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Abstract : Scholarship on social policy has recently emphasised the importance
of gradual processes of institutional change. However, conceptual work on
the identification of processes such as drift, conversion and layering has not
produced clear empirical indicators that distinguish these processes from one
another, posing major problems for empirical research. We argue that, in order
to improve the validity of its empirical findings, scholarship on gradual change
should – and can – pay more attention to issues of measurement and detection.
We then contribute to this goal by clearly articulating observable indicators for
several mechanisms of gradual institutional change and validating them against
extant empirical work on political economy.
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Introduction

In the last decade, studies of institutional change have increasingly moved
away from examining highly visible political processes and events. Rather
than focusing on major policy reforms or regime changes, there is
increasing attention to how ‘‘subterranean political processes’’ have
shifted social policies in the United States and other advanced indus-
trialized democracies (Hacker 2004; Mahoney and Thelen 2010; Streeck
and Thelen 2005). When strong financial regulations fail to adapt to
revolutionary changes in the market, for instance, their practical effect is
significantly weakened. Similarly, when an existing public education
system is forced to compete with private charter schools financed by the
state, it may cease to carry out the function it did before its competitors
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arose. However important they are, these processes of ‘‘policy drift’’ and
‘‘layering’’, respectively, cannot be readily tracked with the standard tools
for observing institutional change.

In this article, we argue that, in order to better identify, explain
and distinguish gradual-change processes from one another, scholars
should place a greater emphasis on the observable implications of these
processes, developing valid indicators out of systematised concepts
(Adcock and Collier 2001). Since the mechanisms posited by gradual-
change scholarship are not easily identifiable, the absence of clear
observable implications creates challenges for empirical research (King et
al. 1994). The utility of metaphors for institutional change is further
challenged if one wishes to adjudicate between multiple possible narra-
tives to describe an event or to test more general hypotheses about why a
class of events tends to occur. In spelling out empirical implications of
gradual-change processes, we do not claim to have provided a definitive
guide to these processes, nor do we claim that current empirical research
on these processes is invalid. However, by nominating clear observable
implications for several commonly invoked processes of gradual institu-
tional change (drift, conversion and layering), we hope to promote ‘‘visual
acuity and intellectual responsibility’’ (Tilly 2004, 597) in this field of
study, allowing scholars to carry out better empirical research as well as to
identify where the gaps in the gradual-change framework are.

Our argument proceeds in four parts. First, we discuss what we term
the Gradual Change Framework (GCF) and its contribution to histori-
cally rooted scholarship on policy change, as well as the absence of
empirical indicators for processes of change identified by this scholarship.
Second, we synthesise extant empirical research on four dimensions of
gradual institutional change (initial ambiguity, change-agent resources,
and institutional structures and outcomes) to produce a set of empirical
indicators that allow us to distinguish descriptively between processes
of gradual institutional change. Third, we validate our indicators by
testing them against two landmark works in the study of gradual change,
Kathleen Thelen’s How Institutions Evolve (2004), as well as Jacob
Hacker and Paul Pierson’s Winner-Take-All Politics (2010a). The
empirical research done in both of these works, we argue, generally
provides support for the claim that processes of gradual institutional
change can be distinguished from one another using the indicators we
develop here. Where the evidence provided by this research is more
ambiguous, our framework reveals possibilities for future empirical
research to substantiate arguments about gradual institutional change.
We conclude with a discussion of the stakes and implications of our
argument, contending not that metaphor and measurement are at odds,
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but rather that a clear and careful use of measurement will make for a
more compelling discussion of metaphors and mechanisms.

The challenge of detecting gradual institutional change

Though long a topic of interest in institutionalist research, the problem of
explaining institutional change developed into a coherent agenda through
the 2000s (North 1990; Blyth 2002; Campbell 2004; Streeck and Thelen
2005). Early scholarship on institutional change often assumed that social
and political institutions were generally stable, changing mainly under
conditions of major exogenous pressure in sharp, discontinuous and
visible breaks with the past. Responding to this claim, major works by
Thelen (2004), Streeck and Thelen (2005), Mahoney and Thelen (2010),
Pierson (2004, 2005) and Hacker (2004) have demonstrated that insti-
tutions may also shift without exogenous pressure, and do so gradually –
sometimes undetected – over hundreds of years.

As a result of these discussions, scholars have developed a multitude of
labels to explain the variety of channels through which institutions may
change gradually. Falleti and Lynch (2009, 8), for example, point to 14
such causal mechanisms, including conversion (redirecting old institutions
to serve new goals), layering (the construction of new institutions
alongside similar existing institutions), drift (institutional change through
policy inaction) and displacement (the dislodgment of an old institution
with a stable new one) (see also Streeck and Thelen 2005). These labels –
many of them metaphors – have improved the GCF in several ways. First,
they have drawn researchers’ attention to lesser-noticed features of the
political, social and economic landscape. Rather than focusing only on
overt policy action, concepts like drift have highlighted the way that
policy inaction can change policy outcomes by virtue of policymakers’
inability to respond to underlying shifts in the social and economic con-
text (Hacker 2004; Hacker and Pierson 2010a, 2010b). Second, since
these metaphors are broadly framed (rather than specific to each setting),
they can travel to other contexts to help explain processes of change in
multiple contexts. For instance, gradual-change metaphors can be
invoked to characterise the development of both legislatures through the
layering of multiple institutional designs over time (Schickler 2001), as
well as changes in the implementation of public policy regimes over time,
such as the layering of public policy institutions that encourage the
development of private markets for insurance and gradually pull away
support for pre-existing public programmes (Hacker 2002). More
recently, scholars have drawn from the GCF to explain the development
of an internal research market in the European Union (Chou 2012), as
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well as the Eurozone’s institutional response to the series of crises
beginning in 2007 (Salines et al. 2012). Yet, despite several calls for
greater attention to the operationalisation of these mechanisms across
contexts (Immergut and Anderson 2008; Falleti and Lynch 2009), the
utility of these approaches has largely remained heuristic.

Embracing these metaphors as labels for complex processes of change
poses a practical challenge: the mechanisms they refer to are largely
invisible. In contrast to the major changes associated with exogenous
shocks, such as the zeroing-out of institutional budgets or the creation of
novel packages of policy reform, we cannot view processes of layering,
drift and conversion so directly. None of these processes often invokes
direct budgetary shifts, and few involve formal changes to policy that are
visible in public legislation, administrative rules or judicial decisions. In
the absence of easily identifiable empirical indicators, how can one make
an argument about gradual institutional change?

An additional challenge is in the portability of these concepts, a central
goal of the GCF, and yet one that poses persistent problems. Mahoney
and Thelen (2010) attempt to address these problems in their edited
volume by further specifying the conditions that promote each type of
gradual institutional change. The project contributes to the GCF agenda
by discussing previously overlooked issues such as agency and the role of
structural features such as policy ambiguity or institutional veto points in
promoting certain types of outcomes over others. However, while speci-
fying in greater detail the conditions of gradual institution change,
Mahoney and Thelen (2010) and their contributors do not tackle the
underlying challenge of identifying institutional change; rather, their
framework merely adds layers of labels. The fundamental invisibility of
these processes remains unaddressed.1

The consequence of vague metaphors for processes of change, then,
appears sizable: even if we have well-developed theories of the channels
through which these invisible processes operate, we will not be able to
confirm or deny these causal claims with any confidence, nor will we be
able to say how certain we are about our descriptive analytical choices
(for instance, the choice to characterise the development of a particular

1 We acknowledge that Mahoney and Thelen (2010, 30) go to great lengths to describe the

processes of gradual institutional change, such as the identification of agents of change
(insurrectionaries, symbionts, subversives and opportunists). Even so, the authors provide little

in the way of clear empirical indicators to distinguish these types of agents from one another.

Rather, the elaboration of these types of actors remain at a heavily theoretical level, describing

actors as concepts, without providing additional detail about how to use observable behaviours
to identify agents of change.
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public institution as drift rather than conversion). The latter of these
problems – the problem of identifying social processes – is especially
immediate, because it concerns a basic challenge of social science
research: to produce useful analytical operationalisations of concepts that
can describe social processes.

Operationalising the GCF: observable indicators

Following a variety of scholarship on qualitative methodology (King et al.
1994; George and Bennett 2005; Collier et al. 2011), we argue that
invisible mechanisms can produce visible implications.2 In fact, by
creating an initial catalogue of the visible signs of these processes, we
think it is possible to begin to see the outlines of the mechanisms more
clearly, and eventually, to provide qualitative categorisations for the
universe of known cases of gradual institutional change (Adcock and
Collier 2001). Additionally, developing a set of observable indicators of
gradual institutional change might allow for a more fruitful discussion of
any remaining gaps in the GCF itself.

To locate the visible implications of gradual processes of institutional
change that would allow us to distinguish between them, we performed a
close reading of canonical literature describing processes of conversion,
layering and drift.3 Based on the authors’ descriptions of each process, we
were able to contrast these mechanisms with respect to four indicators:
(1) initial institutional ambiguity or malleability, (2) the way in which pre-
existing institutions structure change, (3) the particular resources of
change agents and (4) the outcome of institutional change. Table 1 lays
out four indicators for distinguishing between processes of gradual
institutional change.

After developing these indicators, we evaluated them against extant
empirical scholarship on gradual institutional change, establishing
an initial sense of the content validity of our approach (Adcock and
Collier 2001). It is worth emphasising that these indicators do not imply
strict rules of necessity or sufficiency. Rather, they are meant as an
incremental and additive set of indicators to guide empirical classification
of processes and to establish the level of certainty in a given analytical
choice.

2 We follow Elster (1989, 3–10) in suggesting that most mechanisms in the social sciences

tend to be invisible but recoverable with empirical indicators.
3 Though we reviewed a variety of literature, Mahoney and Thelen’s (2010) broad-ranging

literature review became central to our analysis. For the sake of space, and because it is a
residual category in their study, we leave out a discussion of the process of displacement.
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Table 1. Empirical indicators for processes of gradual institutional change

Drift Conversion Layering

Initial institutional ambiguity or

malleability:

Low High High

Institutional structures induce

change through:

Path dependence, creating

status quo bias

Granting actors discretionary

capacities to alter institutional

meanings

Coupling of multiple institutions;

differential growth

Change agents must have access to

discretionary, intellectual or

material capacities to:

Keep institutional updating

off of the policy agenda

Manipulate interpretation of

institution’s rules

Sponsor and carry out modest

changes or propose marginal

amendments

Final institutional outcome: Institution must not change,

but institutional outcome

post-drift must not be

similar to institutional

outcomes pre-drift

Institution post-conversion must

be functionally different than

institution pre-conversion

Initial institution must change and

should become similar to the

institution that was layered on

top of it
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As incrementally more evidence on a case seems to confirm the existence
of one process versus another, then, our framework allows researchers
to classify that process as the one that ‘‘best’’ describes the observed
phenomena and to do so with a high level of certainty. As the evidence
becomes less confirmatory of the existence of one process, however, it
may lead researchers to be more refined in their attempts at classification
and more cautious in the level of certainty they report. We illustrate how
our indicators allow analysts to distinguish more definitively between
processes below.

Initial institutional ambiguity or malleability

One major difference between processes in the GCF is whether institutions
change despite or because of the clarity with which they were designed. One
way to assess the clarity of initial institutions is to examine the constraints
imposed by the rules that comprise an institution. Compare, for example, a
policy with a number of statutory constraints (say a categorical grant from
the federal government to cities to establish highly specialised mental health
facilities) to one those with few (say, a block grant, which provides funds to
cities to ‘‘improve mental health’’). Though the first may contain some
ambiguities as Sheingate (2010) claims exist in all formal rules, it is clear
that the second embeds within it significantly more ambiguity, in part
because of the lack of rules that constrain action. The GCF claims that
varying degrees of ambiguity embedded in institutional rules lead to different
types of institutional change; highly ambiguous institutional rules elicit
change through layering and conversion, while less ambiguous institutions
elicit change through drift.

Ambiguous institutions – with few constraining rules – provide an
opportunity structure for groups that suffer losses in a given institutional
settlement to recast institutional goals. As extant research on social policy
confirms, information about initial institutional ambiguity itself can help
us distinguish between two groups of processes rather than each process
individually. In processes of conversion and layering, institutions with
highly mutable or ambiguous rules allow losing groups to reinterpret
policy goals either because of their discretionary resources (conversion)
or because of their ability to marshal other resources to propose new
institutional solutions alongside old ones (layering). In particular, research
shows that ambiguous statutory language can allow groups to reshape
institutions to fit their preferences. Howell (1992), for instance, recovers
evidence of conversion (without specifically labelling it as such) in French
industrial relations reform through a close reading of laws and a legis-
lative history of these enactments, which demonstrates that ambiguous
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statutory language permitted political parties of the right and left
to implement industrial relations policy differently without formally
changing the rules.4

Research on social policy development also shows that layering is
marked by initial institutional ambiguity. As Henig’s (2008) work on the
emergence of conservative strategies to retrench US secondary education
programmes created in the 1960s shows, actors hoping to reform edu-
cation depended upon ambiguities in the initial design of the programme,
which both created funds for public education as well as tools to assess
and hold the public education system accountable, placing it in tension
with privatised alternatives from the beginning. Conservatives – Henig
colourfully reveals using internal strategy memos – referred to the coali-
tion built by these statutory ambiguities as the ‘‘Education Blob’’ (p. 298).
As with the reforms discussed by Howell (1992), the ambiguity contained
in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act is not absolute; it was
clear to all observers that the purpose of the reforms was to create
new funding opportunities for public schools. However, the reforms’
provisions on evaluation were vague, permitting some uncertainty about
whether or not the laws’ authors intended public schools to compete
directly with private alternatives. These tensions between funding and
performance evaluation permitted conservatives to propose the viability
(and even superiority) of private alternatives to the public system in the
1990s, using performance metrics to buttress their critiques of public
schools and their advocacy on behalf of voucher programmes.

Drift, the remaining process of institutional change that we elaborate
on, is distinguished from conversion and layering by having more
explicit institutional formulations, which make it more difficult for agents
of change to remould rules internally to fit their goals. When rules are
firmer – either due to plainer, less malleable language or to fewer internal
contradictions – they may be less vulnerable to structural mutation, and
agents of change may have a difficult time manipulating them to their
advantage. Unambiguous initial institutions can thus result in change
through drift, in which precise institutional rules do not adapt to changing
social and economic contexts.

Marmor (2000), for instance, recovers evidence of drift in retiree health
insurance policy in the United States by demonstrating a gradual shift
away from specific goals of broad-based coverage enshrined in Medicare’s
enacting legislation. To demonstrate the specificity of Medicare policy at

4 See also Dodds and Kodate (2012) for a discussion of vague initial rules, as opposed to
multiple co-extant rules.
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the outset, Marmor not only details its statutory basis but also illustrates
differences between understandings of the law possessed by Medicare’s
enacting coalition and political coalitions that ultimately refused to update
the policy to adapt to changing economic circumstances (pp. 151–157).
Without a doubt, providing evidence to evaluate an institution’s initial
ambiguity is difficult. Legislative history is, however, one of many ways to
reveal whether or not multiple audiences perceived a given institution in
the same way. As the research presented here suggests, understanding
which processes of institutional change are likely to be at work depends
critically on our ability to discover how an institution appeared at the
time of design.

How institutional structures induce change

Existing institutions are critical to processes of institutional change, because
they create differential opportunities for defenders of the status quo to veto
proposed alterations and afford actors opportunities to exercise discretion in
initiating those changes. The way these structures work to shape actor
motivations and resources (and the evidence required to satisfy them) differ,
however, across change processes, permitting us to use evidence about how
institutions work as a way of demarcating processes from one another.

Drift is induced when path-dependent features of institutional design –
whether the result of collective action problems associated with updating
an institution, dense interest group environments that may make coor-
dination on change difficult to accomplish or the adapted expectations
of policy makers – prevent actors from easily updating an institution
(Pierson 2004). We can establish that drift has occurred in a given case by
looking at the difficulties faced by institutional reformers. Updating
institutions to reflect current exogenous environments is most likely to be
difficult in institutions where high numbers of veto points make assem-
bling a coalition for institutional change difficult (Immergut 1992; Cox
and McCubbins 2001; Tsebelis 2002) or when actors with a high level of
discretion over the administration of a given policy oppose updating it to
reflect current exogenous environments. Thus, when institutional change
occurs in environments that are dominated by such identifiable veto points, it
is reasonable to suspect that drift may be at work. By contrast, when few
veto points are identifiable, we may be able to rule out the process of drift as
a characterisation of the case.

Conversion, by contrast, implies that the institution in question is
‘‘open’’ or ‘‘susceptible’’ to manipulation by change agents who can alter
its meaning. As with drift, the visible signs of conversion are the institu-
tional designs that generate it. As noted in Table 1, institutions generate
conversion by containing ambiguous meanings for essential rules. In
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practice, institutional ambiguity is present in a variety of forms. One of
the more common forms, however, is that of an institution with multiple,
non-complementary logics or goals. Howell (1992), for example, finds
evidence of how institutional structures induce conversion by highlighting
two competing logics of France’s Auroux labour reforms, which both
sought to induce collective bargaining processes and self-management by
workers (autogestion) supported by right-leaning parties. Since these two
goals co-existed in the language of the law, the implementation of the
reform fluctuated between the two depending on which party was in
power. Howell’s argument is strengthened by detailed, case study evidence
of how shifts in party led to shifts in on-the-ground policy implementation
without formal updates to the law.

Layering can be distinguished from the above processes, because it
occurs as the product of institutional interaction. As Schickler (2001)
highlights, layering occurs when one institution directly challenges
another parallel institution, wearing away support for that institution
over time. A good example of how layered institutional structures induce
change is again provided by Henig’s (2008) work on the transformation
of public education. Henig shows that layering took the form of new
institutional alternatives to public education, such as voucher pro-
grammes at the state and local level, which developed after the crafting of
secondary education reforms but in the absence of formal revisions to
federal policy. Importantly, the existing institutional structure did not
dismantle public education wholesale. Rather, it placed it into direct
confrontation and competition with private alternatives, much to the
system’s detriment. This type of process clearly distinguishes layering
from conversion and drift. In Henig’s case, institutional change occurred
through the development of clear alternatives to existing public policies
rather than by the failure of reformers to update those policies or via a
gradual shift in the meaning of those policies over time, which he illus-
trates vividly with evidence of the timing of institutional changes in both
public and private education sectors.

How agents initiate change: motivations and resources

Another theoretical advance in the GCF is its recognition of ‘‘change
agents’’, individuals motivated by their desire to alter institutional struc-
tures and facilitated by the resources they possess to change those struc-
tures. Generally speaking, agents should initiate institutional change
when they possess enabling resources. However, as a reading of the
empirical literature makes apparent, these resources differ substantially
across processes of institutional change.
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With drift, change agents try to preserve an existing institution by
blocking attempts to adapt it to changes in the external social or eco-
nomic environment. To do this, agents must possess discretionary, intel-
lectual or material resources to keep updates off the agenda. Evidence of
drift, then, can be recovered in several additional different ways. Most
importantly, drift presumes the existence of agents who occupy formal
institutional positions with decision-making discretion, empowering them
to act to alter an institution’s trajectory. Moreover, in this capacity, they
must keep off the agenda updates to the existing institution that are
proposed by ‘‘institutional defenders’’ who want to preserve the existing
institutional design against erosion. If such agents do not possess formal
institutional discretion, however, other resources must be in place to permit
them to enact drift. For instance, such change agents may possess material
resources (e.g. interest group mobilisation capacity) that give them access to
and influence over those with formal discretion. Alternatively, change agents
may possess intellectual resources such as scientific authority that allow them
to rationally persuade those with discretion that updating a given institution
is not technically feasible (Espeland 1998).

A good example of how change-agent behaviour can reveal the process
of drift is provided by Carpenter’s (2010) work on financial reform during
the Obama administration. As Carpenter’s evidence on legislative and
executive decision-making shows, a number of reform proposals that
plotted course corrections for regulation of complex financial products
(those excluded from the category of ‘‘plain vanilla’’ products) were kept
off the agenda by conservative Democrats whose pivotal votes dictated
the shape of reform bills during committee markup in both houses of
Congress. Committee staffers, seeking to appease these members, deleted
new regulations from evolving legislation. In addition to these actors with
formal discretion in Congress, Carpenter’s evidence on actions taken by
economists at the Federal Reserve also shows that actors in control of
reputation-conditioned legitimacy in the policy realm can also keep issues
off the agenda. In the case of financial reform, economists in government
agencies – with a disciplinary agenda that precluded imposing regulations
in places where clear market failures could not be identified – helped to
seal the fate of a number of financial reform proposals by failing to
consider them at all.

During the process of conversion, agents of change also tend to be
motivated to refashion an institution, albeit not through formal revisions,
but instead through the manipulation of mutable institutional meanings.
To do this, agents must either possess discretionary resources to change
the meaning of a given institution or have material or intellectual capa-
cities that give them access to discretionary agents with the ability to
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manipulate the meaning of a given institution. As with drift, arguments
about conversion usually depend on agents with power to change insti-
tutions after their enactment. However, conversion can be distinguished
from drift because we are not looking for agents with the ability to keep
issues off the agenda. Rather, we are looking for agents who can change
the meaning of institutions themselves.

Teles’ (2008) work on the mobilisation of conservative lawyers and
legal scholars provides an example of how agents are mobilised to convert
existing institutional meanings. Conservatives, Teles argues, faced a major
challenge to altering liberal legal institutions: law schools and the orga-
nised bar possessed a ‘‘still-powerful liberal understanding of rights’’ (p.
2). To combat this understanding, conservative entrepreneurs poured
their resources into the development of institutions for the study of
law (such as academic programmes in Law and Economics) that shifted
the understanding of rights among legal intellectuals and Washington
lawyers. In doing so, these entrepreneurs hoped to gradually mutate long-
established legal doctrines until they were more in line with conservative
philosophy. As is consistent with Mahoney and Thelen’s description of
conversion, these agents seek not to push new policy alternatives, nor to
keep policy issues off the agenda, but to remake existing institutions
(in this case legal institutions such as canons of construction and inter-
pretation) from the inside out.

Layering, by contrast, is distinguished by the activation of change
agents who have the capacity to carry out modest programmatic changes,
which peel away public support from the extant institution. Their reasons
for creating new institutions may or may not be related to a desire of a
‘‘destructive’’ nature. Indeed, their efforts may not initially be perceived as
contributing to institutional opposition, though they often are. To engage
in layering, agents must have the resources to sponsor and carry out
modest changes at the margins of existing policies. This can include dis-
cretionary resources to propose and implement new institutions, material
resources to lobby on behalf of a new institution and intellectual resources
to rationally persuade discretionary agents that adoption and new
implementation of a new institution is necessary.

The mobilisation of agents in the service of institutional change through
layering is described especially well in Henig’s (2008) research on the
conservative reform of public education. Similar to work on layering by
Béland (2007), Henig provides evidence about the institutional position of
reform’s proponents. He effectively shows that the conservatives who
transformed public education institutions were already inside the educa-
tional establishment, serving as directors of state departments of education,
as part of the education bureaucracy during the Reagan presidency or as
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intellectuals in burgeoning conservative think tanks. These agents were thus
well disposed to propose and carry out alternative approaches to education
policy, using performance metrics to tell a story about a ‘‘failing’’ system of
public schools and approving experimental waiver programmes that per-
mitted private schools to compete more directly with the public system.
Rather than altering institutions from the inside out, change agents had the
discretion to make modest investments in new institutions in order to peel
away support from the extant system (Butler and Germanis 1983).

Institutional outcome

A final difference between the processes of institutional change highlighted
by the GCF is the eventual outcome of the process in question. Though
the implication of all of these theoretical processes is that a given insti-
tution appears highly dissimilar in its logic and operations than it did
before a process of change was undertaken, these outcomes differ in
important ways that require distinctive empirical indicators. We characterise
those indicators here.

The outcome of drift implied by the GCF is that, after social or
economic changes have occurred, an institution must fail to adapt to
changing circumstances. As such, the process of drift is recoverable
through a few different types of evidence. First, it could be signalled when
actors within a given institution (or those observing it) acknowledge that
the state of the world has changed, but the institution has not ‘‘kept pace’’
with changes. Though these statements are often the product of political
strategy, public rhetoric can still tell us quite a bit about how policy
makers and the public perceive the status of a given institution (Mayhew
2002). Second, drift is clearly signalled when new patterns of social or
economic behaviour (e.g. rising inequality) occur and would not have
occurred if the counterfactual condition of a policy reform had been met.
In other words, since we can assume that policies have effects on social or
economic behaviour (Pierson 2004), changes in this behaviour that would
be unlikely under a counterfactual reform scenario are valid indicators of
drift. Particularly extreme forms of this behaviour include regulatory
failures (e.g. the 2008 financial crisis) resulting from a failure to take into
account new risks (Goldin and Vogel 2010).

By contrast, the process of conversion can result in an institution being
implemented differently ‘‘on the ground’’ after its meaning has been
manipulated by actors with discretion. Thus, there are several types of
evidence that are confirmatory of conversion. First, conversion could be
signalled by the differential application of policies or procedures in a
given institution over time. For instance, if frontline bureaucrats, over
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time, come to understand their responsibility to client populations that
were not originally included in statutory or administrative rules, this
signals some evidence of conversion. An example of this process can be
found in the work of Pressman and Wildavsky (1973), which describes
how city officials involved in implementing federal urban policy in the
1960s shifted the pool of intended policy beneficiaries away from those
discussed in statute (the impoverished) and towards other client bases
(powerful political interests in urban areas).

Second, conversion might be signalled through the differential defini-
tions of policy goals expressed by political and administrative actors.
For instance, when political and administrative actors no longer saw
the Tennessee Valley Authority as the agent of the Roosevelt Adminis-
tration but of local economic interests, it is fair to say that a conversion of
its goals or purposes had occurred (Selznick 1949). Finally, conversion
might be signalled by the development of policy innovations (such as
monetary or normative incentives or technological instruments) that are
directed at different purposes over time. For instance, as social welfare
programmes began being deployed as a means of discipline in the 1990s,
Soss et al. (2011) tracked substantial changes in the techniques used to
sanction clients.

Layering changes institutions by creating viable alternatives to the
original institution. Its effects are distinctive from those of conversion
or drift, because it results in specific social, economic or political
adjustments that correspond with the alternative institutions that develop
later in time, rather than the changed implementation of a policy that
corresponds with new understandings of its initially ambiguous meaning.
In particular, layering results in changes in public support for a given
institution, differential growth of the old and new institutions and, finally,
the obsolescence or adaptation of the first. There are thus a variety of
distinctive observable implications of this process. First, as Esping-
Andersen (1990) and Hacker (2005) highlight, layering could cause shifts
in membership to a new institution, such as the decision by citizens to
supplement their public insurance with private insurance. Second, layer-
ing could cause shifts in elite support across layered institutions, as
in Esping-Andersen’s (1990) discussion of welfare-state dualism or
Rothstein’s (1998) study of customised private alternatives to social
insurance in Sweden, both of which demonstrate the feedback that can
occur when private alternatives are layered on public services. Third,
initial institutions could become obsolete, with gradual reductions in
funding or administrative support over time, as in Palier (2005) or Levy’s
(2005) studies of the liberalisation of French social policy. Otherwise,
public institutions may have to adapt to become like private institutions,
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as Henig (2008) suggests occurred when public schools began to borrow
techniques seen as ‘‘successful’’ in their private counterparts.

Assessing narratives of institutional change

The empirical indicators outlined above are only useful to the extent that
they can be verified against extant research on gradual-change processes.
Following the agenda of Adcock and Collier (2001), we validate our
framework by applying it to studies, invoking mechanisms of gradual
institutional change. In this section, we examine three cases that make use
of the GCF, drawing two from Thelen’s landmark 2004 study of gradual
institutional change in the German system of skills training, as well as
examining a more recent case of gradual institutional change identified by
Hacker and Pierson in Winner-Take-All Politics (2010). Since these texts
represent some of the most promising applications of gradual-change con-
cepts, examining them has the benefits of both providing a ‘‘critical test’’ of
the usefulness of our scope conditions and indicators and opening up new
lines of research on these subjects by students of gradual institutional change.

Studying these cases also illustrates the value of our method by high-
lighting where the research could go further in providing empirical evidence
for its claims about gradual institutional change. As we illustrate below, at
least one of the empirical implications we discuss here (initial institutional
ambiguity) has proved vexing for scholars to substantiate with data,
especially in the case of drift. By clarifying the empirical indicators of
gradual institutional change and showing where scholarship is at pains to
make the case for gradual institutional change, our approach has the
advantage of guiding future investigations of social policy rather than
merely critiquing existing work.

Conversion and layering in the development of German
skill-formation institutions

In her 2004 book, How Institutions Evolve, Thelen examines the origins
and development over time of skills training in Germany, Britain, the
United States and Japan. Thelen examines in detail the development of
skills-training institutions in Germany over a century, allowing her to
identify several mechanisms that have gradually shifted the institution
away from its original intention, actors and meanings. A central puzzle of
Thelen’s involves the German vocational training system: how did a
system that was initially anti-labour transform into a symbol of the
German social-democratic model? And how did a system originally
characterised by decentralisation develop into the German training system
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as we know it today – one known for its uniformity and standardisation?
Thelen identifies two mechanisms that explain the development of the
original Handicraft Protection Law into what was considered the German
model by the mid-twentieth century: layering and conversion (pp. 35–36).5

We examine each process separately below.

The layering of an industrial training system atop an artisan one. The
first major narrative presented in Thelen’s case study of the German
vocational system is that of the layering of an industrial skills training
regime atop the existing artisan (Handwerk) system developed in the
nineteenth century. Rather than create a training system from scratch,
industrial employers and organised labour created a system of skills
certification that ran parallel to the artisan system based in the nineteenth
century. However, as Thelen writes, the German training model ulti-
mately shifted ‘‘away from the decentralized artisanal system toward the
centralization, standardization and uniformity that are not considered its
core and defining features’’ (pp. 35–36).

How well do Thelen’s details of the change process correspond to the
observable implications that we argue suggest a process of layering?
First, Thelen’s discussion of the history surrounding the 1897 Handicraft
Protection Act depicts a law with clear statutory constraints endowing the
artisan sector with para-public authority to regulate and certify appren-
tices (see the first row of Table 1). While clear with respect to authority
over skills certification, the Act also unearthed a ‘‘negative space’’ with
respect to alternative skills-based organisations, enabling those organi-
sations to develop their own capacities so long as they did not encroach
on the rights granted to the handicraft chambers (pp. 50–52). The initial
omission reflected the initial mission of the Act whose designers, as
Thelen shows, were concerned not with skill training as a whole, but
rather with destabilising the growing political power of labour by placing
the authority to certify skills in the hands of artisans (p. 44). In short, the
empirical evidence Thelen provides in the form of legislative history
roughly fits the observable implications that we argue are likely to correspond
either to layering or to conversion.

As the second row of Table 1 suggests, for layering to be a likely driver
of change, we should also expect to observe conflicts occurring between
the original institution and the institution on which it was allegedly
‘‘layered’’ atop. Thelen’s account of the early years of development of the
industrial skills system shows that the parallel institutions often came into

5 Though we do not focus on it in our evaluation here, Thelen also highlights a process of
drift to explain recent challenges to the German system.
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contact, but does not provide evidence that the interaction was antag-
onistic. Rather, between unions’ desire to preserve their members’ skills
certification and competitive pressures between the machine industry and
artisan sector, there was a clear incentive for actors within the industrial
sector to ‘‘accommodate and in a sense work around that system’’ rather
than try to create an entirely new system (p. 41). Thelen does, however,
provide evidence of differential growth occurring between the artisan and
industrial sectors as a broader pattern of industrialisation takes form in
the twentieth century. Thus, without having to come into direct conflict,
broader contextual factors appear to have gradually eroded the power of
the artisan sector while simultaneously increasing the prominence of
industry. In a way, then, the change we observe corresponds to drift as
much as it does to layering.

Moving onto a discussion of the resources of change agents (in this case,
industrial employers and unions), however, pushes the balance of evidence
back in favour of layering (see the third row of Table 1). Thelen’s evidence
does not suggest that either of these agents sought to accomplish insti-
tutional change through inaction or that they did not have the resources
to alter the institutions more directly (both of these corresponding to
drift). Instead, Thelen shows that, once unions were granted the entry
(during the Weimar era) into the German skill system debate, they
sponsored modest amendments and attempted to preserve many existing
elements of the system (pp. 53, 62).

Finally, as the fourth row of Table 1 suggests, post-layering institutions
should not be similar to the pre-existing institutions. As of the 1920s, the
industrial training regime appeared layered alongside the traditional craft
system. However, in the post-war period, the interaction of these two
layers finally produced the institutional outcome Thelen alludes to: one
that was no longer decentralised in the handicraft tradition, but rather
characterised by ‘‘a much higher degree of standardization and uni-
formity’’ (p. 41). While the evidence conforms to what we should expect
to observe for a process of layering to be likely, there is some ambiguity
as to whether that last step to move towards a more standardised and
uniform skills training system was accomplished through layering or
required an agent to actively convert the institution in its final moments.
Here, Thelen’s account would be strengthened by considering whether
additional information might instead support the logic of conversion, at
least in completing the process of institutional transformation.

Vocational training from labour foe to labour friend. In contrast with
the evidentiary ambiguities of the first example, Thelen’s discussion of the
conversion of the training system into one that embraced labour as a key
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social partner is much clearer with respect to the observable implications
we presented. Thelen argues that, in addition to the layering of new
industrial training institutions alongside old ones, actors – once incor-
porated into the formal system – also engaged in the process of institu-
tional conversion, redefining the institution away from its aims of labour
exclusion towards a model that incorporated both industry and labour
as full partners. By 1969, these partners were able to shift the purpose of
the protections in place since the 1890s from a system aimed at labour
suppression to one that considered labour a vital administrative partner in
industrial skill formation. As with the previous example of layering, we
can also examine whether indicators for conversion would be met based
on the evidence provided in the narrative.

The first evidence we look for are indicators of how open the initial
institution was to renegotiation (refer to the first row of Table 1). In
addition to the contextual features of the 1897 laws discussed in the
previous section, Thelen draws on employer newsletters to illustrate
employers’ recognition of the ‘‘lack of specific legal grounding for
chambers in the area of vocational education’’, leaving the training system
highly mutable (p. 248). This evidence that the institution was open to
manipulation by change agents lends additional support to the argument
that conversion could be a likely driver of change, though as in the previous
case, these conditions also lend themselves to layering.

For conversion to be the driver of change, we would also expect the agents
themselves to have the resources and interest in manipulating these multiple
institutional meanings (as suggested in row three of Table 1). As Thelen
points out, employers capitalised on the legal ambiguities, incorporating
them into their rhetoric ‘‘in conflicts with unions over regulation of firm
based training’’ (p. 248). During the 1950s and 1960s, labour and employers
clashed about the meaning of skills training and the purpose of employer
self-governance, further suggesting that change agents had the capacity to
redefine existing institutions (pp. 251–253). Clashes over the purpose of the
skills training regime persisted through the debates leading up to the 1969
Vocational Training Act, with employers and labour maintaining different
interpretations of who should regulate skills, as Thelen demonstrates in her
coverage of the different rhetoric presented by each side (pp. 259–260).
However, as Thelen’s account suggests, the ability of the actors to reframe
the meaning of skills-certification institutions was as important as the
opening of a window in 1966 with the formation of a ‘‘Grand Coalition’’
between the CDU and the SPD (p. 260). It was in this context that labour
and employers gained the discretionary capacities to alter institutional
meanings (our third indicator), helping to produce institutional conversion.
Through the 1969 law, labour was converted into a ‘‘key pillar of social
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partnership’’ with management (p. 218), helping to solidify what we view
today as the key features of the German employment system (our fourth
indicator, as suggested in the last row of Table 1). The process by which
this happened largely corresponds to the observable indicators in Table 1
that correspond to conversion.

Drift and the politics of increasing inequality

In Winner-Take-All Politics, Hacker and Pierson (2010a) explain the rise of
increasing economic inequality in the United States including the hyper-
concentration of wealth at the top of the income distribution as the result
of changes in public policy as well as changes in the organisational basis
of politics. Where policy is concerned, the theoretical core of Hacker
and Pierson’s argument is centred on the mechanism of policy drift, which
helps to explain the shifting political fortunes of both organised labour and
business in the latter half of the twentieth century. To be sure, drift is not
the only mechanism at work in Hacker and Pierson’s account, but it is
the dominant mechanism that connects public policy to the rise of winner-
take-all economics. Here, we review one major narrative of drift used
by Hacker and Pierson and assess the extent to which the arguments put
forward by the authors correspond to the evidentiary standards we outlined
in the previous section.

Hacker and Pierson argue that changes in the organisation of the economy
alone cannot account for the extraordinary weakening of American labour
unions in the late twentieth century (pp. 56–62). In the 1960s, labour’s power
resources (measured by union membership) were particularly vulnerable
to the geographical relocation of industries to states with more repressive
labour laws (so-called ‘‘right to work’’ states). If policy makers had updated
industrial relations policies to adapt to this pattern of relocation, it is likely
that the propensity of an individual in the United States to join a union would
not have declined as precipitously as it did, and union power would have
remained a strong countervailing force against an increasingly aggressive
business lobby (a comparison to Canada is utilised here). Below, we briefly
review the extent to which Hacker and Pierson’s evidence in this narrative
meets the empirical standards indicated for drift outlined in Table 1.

First, where the lack of institutional ambiguity is concerned, it is not
exactly clear that the ex ante industrial relations policies like the National
Labour Relations Act were meant to protect union power. In fact, within
little more than a decade of its passage, this policy was formally updated
by the Taft-Hartley Act in ways that limited the interests of organised
labour, permitting states to enact right-to-work statutes that severely
curtailed union power (Gross 2010).
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Although it might be plausible that labour relations policy ‘‘drifted’’
away from a settlement that unambiguously favored labour, the authors
do not provide enough evidence to settle this score. If the authors were to
deploy legislative history to demonstrate that labour relations policy, even
in the wake of Taft-Hartley, was understood by a diversity of actors as
protecting the capacity of labour to organise politically and to show that, at
least at the outset, opponents of the act did not conceive of passing state-level
right-to-work laws, the claim that labour relations policy was an unambig-
uous settlement in favour of unions – from which the United States drifted
away over time – would be a more credible one. Thus, though the evi-
dentiary standard for the claim of initial specificity as a criterion of drift is
perhaps only partially met, the standards we highlight here help to suggest a
path for future research on this instance of institutional change.

Passing over the way in which policy designs induced drift, we turn to
the third indicator – change agents’ resources to keep updates to existing
policy off the agenda, as highlighted in the third row of Table 1. In the
case of industrial relations policy, the resources of actors who wanted
to forestall updates to the policy are clear: Hacker and Pierson
(pp. 131–132) effectively describe how, in 1978, a powerful coalition of
newly mobilised business groups (the Business Roundtable, the Chamber
of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers) poured
their resources into defeating updates to labour relations bills in the
Senate. Moreover, Hacker and Pierson discuss how deliberate choices on
the part of the President – who chose to focus his efforts on the Panama
Canal treaty – left updates to industrial relations policy in the dust.
Though it is apparent that labour’s allies in Congress (namely in the
House) recognised changes in the social and economic environment and
proposed labour law reforms, no changes were ultimately adopted. Where
resources are concerned, our evidentiary standards seem to be met in
Hacker and Pierson’s elaboration. The mobilisation of business interests is
a key part of Hacker and Pierson’s story. They vividly detail how the
manoeuvres of the newly mobilised business community – flush with
resources and outfitted by conservative think tanks – mobilised against
reforms that would have enhanced the National Labour Relations Board’s
ability to penalise corporations that violated labour laws, outspending
labour 3-to-1 on lobbying. To make this case, Hacker and Pierson present
evidence from participants in policy-making discussions, one of whom
claims that the approach of the business community had become more
aggressive. As one congressional aide claims, ‘‘I don’t think [business]
missed a single possible opponent of that bill in our state’’ (p. 131).

Finally, we must consider the institutional outcome that accompanies
drift as a true change in institutional performance compared to the
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pre-drift period (as suggested in the fourth row of Table 1). Shifts in social
or economic behaviour should, in other words, be traceable to the absence
of policy change and difficult to imagine in a counterfactual scenario in
which that policy had been adopted. Although in Hacker and Pierson’s
narrative of labour relations policy, the social and economic outcome in
question – a decline in union representation in the workforce – is certainly
a partial result of the absence of legislative change in the United States, it
is also hard to discount the contribution of a weak protective labour
policy ex ante, as well as the prevalence of state-level right-to-work sta-
tutes (pp. 56–61). However, Hacker and Pierson present no confirmatory
evidence that the absence of new labour relations laws is the most
important contributor to the outcome of declining union representation
that they see, even if they do present compelling evidence that decreasing
unionisation cannot be explained by economic changes alone (pp. 60–61).
Though assessing the effect of non-events is difficult in a statistical sense,
a more compelling account of drift would include, at the very least, a
consideration of a counterfactual scenario in which labour relations
policies that were updated would produce a more compelling portrait of
drift (George and Bennett 2005, 181–204).

Discussion

The analysis of the above empirical work provides us with four insights
into the quality of our approach to operationalising gradual-change
concepts. Our first finding is that the empirical research here hews fairly
close to the empirical standards we have set forth. For instance, despite
the authors’ uncertainty as to the initial ambiguity of the National Labour
Relations Act, there is little doubt that what Hacker and Pierson are
describing is drift and not conversion, layering or even displacement
(which we have excised from our discussion here). Similarly, the patterns
Thelen identifies with processes of layering and conversion are each
distinctive, although elements of drift do appear in the layering narrative.
More broadly, all of the forms of institutional change here can be
described as gradual: they occur over long swaths of time as the result
of initial institutional structures, the actions of change agents or the
combination of these factors with new exogenous pressures. Thus, we can
conclude that the general process characteristics developed by the GCF
can operate as analytical heuristics that help to simplify complex social
phenomena. However, the inconsistencies we found force us to suggest
that applying these heuristics demands clear operational strategies and
creative thinking about how to deploy research techniques to meet what
seem like challenging evidentiary standards.
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Second, we find a few inconsistencies between the empirical work and
our indicators. For instance, as has been clear throughout each of the case
studies, initial institutional ambiguity is difficult to identify, not only
because ambiguity itself is difficult to measure, but also because, in
complex environments, it is sometimes difficult to identify which institution
is the relevant one. This is a problem that we believe can be rectified by using
techniques to better identify institutional ambiguity, which we identified
above, and by the empirical researchers’ creation of an inventory of initial
institutional designs to which eventual institutional change can be traced.
Here, we think the technique of process tracing discussed by George and
Bennett (2005) may be helpful. Again, however, only by developing clear
empirical standards against which to test claims of gradual institutional
change can we better differentiate between processes like drift, conversion
and layering.

Third, with respect to the inconsistencies we recovered in the identification
of change-agent resources, finding evidence on these points may be some-
what more difficult than researchers realise initially. Discovering evidence of
institutional meanings and change-agent resources, for example, may require
delving into private documents rather than public statements and, even then,
may require the additional development of indicators that should be found in
these statements if these hypotheses are true. As such, the task of developing
or adopting techniques of actor-centred history is one that researchers of
gradual institutional change should undertake in the future (Bensel 2004;
Canaday 2009). With respect to resources, finding evidence may be some-
what less challenging, but no less time-consuming, especially if discretionary,
material and intellectual resources are to be investigated. This may include
probing more archival sources as well as publicly available documents for
evidence of each of these forms of resources.

Finally, it is worth highlighting that change processes discussed in the
GCF can be the result of structures, agents or both. Though substantial
analytical problems seem not to have resulted from the absence of clarity
on this point, we would note that, as the complexity of causal narratives
increases, the absence of strong accounting procedures could become
highly problematic. Since differences in the importance of structure and
agency may create different empirical indicators of change, it is imperative
that, when writing up research, analysts specify the relative importance of
each of these factors to their overall causal narrative.

Conclusion

Our framework advances discussion of gradual-change processes – which
presently focuses on conceptualisation – to a conversation that includes
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issues of observation and measurement.6 A research agenda that oper-
ationalises concepts of gradual institutional change, we argue, has practical
applications for empirical analysis in terms of description, explanation
and the mundane practice of research.

By deploying a set of clear observable indicators for processes of
institutional change, scholars can begin to see how common processes
operate across different institutional contexts. For example, using the
observable indicators named here, we may be able to find that drift is very
common at some levels of institutional analysis (public policy, for
instance), but less common in others (political parties or legislatures).
In addition to providing the tools for discovering where processes of
institutional change tend to take place, our framework (and other frame-
works that consider the observable implications of processes in the GCF)
allows scholars to better adjudicate between competing interpretations of
data and to falsify claims about those processes. Relatedly, our method of
classification permits us to be transparent about the degree of uncertainty
involved in our choice of how to classify theoretical processes, making it
possible to see where remaining evidentiary gaps lie. As our discussion of
the gaps in the narratives of institutional change by Thelen and Hacker
and Pierson illustrates, our approach can allow qualitative scholars to be
honest about the extent to which their classification of a given process
of change is certain. Our framework may also allow scholars to detail
scenarios in which multiple processes of change are at work in a given
institution, a possibility not contemplated by the GCF itself.7 By attending
to qualitative indicators of processes and explicitly addressing whether or
not evidence meets the benchmarks we have laid out, qualitative scholars

6 We do not wish to challenge the usefulness of gradual-change metaphors as heuristics for
identifying previously unnoticed processes of gradual change, or for drawing attention to

features of institutions (e.g. ambiguity and agency) that empiricists had previously overlooked

in favour of smoking guns. Moreover, we do not argue that our set of distinguishing criteria or

confirmatory evidence for processes of institutional change is definitive, as we feel there is much
room for debate and discussion of the relative importance of these criteria. We certainly

recognise the necessity for flexibility when describing change, as processes cannot and should

not fit perfectly into these categories all of the time. Furthermore, while our focus is on public
policies, there is good reason to believe that different processes may have different indicators

depending on the type of institutions under consideration. Understood as institutions, political

parties, courts and public policy regimes may exhibit significantly different observables for

similar processes of change. What our analysis underlines, however, is the utility of considering
the observable implications of the processes that have been advanced by the GCF.

7 While the theoretical work on gradual institutional change tacitly emphasises an ‘‘either/

or’’ approach to labelling cases of gradual institutional change, empirical scholarship recog-

nises the possibility of multiple processes of institutional change occurring either simulta-
neously or within the same time horizon (see Thelen 2004; Jacobs 2010).
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can make rigorous, valid arguments that expose the political and social
forces behind institutional change.

Our framework also provides an alternative to quantitative work on
institutional change that operationalises key concepts with data on shifts
in policy budgets. Though budgets for public policies are an important
indicator of changes in government’s goal commitments, studying budgets
as indicators of institutional change can obscure alterations in the content
of policy administration (Baumgartner 2013). What may look like a
stable budget may actually, for instance, be failing to meet new demands
in the social or economic context of public policy. As Hacker (2004)
suggests, studying changes in the budget of one programme alone may
even prevent us from seeing some forms of institutional change like
conversion in which change occurs through alterations in the meaning of
a piece of policy. Our approach to operationalising forms of institutional
change thus adds a necessary complement to quantitative studies by
providing a rigorous technique to qualitatively identify different types of
institutional change as they occur. This may add to the fruitful exchange
of ideas across quantitative and qualitative institutional change scholarship
(Baumgartner 2013).

In addition, our framework provides a crucial tool for scholars inter-
ested in theory testing. Identifying causal relationships between political
variables and institutional change – for instance, Mahoney and Thelen’s
conjecture about the importance of the durability of the status quo ante in
contributing to different processes of change – relies heavily on our ability
to properly identify such processes. Our framework and others like it, we
argue, can move the GCF towards this goal by allowing scholars inter-
ested in describing processes of institutional change to validate their
claims against evidentiary standards and to identify the level of analytical
uncertainty in these claims. Our approach strengthens explanations and
arguments by holding them to appropriate standards of evidence com-
mensurate with qualitative causal inference rather than forcing historical
research into the box of quantitative methods (King et al. 1994). The
theoretical project of the GCF – to identify and verify the conditions
under which gradual processes of institutional change occur – is still in its
embryonic stage. By clearly outlining observable indicators of the invi-
sible social processes the GCF identifies, we hope to allow this theoretical
project to flourish.

Finally, our framework can also provide a useful solution to several
practical problems of historically informed research in the social sciences.
Many, if not most, major contributions to this type of research have
involved not just novel interpretations of historical phenomena, but
have also used original archival work to uncover narratives missed by the
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secondary literature. However, as any historical researcher knows, going
into the archives can be daunting without a clear set of ex ante standards
for the kinds of confirmatory evidence one needs. Though scholars often
claim that some of this knowledge can only be developed by ‘‘soaking and
poking’’ in the archive itself (George and Bennett 2005), our framework
provides a time-saving field guide to the kinds of evidentiary demands set
out by the GCF. Having a sense of these demands before conducting
fieldwork, we argue, could prove useful ‘‘on the ground’’.

Though ours is certainly not the only reasonable elaboration of the
GCF’s concepts, and it is certainly true that operationalisation strategies
may vary conditionally on the domain of empirical research, the frame-
work advanced in this article is a step in the direction of a stronger
programme of empirical research on gradual institutional change in
political science. Our efforts at outlining the empirical indicators are thus
part of a larger (and still incomplete) process of elaborating the GCF in
institutional theory. The analytical approach we outline here stands to
match the GCF’s theoretical promise with the empirical tools necessary to
test, extend, and if necessary, revise the framework’s core claims.
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Appendix

Table A1. A rough guide to mechanisms of gradual institutional change

Mechanism Definition Canonical Citations

Conversion ‘‘The changed impact of existing rules due

to their strategic redeployment’’

Thelen (2004), Selznick (1949)

Drift ‘‘The changed impact of existing rules due

to changes in the environment’’

Hacker (2005), Hacker and

Pierson (2010a, 2010b)

Displacement ‘‘The removal of new existing rules and

the introduction of new ones’’

Weaver (2000), Patashnik

(2008)

Layering ‘‘The introduction of new rules on top of

or alongside existing ones’’

Schickler (2001), Thelen

(2004)

Source: Mahoney and Thelen (2010, 15–16).

Table A2. Types of gradual change

Displacement Layering Drift Conversion

Removal of old rules Yes No No No

Neglect of old rules – No Yes No

Changed impact/enactment of old rules – No Yes Yes

Introduction of new rules Yes Yes No No

Source: Mahoney and Thelen (2010, 16).

Table A3. Sources of institutional change

Characteristics of Targeted Institution

Characteristics of the

Political Context

Low Level of Discretion in

Interpretation/Enforcement

High Level of Discretion in

Interpretation/Enforcement

Strong veto possibilities Layering Draft

Weak veto possibilities Displacement Conversion

Source: Mahoney and Thelen (2010, 19).
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