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Abstract

International and domestic developments—both economic and ideational—cre-
ate challenges for contemporary democracies, such as adapting their welfare
states, recalibrating their agricultural policies, and reacting to the phenomenon
of growing numbers of immigrants. These challenges are not just technical but
political. For changes in policies generally mean redirecting public benefits
away from current recipients to emerging challengers. Policy recalibration
thus poses a distinct problem for democracy, because recalibration entails a
reallocation of resources and recognition from established interests and influen-
tial voters to newly mobilizing voters and interests. When successful, policy
recalibration demonstrates the responsiveness of democracies to new issues, new
citizens, and changes in the world. At the same time, policy recalibration
indicates governmental effectiveness in addressing these challenges. For, with-
out effective executive pressure, political agreement on the reallocation of the
costs and benefits of public policies rarely occurs. Consequently, one can think
of policy recalibration as the place where input and output legitimacy meet.
Governments respond to citizen demands and preferences, but also guide and
mediate in the adjudication of these interests and preferences. Indeed, policy
recalibration is a concrete function of government without which democratic
polities cannot renew their relevance for citizens and residents. Consequently,
the politics of policy recalibration is critical to the sustainability and renewal of
democracy. In this essay, our central question is whether some institutions of
political representation are more favorable for policy recalibration than others
and how their interactions with institutions of interest intermediation intervene
in the distribution of costs and benefits of calibration.
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1 Introduction

International and domestic developments—both economic and ideational—create
challenges for contemporary democracies, such as adapting their welfare states,
recalibrating their agricultural policies, and reacting to the phenomenon of growing
numbers of immigrants. These challenges are not just technical but political. For
changes in policies generally mean re-directing public benefits away from current
recipients to emerging challengers. Policy recalibration thus poses a distinct prob-
lem for democracy, because recalibration entails a reallocation of resources and
recognition from established interests and influential voters to newly mobilizing
voters and interests. When successful, policy recalibration demonstrates the
responsiveness of democracies to new issues, new citizens, and changes in the
world. At the same time, policy recalibration indicates governmental effectiveness
in addressing these challenges. For, without effective executive pressure, political
agreement on the reallocation of the costs and benefits of public policies rarely
occurs. Consequently, one can think of policy recalibration as the place where input
and output legitimacy meet. Governments respond to citizen demands and
preferences, but also guide and mediate in the adjudication of these interests and
preferences. Indeed, policy recalibration is a concrete function of government
without which democratic polities cannot re-new their relevance for citizens and
residents. Consequently, the politics of policy recalibration is critical to the
sustainability and renewal of democracy. In this essay, our central question is
whether some institutions of political representation are more favorable for policy
recalibration than others and how their interactions with institutions of interest
intermediation intervene in the distribution of costs and benefits of calibration.

Our analysis draws on the contributions of Gerhard Lehmbruch to our under-
standing of the politics of policy-making. It is no coincidence that his chair at
Konstanz was named materielle Staatstheorie, for Gerhard Lehmbruch has always
been deeply interested in the substantive outcomes of political structures and
processes: What is the material consequence of different political institutions and
structures of interest representation? How do the dynamics of political and societal
bargaining set developmental paths? How is political behavior affected by
conflicting incentives for cooperation and competition, as well as ideational
frameworks? Furthermore, we will draw on his combination of a structuralist and
dynamic-processual political analysis, which we argue is the key to understanding
contemporary democratic politics in multi-level governance systems. We feel the
dynamic aspects of Lehmbruch’s thinking have been insufficiently appreciated, and
that his writings on consensus democracy, his theory of corporatism, and his
contributions to historical institutionalism should not be treated as three separate
and unrelated strands of structural analysis. Instead, we will try to show that it is
precisely the mutual embeddedness of corporatist interest intermediation, on the
one hand, and the political dynamics of party competition within constitutional
structures, on the other, that can explain both policy stability and change.

In terms of democratic and institutional theory, our analysis is part of an ongoing
effort to bridge the gap between behaviorist and institutional traditions. As has
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often been pointed out, the behaviorist approach assumes that in a healthy democ-
racy, individuals will form interest groups when new problems arise, and that
governments will respond to group pressure with new policies. As David Truman
(1971[1951]: 320) puts it, “The total pattern of government over a period of time
presents a protean complex of criss-crossing relationships that change in strength
and direction with alterations in the power and standing of interests, organized and
un-organized’. Thus, the pluralist perspective always assumed functionalist and
automatic policy recalibration—as long as particular scope and boundary
conditions were met; namely open political communication, basic political and
civil rights, multiple memberships in associations, and the ability of ‘potential
interests’ to mobilize in order to protect the rules of the game. Surprisingly, pluralist
theory did not really take up what one could call the ‘paradox of pluralism’, namely
that if there are differences in the ‘power and standing of interests’ and if some are
organized while others are ‘un-organized’, why is it that pluralist theory assumes a
democratic equilibrium of interests? But, this precisely is the point of departure for
the research program of Gerhard Lehmbruch.

As one of us has argued elsewhere (Immergut 1998), Gerhard Lehmbruch’s
work on the theory of corporatist interest representation—including his cooperation
with Philippe Schmitter—constitutes an irrevocable challenge to Truman’s equi-
librium approach to interest representation, one that marks the beginning of histor-
ical institutionalism (Lehmbruch 1979a, b, 2001). Corporatist theory challenges
Truman’s claim that citizens will automatically mobilize when faced with new
problems, and that governments will respond even-handedly to these pressures,
such that public policy, to paraphrase Lehmbruch’s words, can be considered as a
‘vector sum of interest group pressures,” (Lehmbruch 1979c: 50). Instead, corpo-
ratist theory points out that: (1) interest groups are endowed with varying organiza-
tional and political resources; (2) these organizational structures and structured
access to political decision-making are the products of state policies; (3) once
established, these structures and structured relationships are relatively stable over
time, and hence can be considered as historic legacies. Furthermore, Lehmbruch
argues that states may attempt to instrumentalize the organizations of interest
intermediation, such that the transmission of interests may actually be going in
the direction from state to society, and not as in pluralist theory, from society to the
state.

Nevertheless, despite this criticism of interest intermediation from the point of
view of democratic theory, Lehmbruch acknowledges that corporatist interest-
intermediation may be instrumentally and effectively used as a strategy of gover-
nance. Hence, while criticizing the pluralist view that a vector sum of interests can
be set equal to the public good, he argues that internal procedures and elections in
interest associations provide some measure (albeit an imperfect one) of democratic
accountability to members such that reliance on interest associations for the
drafting of policies may be defended as a pragmatic way to include the public,
and as an effective means of insuring policy implementation (for a discussion see
Immergut 2011). In this way, his work provides an opening for the reconciliation of
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behaviorism with institutionalism through an institutionally-informed behaviorism
at both a normative and analytic level.

This essay particularly builds on Gerhard Lehmbruch’s analysis of corporatist
structures and their relationship to constitutional structures and partisan dynamics
(Lehmbruch 1967, 1979b, 1984). Inspired by Lehmbruch and Schmitter, scholars
have paid a great deal of attention to the organizational resources of corporatist
groups. But too little attention has been paid to Lehmbruch’s suggestion that
different political systems, party constellations or even specific governmental
configurations generate distinct political logics, and that some of these
constellations may be more responsive or effective than others. Constitutional
structures and partisan dynamics constitute a framework within which corporatist
bargaining and interest group pressures—but also the demands of voters—play out.
Furthermore, Lehmbruch’s analysis of these governmental configurations is not
simply structural but dynamic and behavioral. For example, not only have German
constitutional structures changed over time, but their political dynamics—and
particularly whether competitive or consensual bargaining ensues—depends upon
the interplay of the institutional structures with political majorities and both elec-
toral and interest group behavior (Lehmbruch 1985, 1990, 2000, 2002).

In the following sections, we will illustrate the value of Lehmbruch’s combina-
tion of structuralist and behaviorist analysis with some ongoing research in a
current project on ‘Electoral Vulnerability and Policy Recalibration’.' Our
approach has been to select a series of problems that a number of democratic
polities have identified, and then to examine the political factors that set the
parameters for policy change. In terms of institutionalist theory, our approach
differs from analyses of institutional change that focus on gradual transformation
of institutions through re-negotiation, re-interpretation and changing adherence to
institutional rules. By contrast, the changes we examine here require explicit
legislative change. Thus, in the terms proposed by Thelen, Streeck and Mahoney,
old rules are eliminated and replaced with new ones, such that we are dealing here
with ‘displacement’ (Thelen 1999; Streeck and Thelen 2005; Mahoney and Thelen
2010). Nevertheless, our work is very consistent with their theoretical perspective,
in that we understand institutions as intervening variables that affect the dynamics
of strategic bargaining and political persuasion amongst societal and political
actors. Institutions are not viewed here as static structures, but as rules whose
impact depends upon their interaction with political contexts, and the ideas and
strategies of societal stakeholders.

! German National Science Foundation Project, Grant Number IM 35/3-1.
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2 Democracy and Policy Recalibration

As argued above, policy recalibration is a necessary, ongoing process, critical to
sustaining democracy. While there is a broad literature relating policy changes to
phenomena of big transformations such as globalization and internationalization,
which create economic and ideational pressure for national governments to adapt
their policies, these approaches do not account for the cross-national and cross-
temporal differences one can observe empirically (Soysal 1994; Swank 2002;
Sassen 2008). By contrast, our approach relies on a new-institutionalist conceptu-
alization of the policy-making process and thus puts an emphasis on political-
institutional configurations. Specifically, we conceptualize, measure and evaluate
the role of electoral pressure in setting the terms of consensus bargaining, which we
argue to be a key element in successful policy-recalibration.

The concept of policy recalibration reflects the state of the art of research on the
welfare state, but we believe it to be equally applicable to other areas of policy.
After decades of debate about whether the welfare state was in crisis or by contrast
absolutely impervious to all attempts at retrenchment or change, analysts now view
welfare state politics as being characterized by incremental changes to cope with
budgetary restrictions, but also in order to ‘restructure’, ‘recalibrate’ or to ‘modern-
ize’ welfare state policies so as to better cope with ‘new social risks’ and to address
new priorities such as ‘activation’ (Pierson 1998; Taylor-Gooby 2004; Armingeon
and Bonoli 2007; Ferrera 2008; Hidusermann 2010; Kumlin and Stadelmann-
Steffen 2014). Thus, we use the term ‘recalibration’ to mean policy change intended
to re-adjust an existing policy in light of changed circumstances or goals, regardless
of whether the particular policy change is very limited or sweeping in scope.
Further, the direction of policy change is a matter for the policy analyst, it is not
meant as a prescriptive term.

2.1 The Need for Policy Recalibration

We have chosen to investigate policy recalibration in the areas of pension, citizen-
ship and agriculture, because in all three areas there is an evident need for some
form of policy recalibration—even though the extent and direction of needed
policy-change is politically-contested. In the area of pension reform, countless
studies have come to the conclusion that with population aging and the transition
to post-industrial economies, there is a need to re-adjust pay-as-you-go pension
systems, as the relationship of pensioners receiving benefits is rapidly increasing in
relation to the number of working-age contributors. Proposed solutions include
cutting benefits, increasing retirement ages, and restructuring pension systems to
include greater scope for collective or individual funded pensions—often termed
the second and third pillar of pension schemes (Immergut et al. 2007). At the same
time, some governments have increased pension benefits and raised retirement ages
(or rescinded cuts made by previous governments). Thus, it is possible to measure
policy change in the direction of policy recalibration by measuring cuts in benefits
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and pension privatization—or their opposite. Analogously, as international migra-
tion has substantially increased, political debates have turned to the need to adjust
citizenship laws and measures for incorporating immigrants. Political elites recog-
nize the importance of attracting immigrants, but it is not necessarily politically
popular to introduce measures for liberalizing citizenship laws. Thus, we observe
policy changes in the area of citizenship that we can measure both in the direction of
liberalizing citizenship (reducing the residency requirement, for example) and in
re-nationalizing or re-ethnicizing citizenship (introducing cultural citizenship
tests). Finally, in the area of agriculture, a policy concern is how to trim or even
eliminate agricultural subsidies in developed economies, which serve as barriers to
trade for less-developed agricultural economies and thus impede economic devel-
opment. At the same time, programs of agriculture subsidies cause ecologically-
wasteful behaviors and thus impede transition to more environmentally-sound
agricultural regimes. Again, we can measure the extent to which various
governments have decreased or increased their agricultural subsidies, and whether
they promote ecologically-sound agricultural measures.

2.2 Electoral Incentives and Policy Change

Approaches to analyzing institutional and policy change vary with the regard to
whether and how they consider the impact of the electorate and electoral incentives
on policy change. Gradual institutional change has tended to be considered from the
elite level, rather than from the perspective of voters and electoral factors. The
focus is on the veto potential of political institutions and societal stakeholders, and
the room for administrative discretion of implementing bureaucracies, as well as
policy entrepreneurs (Mahoney and Thelen 2010). This is understandable, given the
explanatory focus on gradual change such as ‘drift’, ‘layering’ and ‘conversion’.
However, if we turn to ‘displacement’, which requires legislative change, we are in
the territory of legislative politics, and it stands to reason that electoral incentives
and pressures from voters may be highly relevant.

At the opposite extreme, we have the blame-avoidance perspective, which has
tended to assume that voters will block change, as policy change tends to affect
policies from which voters benefit (Pierson 1996). Although more recent work on
blame avoidance considers the distribution of costs and benefits and the extent to
which they are visible, obfuscated or made less transparent by automatic stabilizers
in more depth, it, too, tends to neglect the role of the electorate (Weaver 2010;
Bauer et al. 2012). Indeed, explicit studies of the impact of policy change on the
electorate are rare (for a notable exception see Giger 2011, 2012).

A third group focuses on the role of party and interest group bargaining in
effecting institutional and policy change (Murillo and Martinez-Gallardo 2007,
Lindvall 2010). These authors (as do we) consider policy change as a subset of
institutional change, and emphasize particularly dynamic interactions. For exam-
ple, on Hiausermann’s (2010) view, complex configurations of policy entrepreneurs,
fractions within parties and relevant societal stakeholders are the key ingredients
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for cobbling together legislative compromises that effect significant policy change,
even at the cost of vested interests. Tellingly, the extent to which such compromises
are likely depends on specific aspects of the structure of political representation and
interest intermediation. The separation of powers, i.e., the institutional veto points,
determines which parties need to be included in any modernizing compromises. If
counter-majoritarian institutions necessitate a compromise between government
and opposition, internal and cross-party dynamics—in particular the coalitional
flexibility of party fractions—condition political bargaining and the likelihood of
policy change, such as a recalibration of social benefits between labor market
‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. Finally, the degree to which interest associations (e.g.,
unions or employer associations) are highly aggregated, will make it more difficult
to forge a modernizing coalition. The analysis of complex bargaining
configurations with its attention to political veto points, party constellations and
interest intermediation fits very neatly into the analytic framework we propose here,
but we think that more attention can be paid to the ways in which electoral
incentives and voter pressures affect the dynamics and outcomes of such bargaining
processes.

2.3 Conceptualizing Electoral Incentives as Electoral
Vulnerability

In order to explain the scope for policy recalibration, we argue that we need to look
more carefully at the claims of the ‘blame avoidance’ school and at the relationship
between electoral systems and political preferences. First, the policy preferences of
voters are often multi-dimensional. For any given policy area, it is difficult to know
whether voters preferences will block reform, or in which direction these
preferences will shape reforms. Thus, we should not consider the electorate merely
as ‘blockers’ and we cannot assume that a public opinion average reflects the group
of voters that may be relevant to a particular legislator or its political party. Second,
there is no reason to believe that electoral pressure is a constant. The threat of being
ousted from office by voters should vary across electoral systems, and over time
within any particular electoral system. It should depend upon a number of factors,
such as the closeness of elections, the willingness of voters to punish politicians
they do not like, and the degree to which this punishment will painfully affect
parliamentary majorities and the resulting distribution of ‘office’. Third, although
the blame avoidance literature has mentioned parties, it has not systematically
investigated the role of interest intermediation in the relationship between voters
and politicians. But it is precisely these interest intermediaries that communicate
the record of politicians and the meanings of policies to voters. Further, these
intermediaries can make strategic use of electoral pressure to wrest concessions
from policy-makers in policy negotiations. Thus, there should be an interaction
between the electoral vulnerability of politicians and the strategic role of interest
intermediaries.
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Based on these considerations, we propose to conceptualize the impact of
electoral pressure and electoral incentives in terms of the probability of politicians
being ousted from office. That is, their ‘electoral vulnerability’. As we cannot
measure the individual electoral vulnerability of each politician involved in
policy-legislation in large numbers of countries over long periods of time, we
focus on the electoral vulnerability of governments. We assume that the parties
participating in the government will behave differently depending upon the results
and consequences of the last election. We hypothesize that members of the govern-
ment will feel more electorally-vulnerable, the greater the impact the last election
had on parliamentary majorities and government composition. We also believe that
greater perceived electoral vulnerability will affect legislative behavior as members
of the government will be more fearful of voter punishment.

In order to develop an exact measure of electoral vulnerability, we have built
upon the literature on political competition, in particular on works by Bartolini and
Strgm. According to Strem (1989), political competition depends upon three
elements: ‘Contestability’ refers to the ease with which challengers can contest
elections, and will depend upon institutional entry barriers to political competition,
such as percent barriers, disproportionality of the electoral formula, and party
financing. ‘Conflict of interest’ in his scheme refers to the propensity of parties to
compete or to cooperate, which in turn depends upon ideological polarization and
the extent to which election results are a zero-sum game, as these aspects affect both
the difference that an election result makes for the voter and for the party. ‘Perfor-
mance sensitivity’ refers to the ability of voters to oust a government, and in
particular to the ‘uncertainty of future electoral contests’ (Strgm 1989: 281).
Bartolini (1999, 2000) presents a comparable scheme, but adds the dimension of
‘availability” which refers to the existence of voters willing to switch parties if
dissatisfied, and he modifies the other dimensions somewhat. Like Strgm,
‘contestability’ is based on hurdles to political contestation, but refers mainly to
the proportionality of the electoral system. ‘Decidability’ would be the approximate
equivalent to conflict of interest, and is defined by the ideological spectrum
represented by the party system and on the presentation of clear party platforms.
‘Vulnerability’ refers to the ability of voters to punish governments, but is defined
not in terms of uncertainty of electoral contests but by whether an alternate coalition
could come to power. Bartolini’s ‘vulnerability’ is similar to Murillo and Martinez-
Gallardo‘s (2007) concept of ‘legislative advantage’. They also define competition
in terms of legislative polarization, which is somewhat similar to Bartolini’s
‘decidability’.

Following this previous literature, we focus on what seems to us to be the key
aspect of electoral vulnerability: the ability of voters to threaten politicians with the
loss of office. We divide electoral vulnerability into two dimensions: (1) the
demand side aspect of the ‘electoral pressure’ emanating from voters, and (2) the
supply side ‘political protection’ coming from the size of the governing majority.
Electoral pressure is comprised of the willingness of voters to switch parties, the
disproportionality of the electoral system, and the extent to which governments
reflect electoral results. This dimension is similar to ‘availability’ and ‘performance
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sensitivity’. As voters become more willing to switch parties and their punishment
becomes more effective (vote switches result in seat switches, and seat switches
affect the governing coalition) politicians should be under more electoral pressure.
However, in contrast to ‘contestability’ but like ‘conflict of interest’, we see
disproportionality as allowing more effective voter punishment, despite the fact
that it also raises entry barriers to political participation and contestation. Therefore,
our measure of electoral pressure increases with disproportionality. If the propor-
tion of electoral winners in government increases, this is an indication that seat
switches have a direct effect on political office, and hence electoral pressure
increases. We do not consider broader aspects of ‘political competition’ (‘decid-
ability’), such as the ideological range of the party system, the clarity of party
platforms, or the dimensionality of party competition in any way, but restrict our
analysis to electoral vulnerability narrowly defined.

The second dimension of electoral vulnerability—political protection—refers to
the imperviousness of governments to electoral pressure, and this is measured by
the size of the government majority. This dimension thus corresponds to ‘vulnera-
bility’ and ‘legislative advantage’.

24 Electoral Vulnerability and Interest Intermediation

As interest intermediaries are critical for the perception of policy change by the
public, we expect the impact of electoral vulnerability on policy change to vary
according to the degree of interest intermediation in a particular policy sector,
country and point in time. In our view, interest intermediation does not just entail
the organizational density, aggregation and monopoly of particular interest
associations, but also the specific pattern of control of policy decision-making,
ideational framing and agenda-setting by sets of interest associations. Thus, we go
back to the broader definition and concept of interest intermediation as conceived of
by Lehmbruch, which includes the nesting of interest intermediation within consti-
tutional and party systems, and analyze the interaction of interest intermediation
with political contexts.

Our three areas vary significantly in the degree and type of interest intermedia-
tion, and this is in fact one reason why we selected these cases. Pension politics are
a classic case of corporatist intermediation. Unions and employer associations are
highly involved in pre-legislative bargaining on pension reforms. But this is true
only in corporatist countries, and even in classic corporatist countries, the member-
ship densities and importance of the social partners in the drafting of policies is
undergoing change. Thus, we condition our expectations on the degree of corporat-
ism. Under conditions of high corporatism—i.e., high interest intermediation—we
expect increased electoral vulnerability to improve the negotiating position of
unions, who can alert voters to the cuts and restructuring being made to their
pensions. Consequently, we expect fewer cuts and restructuring when electoral
vulnerability is high, and more cuts and restructuring when electoral vulnerability is
low. The second policy area, agriculture, is a classic case of what Lehmbruch
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(1984: 3) has termed ‘sectoral corporatism’. In this case, agricultural interests are
highly organized, but consumers are generally not (although this is beginning to
change). Indeed, if agricultural organizations were included in most measures of
corporatism, it would be very difficult to draw a distinction between corporatist and
non-corporatist countries, as agricultural interests tend to be densely organized in
most advanced industrial countries—but, paradoxically, much less so in developing
countries, where indeed agricultural production tends to be taxed rather than
subsidized. Hence, we expect variations in the degree of interest intermediation
to be based on the extent to which agricultural interests are the dominant reference
group for legislators. In all countries, agricultural reforms pit highly organized
agricultural interests against diffuse consumers, but ones that are increasingly
aware of environmental issues and concerned about food safety and treatment of
animals, and are starting to be mobilized by public interest groups. As agricultural
interests are often geographically-concentrated, it is important to consider whether
the case at hand has a single-member district electoral system and concentrated or
dispersed agricultural interests. If agricultural interests are highly concentrated and
a single-member district voting system is in place, higher electoral vulnerability
should improve the bargaining power of organized agriculture, and cuts in agricul-
tural subsidies should be impeded. By contrast, under conditions of proportional
representation or if agricultural interests are geographically-dispersed, higher elec-
toral vulnerability should make it good politics to show the public that measures are
being taken to reduce subsidies and improve the environmental sustainability of
agriculture. Finally, in the case of citizenship politics, the degree of interest-
intermediation should vary with the political salience of the immigration issue. At
times of lower salience, unions and employer associations—to some extent joined
by public interest groups promoting the rights of migrants—will be the key interest
associations involved in immigration issues. When political salience increases,
however, often as result of party strategies, including right-wing populist entrants
to political competition, interest associations lose their monopoly of the issue to the
general electorate. Consequently, under conditions of high salience, electoral
vulnerability should make it impossible to introduce legislation liberalizing
citizenship.

3 The Impact of Electoral Vulnerability on Policy
Recalibration

We constructed a data set in order to assess the electoral vulnerability of all
governments in 16 West European nations and additionally in nine OECD countries
from 1980 to 2005 in order to evaluate these hypotheses empirically (for details see
Immergut and Abou-Chadi 2014). The results, which are summarized in Table 1,
show that electoral vulnerability does indeed affect the prospects for policy recali-
bration, and that it does so in interaction with interest intermediation and represen-
tative institutions. In the area of citizenship, we have found that high electoral
pressure indeed precludes citizenship liberalization (Abou-Chadi 2012). Regardless
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Table 1 Comparison of the three studies

Findings Citizenship Agriculture Pensions
Policy recalibration Liberalization of Cuts to subsidies Cuts and
citizenship laws privatization of
pensions
Partisanship Left parties want to | Left and green parties Right-of-center
liberalize want to cut and increase | parties cut more
sustainability frequently
Open veto point Blocks Impedes cuts Impedes cuts
liberalization
Increasing electoral High electoral Impedes cuts Impedes cuts
vulnerability with high | vulnerability
intermediation trumps
intermediation
Increasing electoral No liberalization Promotes cuts Promotes cuts
vulnerability with low
intermediation

of political partisanship, no parties push the issue of citizenship liberalization at
times of heightened electoral pressure. But if the level is low or medium, electoral
pressure interacts with the party constellation, as well as the veto points and veto
player constellation. Conservative parties are willing to support citizenship liberal-
ization if they are part of the government as a pivot party; in opposition at a veto
point, however, they veto liberalization proposals. Thus, there are two paths to
citizenship liberalization: multi-party coalition governments containing a conser-
vative pivot party; or left-of center governments not facing an open veto point, a
conservative veto player in government or high electoral pressure. Electoral pres-
sure and party competition mediate in parties’ decision whether to concede to the
pragmatic policy need to liberalize citizenship or to either use the issue for electoral
gain or fear that the issue will be used against one’s party.

In the area of agricultural policy, the impact of electoral pressure interacts with
the incentives for cultivating a personal vote arising from the electoral system and
the mode of candidate selection, as well as the geographic concentration of agricul-
tural interests. Single-member district systems provide incentives for distributive
policies like agricultural subsidies, while in proportional representative systems,
credit can be more easily taken for public goods, like environmental improvements
achieved by cuts to agricultural subsidies. These electoral incentives, however, are
conditioned by the concentration of agricultural interests. Targeting agricultural
subsidies to a locally-concentrated constituency is a winning electoral strategy only
in single-member district electoral systems, in which politicians are independent of
party lists, and when agricultural interests are geographically concentrated. Simi-
larly, under these conditions, cutting agricultural subsidies in favor of more free
trade in agriculture and environmentally-sound agriculture is not an attractive
electoral strategy. By contrast, in PR systems (or SMD systems with widely-
dispersed agricultural interests, as well as all systems with low incentives for
cultivating a personal vote), cutting agricultural subsidies can appeal to wider
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constituencies and is thus electorally-attractive (Orlowski 2012). These structural
incentives, in turn, are enhanced as electoral vulnerability increases.

Finally, in the area of pensions, electoral pressure interacts with the system of
interest intermediation. In corporatist systems, where unions are relatively strong
and enjoy an important role in pre-parliamentary policy negotiations, unions can
benefit from heightened electoral pressure to take a hard line in negotiations. As a
group with the credibility to defend their member’s pensions, it is very threatening
to politicians to lose the stamp of approval of unions for the necessity of making
pension cuts or restructuring pension systems. Furthermore, employers are well-
organized and prefer consensual negotiated solutions to pure ‘power’ politics. The
threat of conflict is more effective at times when the electoral vulnerability of
politicians is higher. As electoral pressure rises in corporatist systems, pension
reforms become less likely (Immergut and Abou-Chadi 2014).

This link between electoral pressure and policy re-calibration was apparent in
the 1995 reform of the pension system in Finland. After a series of incremental
steps to cut pension obligations and increase pension contributions following the
1991 recession, the 1995 Social Democratic-led Lipponen ‘Rainbow Coalition’
government eliminated the flat-rate basic National Pension and made the calcula-
tion of pension benefits more stringent by lengthening the reference period of the
benefit formula. As Kangas (2007) argues, the key to the passage of the reform were
the restraint of the Left Party and Social Democratic dissidents, as well as the
Center Party’s inability to mobilize corporatist opposition to the laws. Kangas
attributes this to the membership of the Left and Social Democratic parties in the
governmental coalition, which closed the presidential veto point, and made these
parties stakeholders in the reform. However, lowered electoral pressure provides
additional explanatory power for the willingness of these parties to support the cuts.
This large reform effort was enacted by a 72.5 % surplus majority government (high
political protection) exposed to relatively low levels of political pressure as com-
pared to its predecessors: several parties involved had already witnessed that
loosing seats at the previous election would not necessarily keep them from joining
the government coalition. Thus, reduced electoral vulnerability enabled more
effective consociational and corporatist bargaining which in turn facilitated institu-
tional change.

Whereas in a corporatist country, governments exposed to lower electoral
pressure passed more significant reforms than governments exposed to higher
levels of electoral pressure, this effect is reversed in pluralist systems because
unions are weaker and less able to frame policy issues. They compete for framing
with many other groups, such as taxpayers’ associations and business groups. Thus,
we can conceive of union and employer intermediation as being weaker than in
corporatist systems, which makes it easier for politicians to frame pension reforms
as pragmatic, necessary measures to ensure fiscal stability and control government
debt. In such systems, politicians can take credit for pension reforms. In pluralist
systems, increases in electoral vulnerability are indeed correlated with higher rates
of pension reform. Thus, contrary to what is generally presumed, fear of voters does
not preclude cuts to the welfare state, but depends upon the mobilization of



The Sustainability of Democracy: The Impact of Electoral Incentives on the. .. 259

interests. Where unions can mobilize public attention, increases in electoral pres-
sure strengthen their bargaining position. If they cannot play this role, electoral
pressure makes politicians more sensitive to business interests and fiscally conser-
vative voters. In corporatist systems, deliberation and persuasion is aided by lower
levels of electoral pressure, whereas higher electoral pressure favors confrontation
and power plays. In pluralist systems, higher levels of electoral pressure favor
confrontation, as well, but the impact of political competition is to encourage cuts
despite union protests.

Pluralist Portugal provides an illustrative example for this mechanism. The most
controversial issues of Portuguese pension politics concern privatization, in the
form of the creation and subsidization of second and third pillar private pension
plans, and the introduction of a wage-ceiling (plafonamento) above which
employees would be free to choose whether to invest their pension contribution
into social security or private pensions (Chulia and Asensio 2007). Despite union
objections, at a time of high political pressure in the late 1980s and early 1990s, a
series of Portuguese governments introduced measures to introduce second and
third private pillars as well as significant benefit cuts, such as an increase in the
qualifying period and reference period for pension benefits, and increasing the
retirement age for women. By contrast the 2002 government, subject to less
electoral pressure because of the more tenuous link between government and
electoral results, was unable to reach any agreement on introducing the age ceiling,
despite general agreement on this point from the late 1980s. Thus, in a pluralist
context, greater electoral pressure puts governments under greater pressure to effect
reform, regardless of union opinion.

4 Conclusions

Many scholars have demonstrated that institutions of political representation and
institutions of interest intermediation have significant effects on the politics of
policy recalibration. Rather than modelling these effects as static, however, we
show in this essay how the impact of institutions can only be understood in terms of
interactions between institutions and political behavior. Voters’ preferences reach
politicians through electoral institutions, which change the incentives and risks of
politicians. These incentives and risk structures are dynamic because they depend
upon the exact distribution of votes at a particular point in time. Further, interest
groups intermediate between politicians and voters, and as we have argued, the
impact of this intermediation changes dynamically with the electoral vulnerability
of politicians. As in Gerhard Lehmbruch’s works, we see that only this dynamic-
processual analysis of the institutional structures, which ensure the input legitimacy
of democratic polities, allows us to understand when and how policy change is
possible; change that is necessary in order to sustain the output legitimacy of these
systems that is constantly challenged in an increasingly complex world.

The study of electoral vulnerability and its impact on policy-making provides a
minimal and rational interpretation of both policy-preferences and electoral



260 E.M. Immergut et al.

incentives. We have not delved into the ideational aspects of policy-making—a
major area of research for Gerhard Lehmbruch. Case studies could provide further
insights into differences in how politicians or parties perceive the necessity for
recalibration, evaluate possible solutions and interpret their electoral situation,
given the objective shifts in votes, majorities and office upon which we base our
analysis. The examination of electoral vulnerability can provide us with a vantage
point for studying the empirical question (as Max Weber put it) of whether
politicians will react similarly to the same objective electoral factors or whether
psychological, cultural, or processual factors change their behavior. Thus, in
contrast to what is often assumed, we do not see any necessary conflict between
rationalist and ideational approaches to historical institutionalism. Political
preferences may be a rational response to institutional givens, or they may emerge
from processes of political contestation and interpretation. The common analytic
arsenal of historical institutionalism remains the study of the interplay of ideas,
interests and institutions.
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