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1. The issue, its relevance and its shape

Policy change is an issue ranking high in many governmental and academic agendas,
especially in the old common Europe. Face to the problems of economic growth that since the
1970s affect many countries, policy change is expected to maintain, if not to improve, citizens’
affluence and the availability of resources for enforcing social equity, however defined. Especially
after Hall's seminal work, this implies to focus on the change of the paradigm that lies beyond
public policies: Namely, as the relevant paradigms for growth-oriented policies are economic, on
the shift from demand-sided to supply-sided frameworks of reference.

At stake here there is the kind of responses governments are supposed to give to harming
pressures and shocks (fiscal protests and public expenditure sustainability, currency and financial
crises, stagflation, demographic trends, international accounts and ratings); what from the supply-
side and the New Public Management revolutions onward has been taken for proper and
successful is the dismissal of the old national public bureaucracies to make room for competition
and market logics in producing and delivering as many goods as possible —with the corollaries of a
restructured and lower fiscal burden, and sound management of prices and currency. Hence,

DEFINITION 1. A paradigm shift is the radical change in the way to produce and
deliver “public” goods®, and the consistency of this change in the presiding policy
regimes as guaranteed by the common reference to a normative framework.

The uneasiness of the current shift is believed here to mainly depend on the fact that,
moving relevant parts of public policymaking from State-owned monopolies backed by public
finance out to competitive (quasi-)markets, it implies a complete re-definition of the citizenship
pact, as Dahrendorf explained in the late 1980s. At its heart, now, the national political community
for which Musgrave and Keynes coupled political and social entitlements has in principle been
substituted by the open society of individuals to whom economic entitlements allow to accede
markets, while governments’ main responsibility still consists in correcting market failures, but by
carefully designing and running competition, not by replacing it with command over producers
and encompassing planning, as in the past.

2. Questions with an answer

Consistently with the concerns of knowledge usability, many of the works developed since
the late 1980s aim to understand how such a change happens.

By and large, they hence focus on the triggering dynamics in key national policies (the
budgeting and the administrative ones, as key indicators of the shift away from the ‘big
government’ logics; but also substantial policies, especially where the provision of public goods
has gone market, from TLC to public utilities to some welfare provisions) and in leading countries
because of their successful innovations of policy tools and delivery architectures (mainly, and not
by chance, the NPM countries: UK, US, Denmark). Their findings usually feed the meso- and
micro-level theories of institutional change, refining the hypotheses about the actors, relations
and resources essential to ignite such path-breaking processes: policy entrepreneurs, policy ideas
and windows of opportunities, as in the multiple stream approach; “positive spillovers” in
spreading the attention for policy problems and frames, as in the punctuated equilibrium theory;

* The term is here in quotes as far as a) after the revolution of the new institutional economics, for
which the Musgravian non-rivalry is just the result of ill-defined property rights, the classic separation of
private from public goods is less meaningful; b) even keeping the Musgravian definition up, different
political systems recognized the status of “public” to a different range of goods. The adjective will then
be used here in a policy and constructivist meaning, to indicate the goods the provision of which is
framed as a collective problem deserving the intervention of public authorities.
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competition among social networks glued together by interests and normative beliefs, as in the
advocacy coalition framework, or the argumentative confrontation of discourse coalitions, as in
Fisher's theory; the erosion of existing “policy trusts” in the restructuring of interests and social
alliances, as in Richardson’s account of Europeanization based on policy communities. Notably,
rational-institutional reasoning seems to add nothing — not lastly because, as Arrow himself noted,
actors could mature expectations and figure out interests only in settings of clear rules, that is
exactly what a paradigm shift blurs.

Altogether, there hence seems to be a convergence of explanations toward a substantial
extra-institutional picture of actors mobilized from and around ideas able to catalyze a broad
consensus — eventually cleaved by the dilemmas of the endogenous vs. exogenous nature of
change, or of key actors’ learning vs. substitution in easing the change. What is understood is thus
exactly how the decision to change enters the governmental agenda, here promoting a different
range of solutions from the past.

3. Open questions

Although important, this seems only half the explanation for such a complex phenomenon
as an actual paradigm shift, for two reasons. First, a paradigm shift is a process affecting the whole
bulk of growth-related policies, and second, even in the most encompassing top-down designs
and the most centralized political systems, it is hard to find that a single decision determines the
shift of a complete policy. To have a paradigm shift, hence, means to have a coherent adding up of
many non-symbolic decisions during time, which becomes visible after the new regimes have been
put into place. Thus, the half explanation that partially seems gone missing has to do with the poor
results in the stabilization of the decision to change —i.e. the implementation of different policy
regimes, then the consistent restructuring of the expectations and behaviors of all the players
(implementers, stakeholders, policy takers) with the new rules.

On this point, the theories focused on decisions seem quite divided when taking the
problem into account. By one side, according to the punctuated equilibrium theory, the decision
for radical change seems to require a convergence in actors’ position of such a magnitude that
could not result but into a stable new order. By the other, the advocacy coalition framework allows
the reversal or the watering down of the decision during time, and this actually is the lesson from
many classical pluralist accounts of implementation, from Pressman/Wildawsky and Lindblom
onward, as well as the findings of many Europeanization studies when they recognize that EU
decisions are often resisted and captured by domestic and local implementation networks. But this
does not help to understand why the paradigm shift allowed by the voters’ majority does not
always result into keen compliance in implementation —i.e. under what conditions administrative
bodies, stakeholders and policy-takers can keep on with playing the old game, or their resistances
be democratically and effectively flattened.

4. A strategy to fill the gap

What instead can help to frame, although not to solve, the problem of change
stabilization is rational institutionalism, in its double focus on macro-constitutional and micro-
managerial design. According to it, it is rules that shape actors’ gaming: when they are ambiguous,
or badly enforced, they simply fail to re-orient expectations, and to exclude those interests, claims
and courses of action that refuses to meet the logic of the paradigm. Their prescriptions focus on a
distribution of ‘political property rights’ among the assembly, the executive and administrative
bodies that at least decouples the decision for change (a matter of the assembly-executive
interplay) from the fixing of the operational details (a matter of the executive-administration
interplay). The twofold design leaves the responsibility for selecting a clear path out from the
ambiguities of the electoral will to the executive, and assigns the goal of consistent
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implementation to the rules that preside over its relation with administrative bodies. But, when
asked to identify what kind of delegation works better, again analysts split into those supporting
hierarchical mechanisms of control over the appointees’ discretional powers and then the policy-
takers behaviors, as far as the legitimacy of public action could not lay but back in the decisions of
the elected officials, as opposed those convinced that the legitimacy of public action largely rests
on its effectiveness, which is assured only if the bodies governing implementation are guided by
clear political goals and statutes but are then left autonomous and free to move throughout
pressures, so avoiding the capture from special interests (included the elected officials’).

The issue around which this theoretical cleavage revolves can sharpen the tools to
understand country variance in paradigm shift.

As the ideational turn in policy studies made out clear, it is ideas that assure the co-
ordination among actors in ambiguous setting where interests are of little or no use. In order to
institutionalize policy changes, the new paradigm’s principles should orient actors throughout the
whole policy process, from issue shaping to implementation. But while the entrance of the actual
new ideas into governmental agenda are described as quite insensitive to the institutional
hardware of the ‘input side’ (NPM and supply-side economics solutions having been supported in
both consensual and Westminster, presidential and parliamentary democracies, and by
governments of different colors over the last decades), the same is not for the ‘output side’, where
the administrative rules, behaviors and organizations are exactly the bones of a paradigm shift,
the part of the political system that should change in order to have new production and delivery
systems (as isomorphic phenomena in administration, the last of which is the ‘agency fever’
reported in the 1990s, seem to indicate). Just to set agencies, however, does not imply to keep the
process hooked on the new ideas: There could easily be new organizations in administration
following old logics, as well as executives forced to give up reforms by swings in voters’ moods or
by pressures from unhappy stakeholders for whom There However Is Alternative; moreover, there
could be a textbook adoption of “learned lessons” with little regard to the context and hence the
(poorness in) effects.

The difference here is instead supposed to lie in the way the players in the policy field are
induced to behave because of the checks they have to pass —in other words, the kind of
accountability they are required, or value most. And this for the double reason that the constraints
really active in a field are what shapes the players’ behaviors, and that, according to the laws of
cybernetic, any control system is also a working model of the controlled system. When put in
place, hence, a paradigm shift should imply a coherent change in the possible ways policy actors
are made accountable (procedural correctness as in the tradition of the Court des Comptes,
auditing, or evaluation; formal compliance, efficiency without questioning the appropriateness of
decision contents, or efficacy and the inquiry of the quality of the overall process toward
outcomes: see Clarke 1999), while the distribution of the duties of accountability, and of the rights
to be given account (to voters, to taxpayers, to users), could cast new lights on the democratic
features of the political systems where the change has occurred.

After this long journey, the main positions held here and deriving from definition 1 are:

POINT 1. A successful paradigm shift implies (a) a non-symbolic replacement in the
mechanisms to produce and deliver “public” goods, (b) the consistency of the change
in the policy regimes presiding on the new mechanisms, as assured by the reference
to a single normative framework over time.

POINT 2. The consistency of paradigm shift over time is the consistency of the
political decisions to change policies, but also the consistency of their enforcement on
stakeholders’ and policy-takers’ possible resistances.
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Thus, the main logical consequences that the data should test are:

HP 1. A paradigm shift implies a shift in the modes key policy actors are made
accountable to whom.

HP 2. Given similar decisions for changes in delivery, the variance in change
consistency across countries is explained by the modes the key actors are made
accountable.

4. Evidences from EU-15: where to find them

Variations in new production and delivery systems are quite studied from international
think-tanks and monitoring organizations. A useful insight comes from the works of the OECD
Economic Department. In 2005, Conway, Janod and Nicoletti tried to make some sense out of the
variety of national designs of recently liberalized markets. By scoring market policies of a panel of
OECD countries in crucial times for liberalizations (1998 and 2003), they produced a quite
interesting picture (see graph 1 in Appendix) that shows how, beneath widespread convergence,
traditional NPM countries rank coherently high in both the dimensions of market-building,
followed by Denmark and in 2003 by Sweden, that altogether seem to represent some leading
example, while in the Eu-1g the “Club Méditerranée”, in spite of relevant moves toward the
leading group, still belongs to the laggards.

In order to test the hypotheses, to take the Eu-15 countries as initial panel allows to have
an ideal setting: although sharing many past institutional paths and being pressed toward
convergence in policy change (and paradigm shift: Hvinden et al. 2001) by their membership to the
EC/EU, they however vary as for both the degree of their markets’ internal stickiness and
openness, hence (following pluralist accounts) for the somehow “rightful” resistances of the policy
insiders to such a change. Moreover, the striking evidence that none of the Euro-area members
belongs to the leading group suggests to look for institutional causes of resilience, of which the
structure of accountability is taken as a reliable proxy.

The analysis would hence map and score different accountability models starting from
Furubo et al (2002), the British NAO's report on accounting institutions and practices in Europe,
and other sources, and see what correlations allow to say.

5. Expected results

The analysis is supposed to highlight the role that different modes of accounting and
evaluation play in stabilizing the paradigm shift: as a (more or less) meaningful discipline of whose
players’ behavior, and/or as a different arena where stakeholders, policy-takers, administrative
bodies and maybe executive bodies can clear their preferences up, align their framing, and fine-
tune the implementation design to make it viable without losing the nature of change —i.e. fixing
framing conflicts by argument and evidences, and allowing policy actors learning.

The results could then link the research to the questions raised by detractors of the neo-
liberal paradigm when accusing it for harming democracy because of the narrower range of
options it leaves to voters. This contribution could support the thesis for which the order that
results from the paradigm shift is instead ‘differently democratic’, as it recognizes the need for a
reauthorization of policy changes to come from the actors in the administrative field, in order to
balance and refine the amorphous consent expressed by vote without reversing it. This would
mean a different way for citizens to play political rights—not just as voters but also as those with a
stake in the concrete way a “public” good is (poorly) produced and delivered here and now-and to
deal with social conflict, in this way dispersed and at the same time attached to the concrete
problem.
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Appendix.

Graph 1. Conway, Janod, Nicoletti ‘s panel countries by inward-oriended and outward-oriented
market policies, 1998 and 2003
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Source: Conway, Janod, Nicoletti (2005: 28).
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My research interest centers on the institutional change supporting the neo-lib great
transformation that, since the 1970s, the political systems of Western countries have went
through, with different degrees of conviction, in order to meet old and new challenges —among
which the maintenance of a working international order.

To address such puzzle, mainly thanks to my extensive teaching experience at Unimi, |
came to rely on the policy studies’ toolbox and analytical lenses: When transformations are so
radical as a paradigm shift, it is very likely that the classic tasks of a political system remain the
same —i.e. to find binding solutions to common problems— but it has to be as well expected that
the instruments to deliver such solutions will change radically, and the underlying institutional
architecture with them. By promoting a process- and problem-based approach to political
systems, and by looking at these systems while in action, policy studies hence are here believed to
allow a better understanding of institutional changes. This way, the institutional structure as rules
and bodies for co-ordination becomes the dependent variable of a process (the policy cycle) for
coupling problems and solutions where actors and ideas are independent variables, and any kind
of rationality is theoretically allowed, from garbage can to synoptic optimality. This scheme is
deemed especially useful as far as, by framing institutional change as the result of a policy change,
it helps to grab and connect the whole set of relevant decisions for change wherever they have
been taken —from international to local levels— and independently from conventional jurisdictions.

Up to now, | developed this framework by focusing the levels of the EC/EU and the Italian
Regions, where the institutional effects of such transformation have been more visible, and as a
reflection on the shift —firstly normative— in the models of policymaking, from “old government”
(of concentrated knowledge) to “new governance” (of distributed knowledge).

The final ambition will be to demonstrate that, to the extent it is shaped around the “old
government” model, the classic way to think political systems is not anymore useful knowledge,
and that the questions of democracy raised about the common Europe are actually valid for
domestic institutional settings, too. Since the diffusion of non-majoritarian bodies in charge of key
decisions, there is enough evidence that assemblies and classical politics have lost much of the
effective relevance that classical political thinking used to recognize them; but efforts to force the
“new governance” models into legitimacy schemes of “old government” while maintaining the
current paradigm for growth equally seem to result into losses for the whole political community.
The paper | submitted is thus the attempt to refine hypotheses in search for the actual modes of
exerting political rights, hence of meeting the basic requirements of democracy, the “new
governance” order has already been experimenting.
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