8. Constructivism and agenda setting
Sabine Saurugger

Agenda setting and constructivism have established a very close relation.
ship since the first publications on the transformation of an issue into 3
problem at the beginning of the 20th century. Why a problem becomes 3
problem, or in other words “the conversion of difficulties into problems”
(Stone, 1989), is a complex process in which ideas and cognitive frames
play a crucial role. Early studies on agenda setting have insisted on this
central place of ideas in transforming difficulties into problems that are
put on the agenda. Empirical examples abound in this aspect: why do
tobacco or alcohol consumptions become a problem at one point in time,
although alcohol and tobacco consumption is a centuries-old practice?
Other problems such as food safety, the fight against cancer, housing poli-
cies, or the fight against terrorism are regularly put on the agenda. Some
of these issues are linked to immediate events, such as terrorist attacks;
others, however, are constantly part of the social and political system in
which we live. Why then do they become a problem that political actors
perceive Lo be necessary to address? In order to explain this process, it is
possible to concentrate on the characteristics of actors participating in the
agenda setting process — public or private - or the nature of the difficulties
themselves — whether they are serious or mild, new or recurring, short-
term or long-term (Stone, 1989). Constructivist approaches, however,
argue that it is only when we concentrate on the framing of the deliberate
use of language and thus the framing of information available as a way of
getting an issue on the political agenda - or, on the contrary, keeping it
off - that we best understand why some issues make it on the agenda while
others don’t.

The chapter is structured as follows. In the next section, the chapter
aims to analyse the intimate, but very often implicit, relationship between
constructivism and agenda setting by presenting the major claims and
developments of constructivism with regard to the agenda setting process
in policy studies. The subsequent section will outline the main controver-
sies and show how constructivism has tried to answer the limitations of
other approaches in the analysis of the agenda setting process. The final
section will develop a series of issues that might be addressed in possible
research agendas anticipating future developments,
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CONSTRUCTIVISM AND AGENDA SETTING: AN
(MPLICIT INTIMATE RELATIONSHIP

Constructivist approaches in the field of public policy focus on the‘social
construction of policy problems - in ol_her'words, the cons_lructlon-of
frames of reference on which policymak.mg is based,.The main ques}non
is how ideational factors (worldviews, ideas, collective understandings,
norms, values, cognitive schemes, and so on),' or ideas understood as
s«cjaims about descriptions of the world, causal relationship, or the nor-
mative legitimacy of certain actions” (Parsons, 2002, p.48), dominate
political action (Checkel, 1993; Goldstein and Keohane, 1993; Hall,
1993; McNamara, 1998; Berman, 1998; Wendt, 1999; Cox, 2001.; Blyth,
2002; Fischer, 2003; Parsons, 2003, 2010; Schmidt and Radaelli, 2004;
Culpepper, 2008; Genyies and Smyrl, 2008; Gofas and Hay, 2910;
Abdelal et al., 2010; Béland, 2015). That means that interests and derived
policies are shaped within a particular framework of meaning and are not
exogenously given. )

On the most general level, constructivism refers to the assumption that
social norms and frameworks on which reality is based are constructed
and redefined through permanent interaction (Berger and Luckmann,
1966). Actors’ interests cannot be understood as deduced from a solely
material structure, as rational choice approaches would argue (Elster,
1989; Mueller, 2003). Rational choice derives preferences exogenously by
specifying properties (position, resources, and so on) across actors and
how different values of properties imply different preferences. On the con-
trary, constructivists assume that social, political, and economic contexts
structure these interests, thus actors and structures are co-constituted
one of the most central terms in constructivist research. In other words,
the way we think about the world makes the world as we perceive it.
Thus, constructivists have a very different understanding of how interests
change. For materialists, actors’ interests evolve as changes in their envi-
ronment alter their situation, whereas constructivists or idealists, on the
contrary, assume that interests change as agents alter their understanding
of their changing world and recalculate their priorities (Béland and Cox,
2010).

The importance of this co-constitution of agents and structures is
reflected by the opposition of two logics: a logic of appropriateness and
a logic of consequentialism (see, in particular, March and Olsen, 1998;
for a less constructivist and more sociological perspective, see March and
Olsen, 1984, 1989). Whereas the logic of consequentialism treats agents
and structures as two distinct features that explain political processes (the
goal of action is to maximize one’s own interests and preferences), the logic
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of appropriateness allows for the conceptualizing of this co-constitution of
actors and structures. The logic of appropriateness:

is a perspective that sees human action as driven by rules of appropriate of
exemplary behaviour, organized into institutions. Rules are followed because
they are seen as natural, rightful, expected, and legitimate. Actors seek to
fulfil the obligations encapsulated in a role, an identity, a membership in 5
political community or group, and the ethos, practices and expectations of its
institutions. (March and Olsen, 2004, p.2)

Thus, acting according to a logic of appropriateness is more a question of
behaving correctly in policymaking processes, in line with criteria estab.
lished by a society or a group, than maximizing one’s preferences (Ostrom,
1999).

The logic of appropriateness refers to ideas (Béland, 2009) - or in
other words, to the “collective understandings of social facts” - as the
primary source of political behaviour. These “claims about descriptions
of the world, causal relationships, or the normative legitimacy of certain
actions” (Parsons, 2002, p.48), influence policy development in two ways
(Béland, 2009, p.702). On the one hand, they help to construct the prob-
lems and issues that enter the policy agenda, and on the other, they frame
the basic assumptions that influence the definition of those problems.

A caveat is in order, however. The widespread use of the terms
“constructivist turn” or “ideational turn” in public policy gives the
impression there is a coherent conceptual framework. This is not the case
(Saurugger, 2013). Constructivist accounts have taken various forms
and can be understood from different vantage points ranging from post-
positivist constructivists who explore actors’ discursive practices, denying
that discourses have a reality behind them, to “conventional” construc-
tivists whose aim is to analyse how socially constructed facts do indeed
influence politics (Diez, 1999; Checkel, 2006; Genyies and Smyrl, 2008;
Landman, 2008; Gofas and Hay, 2010; Béland and Cox, 2010).

This chapter argues that the interest of “conventional” constructivists
in the measurable influence of ideational aspects on the policy process
makes it particularly useful for explaining agenda setting. Early studies of
the agenda setting process — such as Dewey (1927), Edelman (1971, 1988),
Cobb and Elder (1972), Gusfield (1963, 1981), and Kingdon (1989) - have
shown that actors often do not have a clear and well-articulated set of
preferences or, better, have contradictory preferences which are embedded
in specific values and worldviews (Zahariadis, 1999, 2003). It is the influ-
ence of these worldviews on agenda setting processes that constructivist
public policy perspectives help to understand.

However, while most of the constructivist approaches explicitly or
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implicitly insist on the clear difference bgtween rution_alist and conslrgctlv-
ist thinking, the constructivism we find in agepdu setllpgapprqaches is less
clear cut between these two epistemological views. This is particularly wel!
reflected in Stone’s (1989, p. 282) basic assumption, drawn from Gusfield:

[ believe our understanding of real situations is always megli;ued b)( ideas; tho'se
ideas in turn are created, changed and fought over in politics. 1 will show that
political actors use narrative story lines and sy.mbqlxc devices to manipulate
so-called issue characteristics, all the while making it seem as though they are
simply describing facts.

Hence, ideational factors frame the understanding of materifl[ faf:tors
(for an in-depth debate of this “intellectual topogm[')hy qf ideational
explanations”, see Gofas and Hay, 2010,. p3”) These 1§eatlona].faclqrs
shed light on the influence of “worldwews s mechanlsrps of identity
formation, and principles of action in public policy analysis (Hall, 1993;
McNamara, 1998; Surel, 2000; Blyth, 2002; Parsons, 2003; Jabko, ;7.006).

Indeed, the idea of the strategic behaviour of actors has (ound its way
back into constructivist approaches centred on public policy. The. aim
of this “actor-centred” constructivism is to undgrstund how.worldviews,
which provide the cognitive background in wl‘ncih actors evolve, are at
the same time used by actors to strategically achlgve their goal;. In this
perspective, ideas and norms do not solely constitute the environment
in which actors are embedded (constitutive logic) Put are also tools con-
sciously used by these same actors to attain their goals (caus.al .loglc).
This allows us not to obscure the fact that power is unequally dlstnbu'ted
amongst actors, as social interactions mobilize rules for ager?da setting
that privilege specific agents. Hence the age.nts’ actu.a} power in bargain-
ing is fostered by a governance system’s specific cognitive structure. At the
same time, this branch of constructivism is no longer exclusively centred
on cognitive factors as opposed to materialistic factors: bqth must be
taken into account (Gofas and Hay, 2010). My argument here is consnsleqt
with this idea: only approaches that succeed in combining both a consti-
tutive logic and a causal logic provide the necessary tools to understand
agenda setting processes.

POSSIBILITIES AND LIMITS OF CONSTRUCTIVIST
APPROACHES IN AGENDA SETTING PROCESSES

In order to systematically analyse the extent to which const}'uctivism can
help us to better disentangle the complexity of agenda setting, I. suggest
we distinguish between three different aspects of the process: identify-
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ing, framing, and justifying the problem. These aspects do not represeny
sequences. On the contrary, they can (and often do) occur at the same time
in order to explain how and why a policy controversy emerges, who the
actors are that take part in the debate, how and why certain arguments

become more important than others, and how to get rid of contradictory
experts (see also Zittoun, 2014).

Identifying

Identifying a problem in order to make it fit to be put on the agenda
requires that a social fact is perceived as a problem. Hence a problem
does not make it onto the agenda on its own by virtue of simply existing;
someone must identify it as such and put it on the agenda. The analysis
of how and why specific actors try to transform an issue into a problem
is a specific feature of the agenda setting process in which constructivist
approaches are useful. The answer that this is “because they have an inter-
estin putting the issue on the agenda” is certainly correct, but only partially
s0. The embeddedness of actors and of their interests in specific cognitive
frames makes it possible for some issues to be transformed into problems,
Constructivist approaches to identifying a problem particularly stress
the constructed nature of interests (Blyth, 2002; Parsons, 2007; Marsh,
2009; Hay, 2011, 2015). It is extremely interesting to note that John W,
Kingdon’s Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies (1984) puts ideas at
the centre of the agenda setting analysis (Béland, 2005, 2015). In answer-
ing the puzzle “what makes people in and around government attend, at
any given time, to some subjects and not others?”, Kingdon’s framework
allows us to combine structure (institutions), agency (the carriers of ideas),
and timing through the concept of “windows of opportunity” that allow
actors to carry their ideas during a short period of time. Contrary to the
idea that there are “sound mechanisms for detecting problems and prior-
itizing them for action” (Baumgartner and Jones, 2015, p.5), constructiv-
ists would argue that the logic of appropriateness is a better explanatory
variable for explaining and understanding the emergence of a problem on
the political agenda.

The question of actors’ cognitive embeddedness in the social system is a
cornerstone of two institutionalist frameworks: sociological and discursive
institutionalist approaches. Institutionalist approaches understand institu-
tions as rules, norms, and strategies (Ostrom, 1999, p.37). Sociological
institutionalism is not a constructivist perspective as such but can be, and
increasingly is, perceived as such (see Knill and Tosun, 2012; Hay, 2015).
It contains elements constructivists have used extensively when analysing
how and why a problem is identified as such. More specifically, sociological
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institutionalism derives from different conceptualiz.u‘tions: oforgamzal!onz}l
: ciology, putting particular emphasis on the cognitive d}mepsnons of insti-
:3¢ional actions. At the heart of sociological institutionalism isavery broad
understanding of institutions, incorporatmg symbols, cognitive fr'ameli.o;
moral templates that provide meaning to zfct'non. It slressc?s. the way inw lCd
institutions influence behaviour by p.rov1dmg the cogr?mve. conc?pts an
models that are indispensable for action. The.se cognitive dlmensnons.can
be understood through four attitudes in Pamcular: !oglcb oi’appropnglse-
ness, logic of consequentialism, is‘omorphlsm, and mimesis (Pelers., 20 L
The first two logics have strongly influenced lhg debate agendq settl]r:g, an,
more precisely the question of why one specific problem triumphs over
another in the sense that it is put on the agenda. .
Contrary to the understanding that a.problem would be put on t g
agenda based on a combination of a rational cost-benefit analysis an
the most powerful actors, as the rational chmcp—msplrcd logic of conse-
quentialism would have it, the logic of appropriateness argues that‘lssuesf
are transformed into problems because of a WIQCSRrgad co'ncep.mon )
what should be (Kingdon, 1984). In other words, individuals actlons‘are
determined by their sense of obligalioq as structureq by the appropriate
rules and routines rather than by self-interest. In this sense, institutions
are not only enabling and constraining actors’ p.rel'erences but also‘ 1nﬂu-
encing the way actors conceive their pr'el"erences‘m the .ﬁrst pla'ce. Ln?:(mdg
this approach to the agenda setting llteratl}re in policy studlles, BF arll1
(2015, p. 5) insists on Kingdon’s understanc:inng of the role of ideas in the
construction and the classification of policy prol.?!ems: Indeed, Béland
insists, for Kingdon policy ideas have a strong 1deat|or1‘a] c:on}ponenl
because they only become apparent as a consequence of tpe mismatch
between the observed condition and one’s conception of the ideal state of
affairs” (ibid). Hence the answer to the question ofh(.)w an actor becomes
the carrier of an idea is linked to the cognitive frarqe in whlgh she evolves.
The third element of sociological institutionalism helpnhng to unf:lert
stand why specific problems are put on the agenda rgfers. to 1som9rph|§m.
results from social processes of emulation and diffusion. Socxologlcal
institutionalism argues that in policymaking processes, actors repllcz}{e
organizational models collectively sanctioned as appropriate and legiti-
mate (March and Olsen, 1984, 1989; Powell and Dlmagg.lo, 129]), Three
mechanisms of institutional isomorphic change can be ldeqllﬁed: coer-
cion, mimesis, and normative pressures. Coercive isomorphlsm re!'ers to
pressure from other organizations, mostly the govern.mem, via put?llc sub-
sidies upon which institutions are dependent. C«:}ercwe 1som(.erhlsr1:| can
also be exercised by cultural expectations stemming from society as insti-
tutions conforming to expectations from the outside. Hence what becomes
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a problem can also be imposed from the outside. According to research
based on sociological institutionalist perspectives, the concept of problen,
or issue legitimacy that allows it to be put on the agenda must be under.
stood as an intersubjective property that “operates through individug[g
via cognitive scripts” (Goetze and Rittberger, 2010, p. 37). It thus helps 1o
understand that the legitimacy of an issue is not an unchangeable fact by,
rather a shared cognitive framework that structures agents’ attitudes ip,
policymaking processes. Controversies among actors or groups in arguing
why an issue should or should not become a problem on the agenda haye
been explained through the establishment of divergent collective valyes
or cognitive frames, which make the defence of specific positions possible
(Fouilleux, 2004).

Finally, mimesis, a variant of isomorphism, is thought to occur mostly
through the migration of professionals from one organization to another,
Here, however, it is less the problem that is constructed first, but rather 3
solution to which a problem is then attached (Zahariadis, 2013)

Framing

From the earliest agenda setting studies onwards, framing of policy issues
and their transformation into legitimate problems was a central feature,
Cobb and Elder (1972) focused on the conditions, that obstruct propaga-
tion as well as those that enable the resolution of a problem. The authors
attached particular importance to the language used, to the mobilization
of symbols and to the generalization of rhetoric. Associating a problem
to a long tradition of conflicts, for instance, constitutes one of the strate-
gies that individuals develop to expand conflict. Therefore, the process
by which actors develop and manage to impose a definition of a problem
perceived as legitimate, or in other words, “frame” an issue is a key factor
to analyse in policy studies. Hence the central question of policymaking
for constructivists is not “who gets what, when and how?” but how one
frames one’s needs. Starting with Goffman’s (1974) understanding of
framing in social interactions, the puzzle of framing has attracted a broad
variety of studies in social sciences. Framing is generally considered as
either frames in thought consisting of the mental representations, inter-
pretations, and simplifications of reality, or Jrames in communication
consisting of the communication of frames between different actors. Three
aspects are crucial to understand framing processes in policy research on
agenda setting: the construction of legitimate tools that justify how an
issue becomes a problem, discourses through which framing and justifica-
tion takes place, and the process of socialization that permits establishing
a more automatic framing process.
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ting legitimate tools for policy change
gz:z:;:caregno% always prone to rapid change. Conceptual I'rame.wgrks
h as three orders of change (Hall, 1993), path dependency (Pwrsgn,
suc(:)o) or punctuated equilibrium (Baumgartner and Jones, 2015), which
ﬁgve in common an insistence on the increm.enlal (and thus slow alr:d
mplex) nature of the vast majority of policy changf:, illustrate this
cc'enomenon. Hence over long periods of time, the dominant actors of a
:blic policy sector ensure a ba!anced and stable situation by mo;opo-
Ezing upstream problem definition processes (Ba}lfngartner and ones,
015). The stable rules of the game ensure the stal?nlny of configurations.
%AII new actions entail frictions and are cgstly to implement. Due to g:e
fact that individuals have cognitive limits and therefore prefer st;{ e
ideas to new ideas, they reinforce the equilibrium status of pub.llc pol ‘;y
Hence, in order to put a problem on the agendg an thus to'dl.sturb this
equilibrium, the existence of a problgm must be Justlﬁed...lusufymg policy
problems must be understood as givmg reasons why an issue mus! be put
on the agenda as a problem. The jus.uﬁcam.)n stage hfls become‘ mc.r;_:as—
ingly important in contemporary pohgymakmg, in whlchl expert justi ;;:l:}—
tions are needed in order to act. Even lfO!d and new n.1edla can use pu h{c
emotion to create pressure for transforming an issue into a ?roblem, this
problem will only be put on the public agenda if it can be justified through
s<:I?’CKEJC:s.tructivist public policy approaches are us?ful !o.exp]am these
legitimation strategies that actors pursue in policymaking 'proce.ssesfl
This is important because constructivists argue that the main logic o
actions that guide organizational behaviour is more than the selarc!l for
functional efficiency; it is to increase the legitimacy of the orgamzauoyal
environment. The influence of ideas, of“worldview.s”, of “ways of seeing
things”, of frames, or more generally of representations is at the centre olf‘
these approaches. In this sense, public policy is understood as the result
of the interaction between individuals whose interests are not only based
on a rational cost-benefit calculation but also must bf: understood as
something that is embedded in specific social representations, values, and
norms in which the actor evolves. General constructivist approaches of
public policy aim to help us to underslal?d why some proposals have more
legitimacy in a debate than others at a given time:

Politicians, officials, the spokesmen for societal interests, and ppllcy experts
all operate within the terms of political discourse that are current in the nzm.‘qn
at a given time, and the terms of pplmca] 'dlscourse generally h;we a specific
configuration that lends representative ]egmn;mcy to some sgc:al interests more
than others, delineates the accepted boundaries of state action, assocxates.coni
temporary political developments with particular interpretations of nationa
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history, and defines the context in which many issues will be understood. (Hal
1993, p. 289; see also Surel, 2000). o

Studying the justification process used to transform an issue into 3
problem is a central issue in constructivist public policy approaches,
According to this understanding, the justification process is influenced
through cognitive and normative frames available to policy actors: “actorg
always perceive the world through a lens consisting of their pre-existing
beliefs” (Sabatier, 1998, p. 109). These pre-existing beliefs, as Sabatier calls
them, are not homogenous, however. When conflict occurs among actors
within these frames, as well as among actors who have adopted differen;
frames in negotiations leading to public policies, the debate about which
issue to put on the agenda starts. Hence, conflicts allow us to explain why
policies change. While normative frames in which actors are embedded
continuously exist, this embeddedness does not lead to a situation in which
policies do not change. Even incremental change is based on conflict
between different cognitive frames, which Justifies the importance of g
specific issue to be put onto the agenda.

This understanding of ideas and cognitive frames allows the legitima-
tion of public policies to be conceptualized differently to rational choice
approaches. The legitimacy of a policy problem thus is no longer an abso-
lute value but must be understood in the light of a permanent framing
process in which different ideas about legitimacy confront each other: the
legitimacy of public policies is in reality a process of legitimation of public
policies (Muller and Jobert, 1987). This research field has gained in impor-
tance since the beginning of the 1990s, when the debate on citizens’ disen-
chantment with politics became increasingly salient (see also Druckman,
2001). However, cognitive frames are not only out there; they must also
be used as strategic tools in order to have an impact on the agenda setting
process. Blyth (2002) and Jabko (2006), for example, have convincingly
shown how social democratic and liberal parties defend their hierarchy of
problems in framing these hierarchies based on a series of data.

Constructivism has developed tools to understand how justification
occurs through the study of the social construction of expertise: indica-
tors, statistics, peer review schemes, or benchmarking. This allows us to
distinguish how actors justify which problems shouid be addressed and
which shouldn’t. Kingdon (1984), in his book on agendas and agenda
setting, draws our attention to the construction of statistical indicators
and their influence on the construction of policy problems. The impor-
tance of statistical indicators, one of the major tools in justifying why
an issue should become a problem, is related to the fact that “the count-
able problem sometimes acquires a power of its own that is unmatched
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t are less countable” (ibid, p.93). Statistical indicatmts

2 li;zzlez:n;ot\llzrful aspect of problem definition. Understan.ding their
Ci truction and their interpretation is crucial to assess their impact on
conlsglem construction in all policy areas (Stone, 1997). Numbers thus
b;gome powerful symbols that tell stories that‘ researchers must pa)i
ttention to (Schneider and Ingram, 1993; Dobbin, 1994; Epstein, 1995;

o mons et al., 2007; Koppl, 2010; Béland and Cox, 2010). These focus-
'Slmevems “have an ideational component, as they can become powerful
mglitical symbols embedded in ‘causal stories’ (Stone, 1997) that may pusl:
pg]icy actors to address certain problems associated with such events

(Béland, 2015, p.6).

i e and fora

?;f?:l::ceptualizmion of discourses lin Qiffergnl fora ‘is linked toa rel:}a-
tively new form of constructivist institutionalism applied to public pol |c();
studies, which was developed at the end of the‘ l990§4 It. is §ummar;;e
by Vivien Schmidt (2008) under the label of discursive institutiona lSl:jl
(for first conceptualizations see Fairclou.gh,'199‘2; !—lay,~200!; Ha)" an
Rosamond, 2002; Peters, 2005). Discursive msmut}onahlsr'n mvesugat;s
how changes of paradigm and reference sets of public policies lead to the
justification of new problems to be put onto the agenda. :

While in the constructivist public policy approaches p.resen%ed f:arl.ler,
ideas are identified as mechanisms of polilical. change,‘dlscurswe institu-
tionalism attempts to solve the causality question: precisely how fio 1d¢?as
and cognitive frames influence public pohf:les? .The answer of dls.cuArswe
institutionalist approaches to this question s straightforward: ideas
require the existence of a vehicle or a carrier in order to become a prob.len}.
Discourse is identified as the main instrument of change. In lllus logic, it
is important to focus on the content of ide.as and the interactive process
which brings them onto the agenda and which communicates them to the
public. Thus, discursive institutionalism traces the process fron} fhg emer-
gence of ideas, through their dissemination and finally their legmmlzauf)n
(Wincott, 2004). While ideas as a factor of change emerged at the })egln-
ning of the 1990s in the international relations Iueyatgre '(Go.ldste.m and
Keohane, 1993), they are differentiated by discursive mstltuponal!sts on
at least three levels (Schmidt, 2008). The first ler:l refers to ideas in spe-
cific public policies and, more particulariy, solutions to problems' rmsefi
by political and administrative decision-ma!(ers: Here, the use of ideas is
rather micro-sociological and concerns specific issues. -

The second level concerns ideas upon which general pghncal pro-
grammes are based. In this context, ideas can b(? seen as p_aradlgms reflect-
ing the organizational principles that guide policy. The literature refers to
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these ideas via the notion of référentiel (Muller and Jobert, 1987) or th
notion of programmatic beliefs (Berman, 1998). 5
The third and last level concerns common ideologies, or indeed, (,
deep core (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993) and reflects a world’vie .
(Weltanscharung) shared by a particular set of actors. Each of the 1hn::
!evels contains two types of ideas: cognitive and normative. While cognitiy,
1dea§ explain the beliefs on which public policies are based, emphasizine
the interest of agents and the need for action, normative ideas are lhg
mechanisms that justify policies; they attach values to political actiOne
However, even those ideas so clearly identified as mechanisms of politic;li
change require the existence of a vehicle that can be observed. It is here
that discursive institutionalists refer to discourse as an instrument of
char‘lgc. In this logic, it is important to focus on the content of ideas ang
lllq interactive process which brings them to a head: from the emergence
ofld.eas, through their dissemination and finally to their legitimization,
Discourses are “carriers of ideas”. They can be divided into two
types: coordinative and communicative. Coordinative discourse takes place
l‘{e(\veen a set of actors such as epistemic communities, advocacy coali-
u?ns, or even mediators. This type of discourse can be found in the context
of bargaining and negotiation processes. Communicative discourse, on
the other hand, is delivered to the public through communicative uc{ion
Accqrding to this approach, institutions are themselves tanlumouni
to dnscpurscs; these discourses carry ideas. Discourses are not merely
boxes in which ideas and interests of actors are embedded without bein;;
trar‘msformed, as argued by sociological institutionalists. At the European
.Umon .(EU) level, for instance, the European Commission has attempted
increasingly to build communicative discourses in its coordinative dis-
courses as a way of legitimizing its policies and reforms ever since claims
of a “democratic deficit” in the EU began to emerge in the beginning of
the 12905 (Fouilleux, 2004). For example, while the German and French
capacity to reform their telecommunications policy was enforced by dis-
courses that directly referred to EU institutional requirements, the reform
of French immigration policy did not refer to European pressures but was
very much based on French internal political debates (Thatcher, 2004;
Geddes and Guiraudon, 2004). ' ’
The problem the approach faces is twofold: to determine whether dis-
course really can be the independent variable and to distinguish between
ideas anq strategies. Establishing causal links between the different phe-
nomena s extremely difficult. The solution offered by discursive institu-
tionalism is thus to concentrate on correlations between variables instead
of insisting on causality (Schmidt and Radaelli, 2004),
The second difficulty differentiating between ideas and strategies in
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giscourse — has been tackled head-on by actor-centred constructivists,
who do not distinguish between ideas and strategies but argue that ideas,
a5 well as any other argument, can be used strategically in order to put an
issue onto the agenda, and hence transform it into a problem.

Framing through socialization
gimilar to the hypotheses developed by the mimesis aspect of socio-
Jogical institutionalism, but without the identification of a clear role
model as offered by sociological institutionalist perspectives, socialization
approaches in public policy help us to understand how and why certain
issues are framed as problems. Socialization occurs when norms, world-
views, and collective understandings are internalized and subsequently
codified by a group of actors (Schimmelfennig, 2000; Risse, 2004). Similar
professional backgrounds and the role of professional organizations in
spreading mutual understanding of policy problems and solutions are
important in this context (Knill and Balint, 2008). Higher education poli-
cies are one example: studies have shown the extent to which institutional
isomorphism and framing through socialization can be seen as main mech-
anisms that lead to a common understanding of a problem. This process
makes it easier for a group to carry an issue together and put it onto the
agenda. In the last decade, many countries started to change their higher
education policies and the organizational structures of their universities
and colleges in order to pattern them after the US or UK model, based on
the idea that competition amongst higher education institutions will lead
to better training and research (Dobbins and Knill, 2009; Dobbins, 2011).
Based on this assumption, constructivists argue that constitutive dynam-
ics of social learning, socialization, routinization, and normative diffusion
all of which address fundamental issues of agent identity and interests - are
not adequately captured by strategic exchange or other models adhering
to strict forms of methodological individualism (Checkel, 1999, 2005). On
the contrary, in order to understand how an issue is transformed into a
problem and put onto the agenda, research must concentrate on the influ-
ence the collective acceptance of certain standards of behaviour exerts on
the policymaking processes (Checkel, 2001; Tallberg, 2002; Beyers, 2005).
Sympathetic critiques of this research insist on the fact that sociali-
zation processes are phenomena which must be rigorously studied in
order to understand the moment at which an issue becomes a legitimate
problem and is not just an idea or ideological position of one single indi-
vidual. Hence, the alleged democratic deficit at the EU level became a
problem once the professionals of representation - that is, EU member
state representatives and members of the European Parliament - framed
the dissatisfaction of citizens as legitimacy problem (see also Saurugger,
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2010). Through continuous interaction, actors in groups of actors gh
a n}.lmber of common values, which in turn influence their positio oS
decision-making processes. "

Th1§ understanding of the influence of socialization on problem ¢

struction has two advantages. First of all, it shows that certain actorsodn.
not only succeed in imposing their interpretation of social phenomeny 0
their norms as hegemonies because they have the necessary authorit; 3
bccause‘ a window of opportunity opens up. Rather, their argumentsy o
persuasive because they have managed to create 2 common understa a;e
mg'ofa problem and thus hold a legitimate position through the broag E
sqcnz{l context in which they are embedded (Jobert and Muller 19867{.
Dimitrova and Rhinard, 2005). Second, this understanding besto‘wq [h’
advgnluge of integrating one of the major challenges of research coric(: £
trating on contemporary governance systems; that is, thinking about t}?‘
mulutugle of levels at which reality is constructed. Reality is construct, 3
by the individual, the group to which it belongs, the media, or (moe

gen_erally) the messages that are transmitted on several leve,ls' locallre
regionally, nationally, or more internationally. ' 4

However, one remaining question is why, if socialization processes
Iefxd to a common understanding of an issue, many bargaining processes
still do not seem to be based on a shared understanding of the problem
(‘although actors cooperate over long periods of time). s the explanation
I{nked to the l?vel of analysis? In other words, can we observe socializa-
tion processes in which common worldviews are constructed only in small
and very technical groups, whereas intergovernmental bargaining remains
focused on national collective understandings?

Hgncc the problem with regard to all three of these puzzles - identifying
ffammg, and justifying - in constructivist approaches is that the ques:
tion of ur_1e'qual power structures among actors is not always part of the
COnSIrUf:[IVISl framework. Why do certain actors have more success than
others in transforming issues into problems and puiting them on the
z{genda? Why do some ideas have more influence than others? These ques-
tions are addressed by actor-centred approaches in constructivist studies.

Actor-Centred Constructivism

Since the end of the 1990s, a group of scholars has attempted to accom-
mo!:igle the limits of previous constructivist conceptualizations of public
Pol:cnes, r.eferring to the fact that the strategic considerations of the actors
fnvolved in agenda setting processes were largely ignored in constructiv-
ist approaches. While these researchers agree with the general construc-
lvist assumption that the individual ideas and beliefs of an actor are
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constructed, they emphasize the importance of taking into account how
gpecific actors use these ideas. The central question that actor-centred
constructivism seeks to answer is precisely how ideas count in policy out-
comes, including the problem construction and agenda setting processes.
1t should be emphasized here that actor-centred constructivists rather
consistently use the term “ideas” throughout their research. Ideas are
considered to be explanatory factors in their own right. But as Mark Blyth
potes, constructivist perspectives have for too long opposed interests and
ideas and considered them to be radically different and unrelated concepts
(Blyth, 2002; see also McNamara, 2006).

How do ideas frame interests, then? When and why, for example, do
public officials evoke a specific paradigm in their messages - be it neolib-
eral or securitarian or protectionist - and when and why do these ideas
not find their way into official documents and discourse? These questions
lead to identifying the agents who pay attention to certain ideas and not to
others, as well as the reasons why certain decisions are made at a specific
period and not at another (Zahariadis, 2008). Blyth formulates this ques-
tion particularly well in the context of his research on economic ideas:

Since structures do not come with an instruction sheet, economic ideas make
such an institutional resolution possible by providing the authoritative diagno-
sis as to what a crisis actually is and when a given situation actually constitutes
a crisis. They diagnose “what has gone wrong” and “what is to be done”. (Blyth,
2002, p. 10; see also Hay, 1999, 2004).

Ideas are considered to be malleable objects: they can be used for strate-
gic purposes. The purely rhetorical use of these notions underestimates
the forms of mobilization and instrumentalization to which these frames
have been subject (Surel, 2000). In a certain sense it is rather trivial to say
that these strategies are socially constructed. However, in saying this it is
important to understand that actors must create broad coalitions around
common strategies in order to be able to put a specific issue on the agenda.

Research based on this perspective is particularly important in the field
of the European political economy. The main question here is why and
how a convergence of beliefs around economic and political solutions
to specific European welfare state problems has emerged (Hall, 1993;
Berman, 1998; Blyth, 2002; Abdelal et al., 2010; McNamara, 1998, 2006;
Parsons, 2002; Jabko, 2006, 2010; Woll, 2008; Meyer and Strickman, 2011;
Clift and Woll, 2012). While scholars working on this perspective have
developed different hypotheses and might not be comfortable with being
called “actor-centred constructivists”, they agree on the basic assumption
that when the international environment confronts political Jeaders with
a set of challenges, it does not automatically follow that the “correct” or
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For one group of scholars, the understanding, interpretation, and imalysié
of economic, political, and social challenges is filtered by the cultur.
ideal structures in which political actors operate. In order to be visible
ideas must serve the interest of the dominant actors by slreng(henin’
their position in the game (Hall, 1993; McNamara, 1998; Parsons, 2003.
Béland, 2009). Another group considers ideas as weapons that can be used’
quite independently from the position of the actor itself (Blyth, 1997, 2002
Jabko, 2006; see also Saurugger, 2013). 1

Actor-centred constructivism introduces sociological methods, which

to understand the power games that take place between actors in public
policy. Craig Parsons, in particular, argues that in order to observe the

influence of ideas, it js crucial to consider the agenda setting power of

by the “founding fathers” of European integration, Parsons offers g
micro-sociological study of French debates on this issue as well as of the

The analysis of the intensified European economic regional integra-
tion process starting in the 1980s uses a similar research design (Jabko,
2006). Here, European integration is studied from the angle of economic
governance. The observation is based on the dual economic and political
changes in Europe and on the definition of a political strategy of “market

in” developed by European actors and (in particular) the European

the use of what he calls “strategic constructivism”, Jabko (2006) empha-
sizes two paradoxical aspects of the European Union: the parallel emer-
gence of intergovernmental economic governance, and the strengthening
of the powers of supranational actors such as the European Commission
at the European level. According to Jabko, the European Union is not just
a marketing tool serving neoliberal ideologies; the European Commission
is an active agent in developing a specific understanding of neoliberalism
as not a homogenous paradigm but rather a discursive notion allowing for
different interpretations and strategies to guide economic policies,
Actor-centred constructivism attempts to tackle critiques expressed
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pponents of constructivist approaches, focusinhg onhthe onil::nilhzir;
g i i d norms are and on the other on
e carriers of ideas an t )
whoetrhrelations shape the policy outcomes under scruL:jnI){. Ecgr:om:z:]l?e’
S nali inking i k into the analysis and linked to
jonalist thinking is brought bac s
r;tl:’:ctors make of these ideas. Agents are purposeﬁ.: z}ct.m;s re;ltl:ec:;iiegc; n
g ich they use according to their inte .
-Jeational structures, which they ¢ t gher
e o ity gi ise to potential conflict. A large numbe
snstitutional complexity gives ri potenti larg oer of
L i ften conflicting competencies increa
ith overlapping and ofte s he
B it trol of agendas and resources. Bly
ibili r struggles for contr gend ! |
s fhat ful role in shaping the perceived
that ideas play a more powerfu i b
B ot i i iods of acute collective uncertainty, such as
. sts of policymakers in periods of i / !
m[eir:g econ[z)mic crises. Outside of these periods actors ten.d to ml;e (t)l]lieclr
qnl::;rests for granted. When analysing the ideas agd :)ehl?‘:‘:;)x;{sh% wptheii
l ivi heir interests by looki
tivists reconstruct the t |
B o and institut ition i iety might shape their percep-
i institutional position in society ) :
e intcn i tions affect the way in
i turn, these percepti
ions of self-interest and how, in : ¢ ptic ! in
nzrilcfh they understand their concrete position within the policy syste!
W
¢land, 2010, 2015). . y
(Bizto;-cenlred constructivism thus allows us to deal with lW(]) ;:;ntr:f
issues found in contemporary governance systems: the complexity
policymaking processes and legitimation issues.

CONCLUSION: FUTURE AGENDAS

We have seen that constructivist approaches are ]la}rge.ly usefd g)nsstll:gglsvclasr:
i c
i the specific conceptualization ol nstruct
agenda setting. However, ¢ ific e
i tudies is more often tha s
roaches in agenda setting s i 0
?fptl;e social construction of a problem through the .mterac(t;.on of a large
variety of actors is evident in all types of agendz;J seg:]mt;hsetuo r:zs.h i con.
i itive frames can be
The assumption that cognitive ) S
d strategically by agents to s 4 s
structed, and on the other use ‘ S
i i which to overcome the artifici !
constitutes a useful instrument by the artificial dichot-
i riateness and the logic of conseq
omy between the logic of approp sl
i i i lear when we think, for in L .
ism. This becomes particularly c! il
the German and French governments’ attempts to establish fma:c(;n&(::;?
i Union as an answer to economic i
government in the European ni ! oromc and finan
ial crises si i oth embedded in the
cial crises since 2009. Their posmon?s are 1 ati
history — the German ordo-liberalism and the French statist trz;(dltuon
and influenced by their economic preferences in zL g]IObahfedb?S;eu}, dor
ivist accounts help us to 5
In general, however, construct1v¥s ace tob X
slandgpolicy processes by virtue of insisting on the multiplicity of actors
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positions framed by their institutional, cognitive, or cultural _embey
dedness, on the fact that policy outcomes are not based exclusively

economic rational calculations, and on the significant role played by the
socialization processes of actors and its effect on policy outcomes, The
crucial role played by the contextualization of processes — that is, the fact
that actors are embedded in a certain social, political, or economic Conteyy
based on an important number of variables that cannot be reduced to
a simple linearity between interests and outcomes that constructivigy
approaches advocate leads to detailed research protocols and precjge
statements on policy processes. Three major questions remain, however,

First, while constructivist approaches are particularly good at explaip.
ing how specific cognitive frames permit the emergence of policy problems,
more explanation is needed to understand how constructivist approacheg
explain the agenda setting process better than other approaches. Cohep
et al.’s (1972) “garbage can” model, for instance, explains that an organi.
zation “is a collection of choices looking for problems, issues and feelings
looking for decision situations in which they might be aired, solutions
looking for issues to which they might be the answer, and decision makers
looking for work”. Problems, solutions, participants, and choice opporty.-
nities flow in and out of a garbage can, and which problems get attached
to solutions is largely due to chance. Leaders or policy entrepreneurs can
make a difference in the garbage by carefully timing issue creation; being
sensitive to shifting interests and involvement of participants; recogniz-
ing the status and power implications of choice situations; abandoning
initiatives that get hopelessly entangled with others; and realizing that the
planning is largely symbolic and an excuse for interaction. Indeed, while
cognitive frames are not explicitly included as independent variables influ-
encing the definition of an issue as a problem in this model, actors play
with different symbols and ideas to influence agenda setting.

A second area in which constructivist approaches might need deepen-
ing is the question of the influence the public mood has on agenda setting
of public policy issues. Political sociology approaches (see Wlezien and
Soroka, 2012) have shown the interrelatedness between public opinion
preference and budget choices. Studies on cognitive frames or justification
procedures of agenda setting processes mostly concentrate on elite poli-
cymakers rather than the broader public (or sections thereof). Studies on
how the public mood frames the cognitive space of policymakers’ options
beyond economic policy ideas would allow for a broader additional
research agenda for constructivism in public policy (see Blyth, 2002).

Finally (and relatedly), the question of precisely how policy actors’ cog-
nitive frames shape the agenda setting process would equally gain from
more precise research designs. Process tracing and discourse analysis have
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essed this question in single case studies, but broader research resylls
derld be most welcome. Here, however, we encounter the ontological
wvli,lem of constructivist approaches concentrating on a small number
e ase studies. The central criticism that ideas constantly float ar.ound
f|l;jeit not freely) in political as well as policy processes and lhvat trying to
ﬂ derstand these often contradictory variables, which flo not mgn]l?caﬂtly
}u}mence policy outcomes, is therefore in vain - remains an ech.o in con-
2 ctivist research. While strategic constructivists attempt to introduce
S“'unomiclely rational elements in their embeddedness re§earch, oth?r
ec?,gtruclivisl approaches insist on the long-term and Iearr.nng faclqrs in
coder to explain policy outcomes. However, norms, ideas, informal insti-
ﬁ:ﬁons, belief systems, or worldviews are extreme.ly‘difﬁcult tf’ define ﬂ‘nd
thus to operationalize in order to understand their influence in the policy
process. All of this indicates that more exciting work awaits cpnstruijuvnst
approaches on agenda setting, cognitive frames, and the public mood.

NOTE

{. While all these terms have very specific definitions, the majority of constructivist
1 approaches dealt with in this chapter uses them synonymously.
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