ and/or ‘what’ 
constitutes the legitimate collectivity or people, and ‘where’ to draw the line which 
problems that need public attention and resolution, are all questions subject to permanent 
contest in liberal democracies. It is difficult, if not impossible, for scholars to make a clear-
cut distinction between the positive and normative analyses of policy. Effective 
institutional policy analysis is required on 1) the empirical consequences of policy in terms 
of results and performance; 2) standards and values that underlie perceptions of social 
problems; and 3.) the interactive political-institutional embedding of collective problem-
solving.  
 
 
Hall, Peter A. and Taylor, Rosemary C. R. (1996), 'Political Science and the Three 
New Institutionalisms', Political Studies, 44 (5), 936-57. 
 
Scharpf, Fritz. W. (1997), Games Real Actors Play. Actor-Centered 
Institutionalism in Policy Research, ch’s 1 and 2. 
 
Case study:  
Fritz W. Scharpf (1984), ‘Economic and institutional constraints of full-
employment strategies: Sweden, Austria, and West Germany’, In: John Goldthorpe 
(ed.) Order and Conflict in Contemporary Capitalism. Studies in the Political 
Economy of Western European Nations, Oxford, Oxford University Press.    
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Session 3: 13 October 2026  

Policy feedback 

Does politics produce policy, or do policies generate politics? The concept of policy 
feedback suggests that an existing policy attracts stakeholders and sidelines 
opponents, privileges certain venues over others and creates its own political 
terrain. The politics that is thus moulded by the policy may stabilise or undermine 
the policy, that is the policy feedback can be positive or negative, although the latter 
is harder to prove. The first implication of this concept is therefore that political 
scientists interested in political processes must study policies.  This is the point of 
departure for Hacker and Pierson (2014), who draw out the implications of this 
approach including policy as terrain and as prize of winning elections, the 
dominance of interest group politics in democracies, party strategies and voter 
behaviour. We also read the classic of Pierson (1994) who thus explained why 
welfare states did not change as much and in the way Reaganomics and 
Thatcherism intended. The case study closer to (our European) home. Hooghe and 
Marks (1999) explain why even the dominance of market making policies is 
invariably an act of making a polity, with an institutional memory of policy legacies 
and a political support base. 

 

Hacker, Jacob S. and Pierson, Paul (2014), 'After the “Master Theory”: Downs, 
Schattschneider, and the Rebirth of Policy-Focused Analysis', Perspectives on 
Politics, 12(3), 643-62. 
 
Pierson, Paul (1994), Dismantling the Welfare State? Reagan, Thatcher, and the 
Politics of Retrenchment, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, Chapter 2 
(Interests, institutions and policy feedback). pp. 27-50. 
 
Case study:  
Hooghe, Liesbet, and Marks, Gary (1999), "The making of a polity: The struggle 
over European integration." In: Kitschelt, Herbert (ed.), Continuity and change 
in contemporary capitalism: 70-98. 

  

Background reading for future reference: 
Béland, Daniel, Campbell, Andrea Louise, and Weaver, R. Kent (2022) Policy 
Feedback: How Policies Shape Politics [online text], Cambridge University Press  
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Session 4: 20 October 2026 

Veto Points and modes of political interaction 

Political systems are different and can be characterized in terms of their ‘veto 
points’, understood in terms of any jurisdictional power to block a government 
legislative proposal. Think of courts and referenda, but also electoral rules and 
interest group interest intermediation. All can matter greatly for policy (non-
)development. Politicians deciding to propose legislation can be assumed to 
consider the points in the subsequent chain of decision-making in which veto is 
likely.  George Tsebelis has incorporated ‘veto points’ into a more general ‘veto 
players’ theory, focusing on the constrained policy-making capacities of executive 
government, defining ‘veto players’ as any institutional or partisan actor whose 
agreement is necessary for the approval of legislation. Fritz Scharpf used veto-
player theory to explain why any multi-level political system, like federal states but 
also the EU, suffers from decision blockages even if a majority of relevant decision-
makers would prefer policy change.  
 
Scharpf, Fritz W. (2006), “The joint-decision trap revisited”, Journal of Common 
Market Studies, 44 (4), 845-64. 
 
Tsebelis, George (2000), “Veto Players and Institutional Analysis”, Governance, 
13 (4), 441-74. 
 
Case study:  
Sindbjerg Martinsen,  Dorte and Falkner, Gerda (2011), “Social Policy: Problem-
Solving Gaps, Partial Exits, and Court-Decision Traps.” In: Gerda Falkner (ed.), 
The EU’s Decision Traps, Oxford University Press, 128-144. 
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Session 5: 27 October 2026  

Strategies of incremental change 

Before 2000, the policy-feedback literature underscored how vast fiscal 
commitments, e.g. in pensions, intensified policy inertia rather than significant 
reform. Ever since, several scholars have evidenced far more transformative policy 
change taking effect in a gradual manner, e. g. in the areas of family policy and 
climate change. These studies, emphasising dynamics of ‘gradual yet 
transformative change’, have expanded our theoretical understanding of how 
structural reforms are processed in advanced democracies, by paying attention 
greater attention to traditions of public administration, policy concertation, and 
supranational rules, and expert policy engagement, beyond electoral clout, without 
however denying that structural reforms are major political feats, requiring 
parliamentary approval. 

 
Pierson, Paul (2000), 'Not Just What, but When: Timing and Sequence in Political 
Processes’ Studies in American Political Development, 14 (1), 72-92. 
 
Streeck, Wolfgang and Thelen, Kathleen (2005), 'Introduction: Institutional 
Change in Advanced Political Economies', in Wolfgang  Streeck and Kathleen 
Thelen (eds.), Beyond Continuity (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 1-39. 
 
Case study:  
Ann Orloff (2006), ‘From maternalism to “Employment for All”: state policies to 
promote women’s employment across affluent democracies’, In: Jonah Levy (ed.) 
The State after Statism in the Age of Liberalization. Cambridge Mass., Harvard 
University Press: 230-269. 
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Session 6: 3 November 2026  

Forms of accelerated institutional transformation 

Institutionalist theory is not confined to explain slow and incremental change. In 
fact, in the last session we discussed how institutions can carry and foster change, 
possibly in a clandestine way. Two concepts, punctuated equilibrium and critical 
juncture, have been developed to capture the fact that institutions stabilise but can 
also change quite rapidly – the most spectacular example in recent history is the 
breakdown of authoritarian socialism in the Soviet Union and its satellites. This 
session discusses the exact meaning of the two concepts, how they can be observed 
and whether it matters to distinguish them. The present change in the 
international order is a signficant test case for these questions. 
 
Baumgartner, Frank R., et al. (2009), 'Punctuated Equilibrium in Comparative 
Perspective', American Journal of Political Science, 53 (3), 603-20. 
 
Cappoccia, Giovanni and Keleman, Daniel (2007), “The study of critical junctures: 
theory, narrative, and counterfactual in historical institutionalism,” World 
Politics, April, pp. 341-369. 
 
Case study: 
Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, Mette and Hofmann, Stephanie (2020), “Of the 
contemporary global order, crisis, and change”,  Journal of European Public 
Policy, 27(7), 1077–1089. https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2019.1678665 
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Session 7: 10 November 2026  

Change in Welfare Democracies 

Mature welfare democracies have the reputation to be very hard to change, 
theoretically most elaborately argued by Pierson (1994). But change they do. We 
have seen decades of pension and labour market reforms, cutting entitlements to 
old age security and liberalising employment protection for the median voter. How 
is this possible? It raises the question how voter preferences for social policy 
programmes or the welfare state generally are represented in the political process. 
Do political parties and institutional stakeholders accept them as constraints on 
reform processes, hoping they adapt to incremental change? Challenger parties 
have disrupted this institutionalist belief in preference formation that many 
practitioners implicitly relied on. Moreover, new parties on the right combine the 
mobilisation of disaffected voters with an attack on the openness of national 
welfare states, even for legal immigrants, presumably because they assume that 
this is popular even beyond their core constituencies. Given the demographics of 
most European countries, this could jeopardise the viability of generous welfare 
states. 
 
Beramendi, Pablo, Silja Häusermann, Herbert Kitschelt, and Hanspeter Kriesi 
(2015), ‘Introduction: The Politics of Advanced Capitalism’, in: Beramendi et al., 
The Politics of Advanced Capitalism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Swank, Duane (2001), 'Political Institutions and Welfare State Restructuring: The 
Impact of Institutions on Social Policy Change in Developed Democracies', in Paul 
Pierson (ed.), The New Politics of the Welfare State (Oxford University Press), 197-
237. 
 
Case study: 
Burgoon, Brian (2014), 'Immigration, Integration, and Support for Redistribution 
in Europe', World Politics, 66 (3), 365-405. 
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Session 8: 17 November 2026, 9-11 

Learning and the Politics of the Long-Term 

Advanced liberal democracies are confronted with the so-called mega challenges 
of climate change, demographic ageing, digitalization and artificial intelligence, 
which seemingly require long-term solutions with major infrastructural 
investments. This requires a politics of the long-term. How do policy-makers 
address the temporal dimension of policy choices? Under what conditions are 
policy makers and electorates able to accept short-term pain for long-term gain?  
 
Dunlop, Claire A., Claudio Radaelli, Ellen Wayenberg and Bishoy Zaki (2024), 
‘Beyond powering and puzzling: the political dimensions of policy learning’, 
Journal of European Public Policy, 31 (7), 1979-92. 

Hall, Peter (1993) ‘Policy Paradigms, Social Learning, and the State: The Case of 
Economic Policy Making in Britain’, Comparative Politics, 25(3): 275-96. 
 

Jacobs, Alan M. (2011). ‘Theorizing Intertemporal Policy Choice’, in: Governing 
for the Long Term. Democracy and the Politics of Investment, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, chap. 2, pp. 28-71. 

Case study:  
Finnegan, Jason (2022), ‘Institutions, climate change, and the foundations of long-
term policymaking’,Comparative Political Studies 55 (7), 1198-1235.  
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Session 9: 24 November 2026, 9-11  

Democracy and Its Discontents 

After he lost the first post-war election, Winston Churchill famously said that 
“democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the other forms that 
have been tried.” Despite all the theoretical arguments in favour of democracy and 
firmly institutionalised ‘guardrails’, like a free press and an independent judiciary, 
democracies have proven vulnerable to the takeover by authoritarian rulers. They 
dismantle these guardrails and undermine democratic norms, with the approval of 
many voters.  The United States since 2016 is only the most shocking example; far-
right challenger parties get into, or very close to, power in Europe as well and 
Trump loyalists have repeatedly won recent elections in Latin America. However, 
instead of analysing ‘how democracies die’, we analyse and discuss this week 
whether some of the institutional protections of representative or liberal 
democracy are to blame for widespread discontent with democracy itself and make 
it surprisingly fragile. This is all the more worrying since the EU can be seen as a 
strong non-majoritarian protection of member states’ democracy. 
 
Levitsky, Steven and Ziblatt, Daniel (2025), “When should majorities rule?”, 
Journal of Democracy 36 (1): 5-20. 
 
Mair, Peter (2009), “Responsible versus responsive government”, MPIfG Working 
Paper 09/8, Cologne: Max-Planck Institut für Gesellschaftsforschung. 
 
Case  study:  
Follesdal, Andreas and Hix, Simon (2006), ‘Why There is a Democratic Deficit in 
the EU: Response to Majone and Moravcsik’, Journal of Common Market 
Studies, 44 (3), 533-62. 
 
 
Session 10: 1 December 2026, 9-11 

What have we learned? Conclusion and feedback 
Devise a syllabus for a one-hour session in a course for undergraduates.  
 
 
 
 


