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Policy-taking styles: a typology and an empirical
application to anti-Covid policies
Marco Giuliani

Department of Social and Political Sciences, Università degli studi di Milano, Milano, Italy

ABSTRACT
Several studies have investigated the variety of governance strategies adopted
by European countries to cope with the Covid-19 pandemic. Some nations
relied on a more liberal approach, based on recommendations and a lack of
mandatory constraints; others trusted more top-down regulations and long-
lasting restrictions. The feasibility and success of the different strategies also
depend on the way in which policy-takers react. The article uses this
exemplary policy case to propose a novel theoretical framework which maps
the variety of policy-taking styles applying March and Olsen’s (2006) logics of
conditionality and appropriateness. Using mobility data, it then employs the
new typology to explore the diverse styles adopted by policy-takers reacting
to anti-Covid workplace regulations in 29 European countries. The categories
proposed can be applied also in different contexts, especially where policy
success crucially depends on countless individual behaviours, and policy-
makers need to choose the most effective mix of enforcement tools.
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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic hit Europe countries almost simultaneously at the
beginning of 2020. While the threat was common, the policy reactions
were more varied (Capano et al., 2020; Toshkov et al., 2022). Especially
during the first months, due to its decentralised and voluntary approach,
Sweden was an ‘outlier’ with respect to most other European countries,
which adopted a more regulatory style based on lockdowns and strictly
enforced restrictions (Petridou, 2020). Anders Tegnell, the now-famous
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Swedish state epidemiologist, explained in an interview the preconditions for
the more liberal stance taken by his country in its anti-Covid regulations:

That was the tradition, it could be done voluntarily, and people are also listen-
ing to that because there is a high level of both respect and trust between the
population and the government and the agencies. That’s why we could get
quite a lot of impact on doing things on a voluntary basis. (Sayers, 2021)

The extent to which the Swedish policy actually diverged from that of
other European countries has probably been exaggerated. While avoiding
lockdowns and complete school closures were the cornerstones of the
Swedish approach, the country partially off-set this strategy with other tar-
geted regulations, so that, especially after the onset of the second wave of
the pandemic, the overall stringency of its regulations was not so dissimilar
from the average European level, and even greater than that of its Nordic
neighbours.1

Nevertheless, there is a more important concern in the above quotation:
the fact that certain types of policies and approaches can only be
implemented in certain types of responsive environments, with policy-
takers willing to cooperate with policy-makers to accomplish a shared desir-
able goal. Recommendations work better if citizens trust that they have been
formulated for their own good, so that voluntary compliance substitutes the
need for sticks or carrots. This cooperative style of policy reception is not
necessarily exclusive to Sweden; rather, it is often recognised as being
common to most Nordic countries, contributing to their good governance
performance and well-being, and could possibly extend even elsewhere
(Martela et al., 2020; Veggeland, 2020). Whether or not this civic attitude is
the key to understanding the behavioural effects of country or regional
anti-Covid policies is a matter that warrants empirical investigation.

Most importantly, this empirical task is an opportunity to conduct theoreti-
cal reflection on the central importance of considering policy-taking attitudes
and behaviours when designing enforceable policies. The effectiveness of the
mix of tools used by policy-makers also depends on the characteristics of the
environment in which policies are to be implemented (Howlett, 2018). This is
crucial for the implementation of many regulatory policies that, for a variety
of reasons, would otherwise require costly enforcement strategies if not
unfeasible control of the micro-behaviours of citizens.

By employing and fine-tuning the concept of policy style from the per-
spective of policy-takers (Richardson et al., 1982), we shall explore if some
countries took advantage of people’s voluntary compliance in tackling the
spread of the virus more than others, and if it is possible to identify system-
atically different styles of reacting to the restrictive policies implemented
because of the pandemic. Methodologically speaking, the concept of policy
style has been subject to mostly qualitative applications at the national or
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sectorial level. Instead, this study exploits the availability of community mobi-
lity data to analyse and systematically map the policy-taking styles of citizens
in 29 European countries, comparing quantitatively their reactions to anti-
Covid regulations. In so doing, this research also contributes to the
growing body of literature that uses mobility information to explore the com-
pliance with non-pharmaceutical interventions during the pandemic (Bargain
& Aminjonov, 2020; Giuliani, 2022; Yarmol-Matusiak et al., 2021).

This article is organised as follows. It first reviews the recent resurgence in
the use of the concept of policy style and of its application to the study of
anti-Covid policies. Next, it explains why this approach should also include
the behavioural responses of policy-takers, and proposes a theoretically-
founded typology of those reactions. Finally, the study uses mobility data
and regression models to identify the prevalent attitudes of policy-takers in
the various European regions and countries, locating them within the above-
mentioned typology of policy-taking styles. The conclusion reflects on the gen-
eralisability of the theoretical proposal, the potential origins of the different
styles of policy-taking, and the limitations of the present empirical application.

Policy styles and Covid-19

In the book edited by Jeremy Richardson (1982), the concept of policy stylewas
conceived mostly as a national ‘way of doing things’. It was accordingly organ-
ised into six European national chapters, plus an introduction and a conclusion.
Its theoretical framework identified two major dimensions: the government’s
approach to problem-solving, which may be anticipatory or reactive, and its
relationship with other actors, characterised by consensus rather than impo-
sition. This gave rise to a loose typology, or a two-dimensional space, in
which each prevalent national policy style could be roughly located.

Nordic countries, also due to an implicit institutional anchorage to Lij-
phart’s (2012) consensual model of democracy, were most likely to appear
in the quadrant characterised by inclusive and active problem-solving. Yet
a rationalist consensus was believed to be embodied also in the prevalent
(West) German style, and normative elements of negotiation, though with
more reactive policy-making habits, were to be found in the United
Kingdom, in spite of its Westminster democracy in which power is usually
conceived to be hierarchically concentrated in the cabinet. A pluralistic
notion of the national way of doing policies, with multiple actors involved,
was not extraneous even to France, despite its ‘reputedly assertive (and tech-
nocratic) style of policy-making’ (Hayward, 1982), thus explicitly suggesting
the existence of a dual policy style. Another dual style seemed to characterise
the Netherlands, whose active-reactive policy-making depended on the pol-
itical leaning of the cabinet, and exhibited sometimes a preference for nego-
tiations, and sometimes more conflictual dynamics.
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The prudence, if not ambiguity, that was present in the different national
contributions to Richardson’s edited book should not come as a surprise. A
more precise empirical application of the original framework was prevented
by the fact that, at least at this level of analysis, the typology could not be
mutually exclusive, with different policy processes that were to be classified
in opposite types, or presented an inextricable mix of features traversing the
proposed boundaries of the classification. The idea of distinctive national
policy-making patterns was later extended beyond Western Europe
(Howlett & Tosun, 2019b), taking stock of the limitations of the original frame-
work and looking for a more operationalisable notion of policy style. Howlett
and Tosun (2019a) started by distinguishing the unit of the analysis – the
behaviour of policy agents and the structural constraints imposed by insti-
tutions – and the level of the analysis – from the constitutional rules to
lower-level procedures – and this helped them to link the original concept
to that of political regimes. Their refined typology, built on the identification
of the key policy actors and on the inclusiveness of decision-making, enabled
them to extend Richardson’s exploration not only beyond Europe, but also
beyond democratic regimes, while maintaining the focus on the prevalent
national style.

The original proposers of the concept, as well as those who applied it to
different countries, did not deny the possibility of sectorial, if not problem-
specific styles, and explicitly recognised that the analysis should not be
limited to the phase of policy formulation but include the execution phase
as well. Thereafter, this idea was further extended, with the exploration of dis-
tinct styles for each phase of the policy process, from the agenda-setting to
the implementation, to the evaluation stage (Howlett & Tosun, 2021; Tosun &
Treib, 2018). The flourishing of style concepts for different moments and
actors of the policy process was partially favoured by a different classification
methodology. Compared to the original stylised top-down typology, some
authors started to use bottom-up taxonomies, which, by clustering empiri-
cally similar dynamics and raising them to the status of ‘class’, made it poss-
ible to overcome the difficulties of operationalising the original dimensions,
and their ambiguity in regard to the criteria of mutual exclusion (Smith, 2002).

One underdeveloped topic in that literature is the inclusion also of
different patterns of policy-takers’ behaviour, whose consent, reluctance,
opposition or compliance has only recently started to be recognised as a rel-
evant factor in the choice of the appropriate mix of policy tools (Howlett,
2018; Howlett et al., 2020). The attitudes, propensities and behaviours of
policy-takers – in a word their ‘style’ – ’feedback’ on the feasibility and effec-
tiveness of the instruments selected by policy-makers, contributing to the
success or failure of the solution chosen.

More recently, the concept of policy style has been employed in the ana-
lyses of national responses to the common threat of the Covid-19 pandemic.
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What the institutional framework (Kuhlmann, Hellstrom, et al., 2021), partisan
preferences (Toshkov et al., 2022), cultural orientation (Yan et al., 2020), and
different forms of policy emulation (Givens & Mistur, 2021) could not directly
explain, has been attributed to governmental and administrative capacities
related to national policy-making styles. In fact, in front of the uncertainties
and ambiguities of the emergency, resorting to the conventional repertoire
and toolkit (Capano et al., 2020), and to traditional ‘ways of doing things’,
could be a sensible response to the unprecedented challenge, and even an
opportunity to consolidate or, conversely, change pre-existing governance
patterns (Kuhlmann, Bouckaert, et al., 2021).

Zahariadis et al. (2023, 2022) have been the first to adapt the original
classification of policy-making styles, and then systematically employ the
refined categories to survey the national responses to the pandemic in ten
different political systems. Their updated typology still has two main dimen-
sions. The pattern of administrative arrangement, operationalised as high or
low administrative policy capacity, reformulates the original anticipatory-
reactive dimension, while the inclusiveness of state-society relations takes
the place of the consensus-imposition dimension. Intersecting the new
axes produces four different styles –managerial, accommodative, adversarial,
and administrative –whose policy effects in crisis situations like the pandemic
are believed to depend on the level of political trust. The evidence provided
in the national chapters of Zahariadis et al.’s edited volume mostly corrobo-
rates their comparative expectations, providing indications for further con-
ceptual and empirical advances (Tosun, 2022). In particular, the inclusion of
the perspective of policy takers – what Zahariadis et al. (2023) call the
‘demand side’ of crisis response – is an important theoretical novelty.

Trust is relevant since it allows policy-makers to rely more on ‘carrots’ than
on ‘sticks’ to enforce their public health decisions, and it has been often
recognised as a crucial factor in boosting compliance and coping with the
pandemic (Bargain & Aminjonov, 2020; Charron et al., 2022). However, in
the proposed framework, trust is used mostly as an intervening variable
between policy style and national strategy, and it would not be appropriate
to employ it as the exclusive proxy for policy-takers’ behaviours. First, while
there are relevant cross-country differences, trust varies also longitudinally,
not least as a consequence of the successes and failures of the implemented
policies: a feature which does not make it a good operationalisation for a
national policy style (Esaiasson et al., 2021; Nielsen & Lindvall, 2021). Sec-
ondly, different types of trust may be relevant for inducing confidence in citi-
zens behaviour. Institutional and political trust are already two different
variables, but societal and interpersonal trust also affects compliance with
public norms, and trust in health authorities and science was certainly rel-
evant during the pandemic (Bengtsson & Brommesson, 2022; Robinson
et al., 2021). Finally, trust has been found not to play a direct role in
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compliance, but to be conditional on other factors such as perceived risk,
competence and information (Kestilä-Kekkonen et al., 2022; Seaton et al.,
2020; Seyd & Bu, 2022). In sum, if the focus is directly on citizen’s behaviour
with respect to policy implementation, in a bottom-up perspective, a
different approach is needed.

Policy-taking styles

There are multiple ways in which policy-takers can react to policies. For the
present analysis, we focus on two major dimensions of their responses. The
first one refers to the possibility that citizens comply with the policy
because they want to avoid the sanctions connected to non-conforming
behaviours. Margaret Levi (1997), in her four-category taxonomy of compli-
ance/non-compliance, calls this attitude ‘opportunistic obedience’, which
happens whenever the marginal benefits of compliance exceed the marginal
costs.

The second behavioural dimension, on the contrary, assumes that citizens
comply because they understand and share the aim of the policy itself, antici-
pating the actions necessary to achieve the desired outcome. Whereas in the
former case, utility and the fear of the consequences of non-compliance
guide citizens’ rational behaviours, in the latter case, their compliance
derives from perceiving the policy as appropriate and from accepting its
aims and procedures. This attitude resembles Levi’s ‘contingent consensus’,
although it also comprises some elements of her ‘habitual conformity’,
which does not require any rational evaluation of the policy and of its conse-
quences (Levi, 1997, p. 19).2

The two dimensions broadly refer to the two institutional logics ident-
ified in a series of works by March and Olsen (1989, 1995): the logic of con-
sequentiality, and that of appropriateness. The former has a rational and
individualistic foundation, with social actors deciding to pursue certain
courses of action because of their expected utility, as a sort of optimisation
exercise. The latter is characterised by the understanding of the social and
policy situation, whose cognitive and normative components necessitate
predefined reactions as appropriate responses. In a different tradition,
Samuel Bowles (2016, p. 91) refers to a similar distinction between delib-
erative and affective conducts: ‘deliberative processes are outcome
based (in philosophical terms, “consequentialist”) and utilitarian, while
affective processes support nonconsequentialist judgments (termed
“deontological”) such as duty or the conformity of an action to a set of
rules’.

These two dimensions are important for understanding policy-takers’
styles precisely because they reflect the different outlooks of citizens with
respect to institutions like public norms and policies.
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There is a great diversity in human motivation and modes of action. Behavior is
driven by habit, emotion, coercion, and calculated expected utility, as well as
interpretation of internalised rules and principles. [There is a] potential
tension between the role- or identity-based logic of appropriateness and the
preference-based consequential logic. (March & Olsen, 2006, p. 701)

Following this intuition, in the analysis that follows the two dimensions are
not considered as alternatives to each other. They can instead be orthogonal,
with the different mixes characterising the diverse attitudes and behaviours
of policy-takers vis-à-vis the policy (Figure 1).3

In the upper-left quadrant of Figure 1, citizens obey for utilitarian reasons,
rationally choosing to respect the norms in order to avoid the negative con-
sequences of their infringement. In the opposite bottom-right quadrant, a
cooperative style characterises the voluntary compliance with the policy,
which is recognised as appropriate and normatively correct.4 The pragmatic
combination of the two logics produces what we call a ‘proactive style’ of
policy-taking, with pre-emption magnified by compliance with the rules
and vice versa. In the bottom-left corner, non-compliant antagonistic beha-
viours oppose the policy as such and seek to avoid the sanctions entailed
by its transgression.

This framework has features in common with some literature on compli-
ance with EU policies, and in particular with those studies that identify

Figure 1. A typology of policy-taking styles.
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several ‘worlds of compliance’ populated by different clusters of countries
depending on their ‘typical modes of reacting to adaptation requirements’
due to EU directives and recommendations (Falkner et al., 2005, 2007). The
logic of their ‘world of law observance’ resonates with the cooperative
policy style proposed in Figure 1; the ‘world of domestic politics’, with its uti-
litarian bases, echoes some characteristics of the obedient style; and the
‘world of neglect’ is clearly similar to the antagonist style leading to lack of
compliance. However, in that literature, the policy-takers are not citizens
but states, adapting or otherwise to common EU policies, and their macro-
cultural taxonomy has limited connections with the institutional dimensions
used in the proposed framework. Nonetheless, it is interesting how similar
issues and dynamics emerge whenever the focus is on the final stage of
the policy process and considers the behavioural adaptations of those con-
fronted by the choice among absorbing, respecting, or reacting to the aim
of certain policies.

According to the initial quotation from the interview with Tegnell, Nordic
countries, and Sweden in particular, should be placed in the right-hand side
of the proposed typology, and more precisely in the cooperative pre-emptive
quadrant. Apart from some stereotypes, and referring to the institutional
logics described above, it is unclear which could be the prevalent policy-
taking style of other regions or countries. While several studies have con-
trasted the diverse governance approaches to the pandemic, to our knowl-
edge the same comparative perspective has not been systematically
applied to the compliance side of the policy process. One possible way to
fill this knowledge gap is to use mobility data, revealing how citizens
reacted to the restrictions applied in different contexts and periods.

Compliance and mobility

One way to examine the reactions of policy-takers to anti-Covid non-pharma-
ceutical measures is to look directly at how they modified their behaviours,
especially in regard to their mobility habits. After controlling for a set of
relevant covariates, and since geographic response patterns cannot be attrib-
uted to consistent policy mixes, which tend to vary both cross-sectionally and
longitudinally (Ceron et al., 2021), any behavioural difference compared
to the pre-pandemic period should help revealing regional or country-
specific styles.

Mobility data have been increasingly used during the pandemic to test a
range of interesting aspects, such as the effectiveness of stay-at-home orders
(Brodeur et al., 2021), the mediating role of political trust in compliance
(Bargain & Aminjonov, 2020), or the drivers of economic slowdowns (Gools-
bee & Syverson, 2021). However, to our knowledge, they have not been
used to explore and map regional or national policy-taking styles.
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We collected Google daily anonymised data that compared the number of
visitors or the duration of presences in specific places like residential areas,
transit stations, workplaces, retail areas, grocery markets and parks compared
to their respective median value five weeks before the onset of the pandemic
(Google, 2021). The focus is thus on change of movement habits, so that our
measure already discounts different cross-country patterns of mobility.5 The
period covered by the analysis extended from the beginning of the pandemic
until the end of 2021, corresponding to almost 20,000 observations evenly
divided for the 29 European countries for which mobility data were available.6

We decided to focus exclusively on the regulation of in-person work, and
thus on the reduction in the number of people in workplaces. In this regard,
Hale et al. (2021) distinguish contexts without any regulation from those in
which working from home is only recommended, cases in which some
sectors or categories are required to shut down or work from home, and
finally situations in which all non-essential workplaces are closed. We pre-
ferred to investigate the effects of that specific component of the stringency
index, instead of the aggregated measure, for a series of reasons. First,
because it perfectly matched the corresponding Google mobility measure
concerning the presence in workplaces; secondly, because smart-working
has been probably one of the most innovative features brought by the pan-
demic; thirdly, because working is a necessity, and the mobility in workplaces
is less affected by environmental or geographical factors compared to trans-
portation or mobility in blue–green spaces.

In general, workplace mobility is expected to be reduced by more strin-
gent anti-Covid work regulations. This effect is driven by the logic of conse-
quentiality, with mobility reductions proportional to the intensity of the
restrictions. However, the logic of appropriateness may also condition that
behavioural response, with decreases in mobility that cannot be attributed
to the stringency of the policies or to the likelihood of sanctions, but which
depend on the voluntary acknowledgement of the importance of reducing
the chances of being infected and of spreading the virus. Thus, on controlling
for the level of work restrictions, countries characterised by cooperative and
pro-active policy-takers should have systematically less mobility in
workplaces.

To explore these options empirically, we ran a series of panel regressions
using the policy and behavioural data described above, and whose results are
presented in Table 1.7 Using daily observations, the dependent variable was
the reduction in mobility in workplaces measured by Google, while the main
independent variable was the component of the stringency index concerning
workplace restrictions, whose 100-point scale incorporated the possibility of
differential sub-national regulations. Model 1 controlled only for the day of
the week, to avoid the confounding effects of weekends. For this variable,
the baseline was workplace attendance during Sundays, which should not
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have been particularly affected by the pandemic. In fact, all weekdays showed
a relative decrease in mobility compared to this baseline, although the mag-
nitude of the effect was considerably smaller for Saturdays. Estimating the
decrease in workplace attendance at average levels of policy restrictions
revealed that also Sundays experienced a mobility reduction around 6 per
cent, so that the drop during weekdays ranged from 28 per cent on Wednes-
days to 31 per cent on Mondays.

Moving to the covariate of interest, the stricter the anti-Covid work regu-
lations, the larger the decrease in people going to their workplace: for each
point increase in the index, there was an average loss of 0.28 per cent in
workers’ presence in offices and firms. Considering that, in the two years
covered by the analysis, the mean work regulation index was around 53
points, all other things being equal the coefficient corresponded to an
average decrease in workers attendance of another 15 per cent. While this
estimate reflects the utilitarian compliance driver, it is only an average
effect that does not directly help in classifying the importance of the logic
of consequentiality in different regions and countries. We will return to this
task after considering the other two models in Table 1.

Table 1. Determinants of mobility in workplaces.
(1) (2) (3)

coef (s.e.) coef (s.e.) coef (s.e.)

Day of week
Mon −24.16*** (0.38) −24.16*** (0.38) −24.61*** (0.35)
Tue −22.18*** (0.38) −22.18*** (0.38) −22.54*** (0.35)
Wed −21.83*** (0.38) −21.83*** (0.38) −22.21*** (0.35)
Thu −22.76*** (0.38) −22.76*** (0.38) −23.16*** (0.35)
Fri −23.25*** (0.38) −23.25*** (0.38) −23.64*** (0.35)
Sat −3.12*** (0.38) −3.12*** (0.38) −3.17*** (0.35)
Region
North −4.28*** (1.44) −7.73*** (1.86)
West −0.33 (1.26) −3.44** (1.49)
UK + Ireland −7.28*** (1.80) −9.53*** (1.95)
East −0.13 (1.16) −1.07 (1.63)
Work regulation −0.28*** (0.00) −0.28*** (0.00) −0.09*** (0.01)
Other containment −0.28*** (0.01)
Economic support −0.02*** (0.00)
Service sector −0.20* (0.12)
Poverty −0.04 (0.10)
Density 0.00 (0.00)
Urbanisation −0.10 (0.07)
Log population 1.11** (0.48)
New cases −4.66*** (0.40)
Trust 0.04 (0.03)
Time 0.02*** (0.00)
Constant 8.43*** (0.71) 9.59*** (1.02) −414.75*** (18.14)
Obs/country 19,891/29 19,891/29 19,456/29
R squared 0.39 0.41 0.50

Note: Panel regression with random effects *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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Model 2 included the regional differences, using South-European
countries as the baseline. The leverage of work regulations was confirmed;
but most importantly, the geographical dummy variables revealed that
some regions – the Nordic countries as well as Ireland and the United
Kingdom – had an over-reduction in workplace mobility that cannot be
explained by the utilitarian logic of policy compliance. For the two former
regions, one may surmise that policy-takers – citizens, as well as employers
– opted for working from home not simply because of the restrictions of
anti-Covid regulations, but because it was the appropriate course of action
in those circumstances, combining in their cooperative behaviours safety
with freedom of choice. West, East, and South-European countries did not
have, relatively speaking, the same surplus of mobility reduction, and the
average behaviours of their workers is explained better by their adaptation
to the anti-Covid policy restrictions, i.e., by the logic of consequentiality.

The regional effects that are revealed by model 2 may, however, not only
depend on policy-takers who autonomously decided to privilege working
from home; they may also depend on other systemic or contingent elements
characterising the different countries, economies and populations. This is
what the third model controlled for by introducing a series of proxies repre-
senting potentially confounding factors.

Firstly, the reduced presence in the workplace may depend on other con-
tainment policies. Whilst general lockdowns also entail not going to work, so
that the component of the stringency index regarding workplaces would be
automatically modified in the case of stay-at-home orders, the same does not
apply, for example, to school closures (Giuliani, 2023). However, any decision
regarding children’s mandatory distance learning may possibly also affect
their parents’ behaviours. The same applies to the other components of
the stringency index (apart from the direct effect of work regulations). For
this reason, we used the same procedure as adopted by Hale et al. (2021)
for their overall index by applying it to the remaining components, and
then introduced into the third model the newly computed ‘other contain-
ment’ index to summarise the indirect effect on workplace mobility of
those different containment policies.

Covid-related economic support, as again measured by the corresponding
index formulated by Hale et al. (2021), may also include incentives for smart
working or compensations for any productivity loss. Thus, what model 2 inter-
prets as appropriate national cooperative behaviours could in fact have been
driven by utilitarian considerations dependent on the economic benefits
decided by the respective governments. To avoid that misunderstanding,
the index of economic support is included in the right-hand side of the
equation.

On moving from policy concerns to socio-economic country attributes, it is
clearly easier to opt for smart-working in the case of some occupations rather
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than others. Switching to working from home is relatively easier for adminis-
trative and service jobs, whereas it is almost impossible for blue-collar work
and other occupations. Including the size of the service sector in each
country, as measured by its share of the GDP estimated by the World Bank,
highlights the different options available to the tertiary sector compared to
the manufacturing and agricultural ones. Other socio-economic character-
istics have been presumed to impact on the pandemic dynamics. Hence
the third model included as standard controls the size of the country
measured by the logarithm of the population, the percentage of inhabitants
at risk of poverty and social exclusion who were supposed to have greater
constraints, estimated on the eve of the pandemic by Eurostat, the demo-
graphic density, and a measure of urbanisation (the percentage of citizens
living in the capital).

Finally, the spread of emotions and attitudes such as fear and trust has also
been found to affect voluntary mobility restraints and, more generally,
support for the restriction of liberties during the pandemic (Bargain & Amin-
jonov, 2020; Clark et al., 2020; Goolsbee & Syverson, 2021; Vasilopoulos et al.,
2022). As a macro proxy for fear, which was presumed to induce self-restraint
autonomously, we used the incidence of new cases, and more precisely the
smoothed value of new certified Covid cases per thousand people estimated
within the Coronavirus project ‘Our World in Data’ (Ritchie et al., 2020). Trust
in government, which should facilitate a positive reaction to simple rec-
ommendations, was measured using Eurobarometer and OECD surveys. As
the last control variable, a time measure accounted for the fact that restric-
tions may become increasingly intolerable and disobeyed with the passage
of weeks and months.

The inclusion of this set of covariates increased the explained variance of
the third model, although not all these factors turned out to be statistically
significant. Different containment and support policies contribute to the
reduction of workplace mobility, but work regulation is still highly significant,
although its coefficient now has a smaller magnitude. Having a larger service
sector favours working from home, while the larger the size of the country,
the less mobility restrictions are observed. Instead, density and urbanisation,
the share of the population at risk of poverty, and also trust in government,
do not contribute to workplace mobility changes in one direction or another.
Finally, keeping policies constant, peaks of infections boosted working from
home to a highly significant extent, whereas the duration of the pandemic
gradually eroded that positive disposition, marginally restoring the usual
work habits.

However, most important for the analysis of policy-taking styles is that
geographical dummies continue to appear, or become, highly significant
even after keeping constant all the newly introduced potentially confounding
covariates. In Nordic countries there remains a systematic excess of voluntary
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reduction in workplace mobility, with the gap separating those nations from
Ireland and the United Kingdom becoming smaller. West-European countries,
too, had in model 3 a systematically higher rate of working from home com-
pared to South-European countries, but the magnitude and the statistical sig-
nificance of that fixed effect were smaller than in the other two regions. Only
the dummy variable comparing Eastern to Southern Europe remained
insignificant, confirming that, in those regions, policy-takers’ behaviours are
determined more by utilitarian compliance with the norms than by voluntary
support for their aims.

While these regional dummy variables, i.e., the average effects on mobility
for constant levels of policy restrictions, can be interpreted as proxies for the
logic of appropriateness described in the theoretical section, interacting
them with the policies yielded the varying marginal effect of constraints on
mobility for each different region, proxies for the rational logic of consequen-
tiality. In the case of interaction models, methodological good practices
suggest not commenting on the coefficients but directly plotting the mar-
ginal effects of the covariate of interest at the appropriate values of the con-
ditional variable, as is done here in Figure 2.

Put briefly, the marginal effects plotted in Figure 2 reveal the extent to
which policy-takers changed their behaviours because of the containment
regulations, i.e., following an utilitarian logic of consequentiality. The

Figure 2. Marginal effects of work regulation on workplace mobility for different Euro-
pean regions.
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empirical evidence shows that, in this case, Nordic citizens did not behave
differently because of more restrictive policies; the marginal effect of work-
place restrictions did not directly affect their choices once the effect of all
the other covariates is discounted. Rather, they most likely did so because
they had already voluntarily interiorised the recommendations, as displayed
earlier by their surplus change in mobility habits. By contrast, West-European
citizens complied with work restrictions more than others, while in the other
regions, already characterised by very different degrees of voluntarism, citi-
zens assumed intermediate policy-taking attitudes.

A country perspective

From the analyses above, and attributing an average type of policy-taking to
each region, it seems confirmed that Nordic countries are characterised by a
cooperative style, while the UK and Ireland exhibit more a pro-active one,
mixing the two institutional logics: proportionally reacting to the constraints
as well as showing some extra, non-policy-explained reduction in workplace
mobility. No region can be considered to have antagonistic policy-takers,
although Eastern countries are probably closer to that type, while Southern
and Western Europe can be placed close to the obedient quadrant, with
less voluntary cooperation than forced compliance.

It would have been possible to further detail the combination of the two
logics guiding the policy-taking styles in the different European regions, but,
having now clarified the empirical research strategy, it is preferable to shift
the analysis to the country level. The effects described above represent only
regional averages, while it is possible to replicate the same research design
using country dummies for the fixed and the interaction effects. Instead of
reporting all the models, which can be easily replicated with the dataset and
code provided, we directly plotted the coefficients of interest, together with
their confidence intervals, on the proposed typology of policy-taking.

Because of the collinearity between some of the time-nonvarying controls
included in the analysis and the country fixed-effects, we had to exclude the
first one from our models. However, it is still possible that those factors exer-
cised some differential impact on some of the changes in mobility that here
we directly attribute to consequentiality and appropriateness. In the online
appendix we propose a slightly more elaborate research design to overcome
this limitation, showing that the map plotted below remains mostly
unaffected by the different control strategy.

On the x-axis of Figure 3, representing appropriateness, there are the
expected country reductions in workplace mobility computed after the
panel regression with country fixed effects: higher values represent larger
reductions in mobility. Plotted on the y-axis, representing consequentiality,
are the marginal effects on workplace mobility of a one-point increase in
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workplace regulations: again, higher values represent larger reductions. The
red reference lines are located at the median values for each dimension, so
that each country’s position should be interpreted as relative to that bench-
mark more than in absolute terms.

When unpacking the regional averages starting with the Nordic countries,
three of them – Sweden, Norway, and Finland – are confirmed to be located
in the quadrant representing a cooperative policy-taking style. Denmark is
characterised by slightly less voluntaristic behaviours and a more elastic reac-
tion to work regulation; and although it does belong to the upper right quad-
rant, it is not far from its Scandinavian neighbours. On the one hand, this
confirms that Nordic citizens tended to cooperate with anti-Covid rec-
ommendations without stricter obligations being necessary. On the other
hand, this is not their exclusive feature, and Sweden is not really the cham-
pion of those behaviours, as the initial Tegnell quotation seemed to imply.
Several other, also unexpected, countries are characterised by such a pre-
emptive style, or belong to the right panel of the graph in which voluntarism
can be magnified by a more active compliance with any stricter regulation.
Amongst them, for example, are two Baltic countries, Estonia and Latvia,
plus an East-European one, Bulgaria. Irish policy-takers followed this

Figure 3. Map of policy-taking styles during the pandemic (with 95 per cent confidence
intervals).
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prototype of cooperative attitude, while the United Kingdom turned out to
be the clearest example of proactive style.

Western Europe is certainly very heterogeneous on the x-axis, with Luxem-
bourg being similar to the United Kingdom – its small size being already con-
trolled for in the regression model – Germany and, to a lesser extent, the
Netherlands characterised by an obedient style of policy-taking, and Switzer-
land, France and Austria with median levels of appropriateness and also a
close-to-median amount of consequentiality. Southern Europe, on the con-
trary, is mostly differentiated on the y-axis, with a high utilitarian and obedi-
ent logic for Portugal, the opposite for Malta, and the other countries
somewhere in between, but with Greece and Italy with low levels of appro-
priateness, while Spain shows relatively higher levels of pro-activism.
Finally, compared to the other regions, the policy-taking behaviours of
East-European citizens seem less determined by policy constraints – they
are mostly located in the bottom part of the plot – and mix attitudes in
terms of cooperation.

Because of the construction of the plot, with positions relative to the
respective median values on each dimension, each portion of the graph is
populated by some countries, including the antagonistic quadrant, which
contains countries like Poland, Slovenia and Hungary. However, this does
not mean that in those nations there has not been any reduction in mobility,
either as consequence of containment policies or as self-decision; rather, it
means that the magnitudes of those reactions were systematically lower
than elsewhere, as highlighted also by the confidence intervals close to the
respective country labels. At the same time, while there are clear examples
of the prototypes of cooperative and pro-active policy-taking – Finland and
the United Kingdom, respectively – this does not happen for the other two
quadrants, which comprise a range of countries, but not one of them
neatly in the corner of the respective quadrant.

Conclusion

Policy-taking affects the final implementation and performance of public pol-
icies. As suggested already by Levi (1997, p. 17), ‘compliance represents a
behavioural response of citizens that is likely to have an effect on the sub-
stance of government policy’, with different compliance dynamics affecting
backwards the choice of policy instruments in different contexts. At the
same time, the effectiveness of similar policy tools crucially depends on the
environment in which they are applied, and this also because of the
different responses of policy-takers. Whilst this claim should not be over-
stated, leaving no steering capacities to policy-makers, it is evident that, in
many circumstances, counting or otherwise on the cooperation of the final
target population of a policy can make a large difference.
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In its decision not to rely on more coercive means, the Swedish Public
Health Agency was probably aware of what it could expect in terms of adher-
ence to its recommendations, with the national political culture and public
trust furnishing the appropriate environment for a more liberal anti-Covid
strategy. While ‘nudging’ turned out to be insufficient (Gordon et al., 2021;
Pierre, 2020), our analysis confirmed that the cooperation of policy-takers
was an important component of Swedish and, more generally, Nordic
policy dynamics. On a more general note, other scholars recognise that
little ‘is known about how compliant citizens have been with specific govern-
ment policies, and why, during the pandemic’ (Anderson & Hobolt, 2023,
p. 302). While a comprehensive understanding of compliance dynamics
cannot avoid an in-depth investigation of different policy interventions in
different contexts, the comparative design of our research helps move
beyond any idiosyncratic understanding of specific country studies, locating
each nation’s response model within the wider European context.

This analysis fits into the broad field of governance studies investigating
the importance of the web of relationships linking public and private sub-
jects. More specifically, it contributes to the recent revival in the study of
policy-making styles, combining Richardson’s original intuition with the
different phases of the policy process and of its multiple protagonists
(Howlett & Tosun, 2021). In that recent literature, which has also made an
important contribution to the analysis of national responses to the Covid-
19 emergency (Zahariadis et al., 2022), there was still a gap concerning
policy-taking styles during the implementation stage. In this regard, this
article has first proposed a typology solidly based on March & Olsen’s
(2006) institutional logics, and then, taking advantage of Google mobility
data, empirically mapped the styles with which policy-takers have reacted
to anti-Covid work regulations in 29 European countries.

Mobility data have been used for many different purposes in studies on the
pandemic’s dynamics, but to our knowledge this is the first time that they have
been employed to investigate policy-taking styleswithin a new coherent frame-
work. Policy styles are usually approached using a qualitative and interpretative
approach, while here we have operationalised the dimensions of our typology
by profiting from the coefficients of a series of panel regressions. This has
enabled us to estimate the averagepolicy-takers’ styles, togetherwith the confi-
dence intervals of that national position. One limitation of this empirical
approach is that it is very much policy-specific, and while the typology as
such can be applied to other sectors and situations, its operationalisation
would require a different research design. Furthermore, although the research
reported in this article depended on the measurement of a series of micro-indi-
vidual behaviours, the analysis is clearly situated at the macro-level, as required
by the same conceptualisation of a national style of policy-taking.
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Reflecting on the origins of the diverse approaches shown by policy-takers
in different contexts goes clearly beyond the scope of this work, and rep-
resents an interesting research avenue for future research. For the moment,
we can only speculate about the range of potential causes and circumstances
that have favoured the emergence of different styles of policy taking. Starting
from the macro-level and proceeding towards more specific or micro-
founded approaches, it is possible to identify, in abstract terms, three
different explanatory scenarios.

The first scenario refers to a set of broad cultural predispositions, with
policy-taking styles been rooted in some persistent characterising trait of a
society. It is possible to date back this approach to the works of Alexis de Toc-
queville (1835), in which the self-governing democratic capacities of the
North-Americans also relied on what he called the ‘habits of the hearts and
minds’, which echoes the two dimensions – appropriateness and consequen-
tiality, affective and utilitarian – that originate our typology. Within the field
of public policy, a cultural turn has been advocated, amongst others, by
Aaron Wildavsky, who took stock from his previous work on risk perception
in different societies to advance a theory of preference formation (Douglas
& Wildavsky, 1982). Preferences and attitudes are endogenously produced
through continuous social interactions, so that ‘when individuals make
important decisions, these choices are simultaneously choices of culture-
shared values legitimating different patterns of social practice’ (Wildavsky,
1987, p. 5). Without conjecturing further around the possible overlaps
between his fourfold cultural categorisation and our typology, this approach
posits that ‘culture matters’ for many different political interactions, including
the relationship between citizens and norms (Ellis & Thompson, 1997).

This perspective allows very limited space for longitudinal cultural changes
(Inglehart & Baker, 2000), and thus finds many difficulties in accommodating
the idea of some, even slow-moving, transformations of policy styles (Richard-
son, 2022). A more flexible scenario could assume that the approach to policy-
taking somehow mirrors the style of policy-making. For example, cooperative
attitudes could be elicited by a more inclusive policy-making, while utilitarian
reactions could be fostered by the lack of any anticipatory problem-solving. In
fact, in the field of anti-Covid policies, there is a certain match between the
quantitative results of our policy-taking analysis and the qualitative explora-
tion of policy-making in the four European countries covered by the work
of Zahariadis et al. (2022). Greece’s reactive impositional style (Zahariadis &
Karokis-Mavrikos, 2022) seems to be the other side of the coin of the obedient
and instrumental attitudes reported in Figure 3. The British adversarial cen-
trifugal style (Exadaktylos, 2022) has relied on a mix of consequentiality and
appropriateness in its alternating fortunes in curbing the pandemic. The com-
paratively high average level of trust in the Nordic countries is reflected in
their shared cooperative policy-taking style depicted in Figure 3, and in the
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inclusiveness of their policy-making, which however coexists with a differen-
tiated approach to the pandemic: centripetal in the case of Norway (Sparf,
2022), and decentralised in the case of Sweden (Petridou, 2022).

A third explanatory scenario draws on a large set of experimental analyses
that demonstrate that unrelated individuals do not exclusively follow the
maximisation of their self-interest, but are capable of making altruistic contri-
butions to the production of public goods even when it is a costly behaviour
(Bowles & Polanía-Reyes, 2012). However, altruism, ethical preferences and
other social motivations are not fixed or exogenously given, but can
expand or shrink depending on how policies are framed. For example, incen-
tives can counterintuitively reduce cooperative behaviour and compliance by
‘crowding out’ social preferences and not being able to substitute them with
a sufficient amount of utilitarian conducts. While ‘putting a price on every
human activity erodes certain moral and civic goods worth caring’ (Sandel,
2013, p. 121), strict regulations as well risk to produce the same effect, with
mandatory behaviours reducing the willingness to comply voluntarily
(Schmelz & Bowles, 2022). The reactions of citizens to certain policies, the
balance between consequentiality and appropriateness, thus depends on
how those policies combine incentives and ethical guides. But even for the
same type of mix there could exist systematically different reactions depend-
ing on the context in which the policy is implemented. Experimental studies
seem to confirm that countries characterised by civic culture and rule of law
are those in which citizens are more likely to react cooperatively to the same
kind of stimulus (Bowles, 2016; Herrmann et al., 2008), and in the online
appendix we offer some evidence that also the coordinates of our map of
policy styles are partially associated to those factors.

The relevance of the focus on policy-takers extends well beyond the
specific case of anti-Covid policies. It is crucial for a large number of policy
measures whose success strategically depends on a series of micro-behav-
ioural adaptations that are difficult to monitor, expensive to supervise, and
often inconvenient to enforce systematically. Sorting household garbage,
respecting speed and parking limits, obeying smoking bans, paying bus
fares, and a myriad of other individual actions are dictated by policy prescrip-
tions typically associated with specific control measures and economic sanc-
tions. However, the specific balance between fines and moral suasion,
between reliance on monitoring activities or public reprobation is a delicate
choice of which any national or local policy-maker is well aware.

The sensitivity to different mixes of enforcing instruments has a lot to do
with the logics of conditionality and appropriateness on which we have
based the proposed typology of policy-taking styles, and it says a great
deal about the feasibility and effectiveness of the varying combination of
policy tools. Furthermore, also the fine-tuning of one single measure is not
extraneous to those logics. Consider information, for example: survey and
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experimental data have shown that the spread of more information increased
compliance with the mask mandate in the United Kingdom during the pan-
demic (Anderson & Hobolt, 2023). Yet the content and type of the evidence
provided may trigger diverse reactions in different social environments.
Increasing the awareness of individual risks may be the purpose of providing
information where consequentiality characterises policy-taking behaviours,
whereas preserving collective wellbeing and the health of the community
could be the focus of public campaigns where appropriateness prevails.

These types of concern help reflect on the behaviours of European citizens
in a period in which most democratic countries have lifted mandatory con-
straints. The necessity to enter a new phase of normalcy, in which citizens
will have to cohabit with the virus without policy-makers imposing lock-
downs, strict regulations and sanctions, requires widespread awareness of
the consequences of non-cooperative behaviour. Past experiences seem to
indicate that policy-takers will react differently to the freedoms that they
have regained.

Notes

1. The overall average of the Swedish daily stringency index of anti-Covid policies
for the whole of 2020 and 2021 was equal to 51.6, and ranged on the 100-point
scale from a minimum of 5.6 to a maximum of 69.4. For Norway the average was
48.8, for Denmark 50.1 and for Finland 43.6 (Hale et al., 2021).

2. The two rationales werewell exemplified in a political exchange that happened in
Westminster in September2020.DuringadebateonCovid-19, PrimeMinisterBoris
Johnsonwas criticized regarding the inefficiency of the British ‘test and trace’ anti-
Covid policy compared to the German and Italian one. He answered that ‘there is
an important difference between our country and many other countries around
the world: our country is a freedom-loving country. (…) It is very difficult to ask
the British population uniformly to obey guidelines (…). What we are saying
today is that collectively, the way to do that is for us all to follow the guidelines’
(Hansard, House of Commons, 22 September 2020, vol. 680, col. 814). There is a
subtle but important difference between the two words in italics, which echo
our understanding of March & Olsen’s (2006) institutional logics.

3. The coexistence of multiple institutional logics has been recently discussed also
by Michel et al. (2022), although in their analysis the interplay of separate logics
depends on the possibility that multiple actors have different understandings of
their role in the policy process.

4. This attitude is the precondition for any effort of ‘collaborative governance’
(Ansell & Gash, 2007; Emerson et al., 2011), whose theoretical framework
usually focuses on political and administrative actors up to street-level bureau-
crats, but only marginally includes citizens-state interactions (Jakobsen et al.,
2019).

5. When we refer to mobility habits, our only concern is the overall level of move-
ments, and we cannot discriminate between different means of transport.
Where possible, many citizens have probably modified also the latter during
the pandemic, but that alone would not affect the overall permanence at the
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workplace, which is the quantity captured by Google data and sufficient for our
research design.

6. The list of 29 European nations comprises Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia,
Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands,
Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzer-
land, and the United Kingdom.

7. A Hausman test confirmed that random effects were to be preferred over fixed
effects, while a Breusch and Pagan test showed that they were also to be pre-
ferred over a standard OLS regression. Similar results were obtained also using
panel-corrected standard errors.
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