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Abstract This paper focuses on the transferability of policy feedback and respon-
siveness theories. These theories have enjoyed a great deal of scholarly interest in the
past years and are widely applied in different country contexts. However, this the-
ory transfer tends to be more focused on the empirical challenges while neglecting
the fact that it also involves normative implications about representative democracy.
These implications, I argue, are strongly influenced by the real-world example of
the United States, where the theories were originally developed. More specifically,
I contend that bringing in theoretical approaches that are more influenced by Eu-
ropean experiences such as neocorporatism and party difference theory affects the
depiction of the role of interest groups and party government in policy feedback
and responsiveness theories. I conclude by highlighting the contours of an empirical
research agenda that might further elaborate on these issues.
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Policy Feedback und Responsivität in vergleichender Perspektive

Zusammenfassung Dieser Artikel beschäftigt sich mit der Übertragbarkeit von
Theorien zu Policy Feedback und Responsivität. Diese Theorien haben in den letzten
Jahren großes wissenschaftliches Interesse erfahren und finden in unterschiedlichen
Länderkontexten ihre Anwendung. Jedoch konzentriert sich dieser Theorietransfer
primär auf empirische Herausforderungen und vernachlässigt dabei den Umstand,
dass mit diesem Transfer auch normative Implikationen zu repräsentativer Demo-
kratie einhergehen. Diese Implikationen, so argumentiere ich, sind stark geprägt
durch den US-amerikanischen Fall, in dessen Kontext diese Theorien ursprünglich
entwickelt wurden. Dies gilt insbesondere in Bezug auf die Rolle von Interessen-
gruppen und politischen Parteien, die in eher europäisch geprägten Theorieansätzen
wie der Parteiendifferenzthese oder der Theorie des Neo-Korporatismus anders kon-
zeptionalisiert werden als in US-amerikanischen Ansätzen zu Policy Feedback und
Responsivität. Der Artikel schließt mit der Konturierung einer Forschungsagenda,
welche eine weitere Beschäftigung mit den aufgeworfenen Fragen voranbringen
könnte.

Schlüsselwörter USA · Deutschland · Korporatismus · Parteiendifferenztheorie ·
Politische Ungleichheit

1 Introduction

Democracies across the Western world are widely perceived to be in crisis (see,
among many others, Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018; Schäfer and Zürn 2021). Questions
about selective, biased, or simply nonexistent responsiveness of governments to the
concerns of common citizens are often at the core of public and academic crisis
diagnoses. If governments primarily respond to the preferences and concerns of
political and economic elites (Elsässer et al. 2020; Gilens and Page 2014), thus
accepting or even contributing to mounting inequalities in education, work, and
life chances, disappointed citizens may increasingly turn to left-wing or right-wing
populist parties instead (Burgoon et al. 2019).

Against this background, the motivating idea to start off this particular paper is
the observation that while democracy is perceived to be in crisis, it is often done so
for different reasons. In the United States, recent years have seen a steep increase
in political polarization between the left and the right, an associated rise of party-
dominated government, and heightened potential for gridlock in Congress when the
legislative and executive branches of the government are controlled by different par-
ties. In Germany (and other European countries, even though I focus here mostly on
the German case for pragmatic reasons), political polarization has increased as well,
associated with the rise of left-wing and right-wing populism. More important for
the purpose of this paper, however, is the observation that political polarization “at
the fringes” has been accompanied by a convergence of mainstream parties toward
the political center, contributing to a blurring of ideological boundaries between
these parties. Thus, in short and simplifying greatly, the perceived crisis of demo-
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cratic responsiveness in the United States is partly associated with the rise of party
government, while the crisis in Germany (and Europe) is linked to its demise as
political parties in the center become ideologically more flexible.

The upshot of this brief example for the purpose of this article is to point to
different underlying normative assumptions in the United States and Europe about
democracy and representation. The existing literature on policy feedback and govern-
ment responsiveness, which I will briefly review further below, is typically centered
on empirical challenges in transferring policy theories from one context (typically
the U.S. case) to others, whereas differences in the underlying normative assump-
tions about democracy are neglected. This matters, however, because it has direct
implications for the crisis diagnosis of democracy and potential remedies to this
crisis. Depending on normative conceptions of representation and democracy, the
answer may be to strengthen representative party government rather than to weaken
it or to boost the involvement of interest groups in decision-making rather than
keeping them outside. In this paper, which has an admittedly somewhat speculative
flavor, I argue that the strong empirical focus of scholarship on policy feedback and
government responsiveness has led to an implicit transfer of normative assumptions
about democracy from the U.S. case, for which these theories have originally been
developed, to the European context. In a new version of history repeating itself,
this paper basically mirrors the approach of classics in comparative politics such as
Lehmbruch (1979) and Lijphart (1999) by juxtaposing “European” conceptions of
democracy to the liberal–pluralist American model, focusing on the role of political
parties and interest groups.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: In the next section, I present
a brief review of how literature on policy feedback and government responsive-
ness—which can be regarded as two sides of the same coin—has developed, typi-
cally starting with scholarship on the U.S. case and then moving on to other country
contexts. In the second half of this paper, I discuss the possibilities and limitations
of theory transfer in greater detail. Here, I focus less on the empirical challenges
(which have been addressed quite well in the existing literature) and more on the
theoretical issues concerning the transfer of implicit normative assumptions about
democracy and representation. I focus on interest groups and political parties in turn.

2 Policy Feedback and Government Responsiveness: A Brief Review

To some degree, theories of policy feedback and government responsiveness repre-
sent two distinct intellectual traditions, with policy feedback theories emerging a bit
earlier on the scene (early 1990s) compared with responsiveness theory (mid- to late
1990s). In particular, the historical–institutional tradition in policy feedback theory
has paid attention to comparative perspectives early on (e.g., the work by Pierson
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[1994, 1996] and Weaver [2010] on social policy).1 Nevertheless, the issues of pol-
icy feedback and government responsiveness are deeply intertwined as they relate
to the two halves of the feedback loop between the citizenry and policy-makers. As
put in explicit terms by Soroka and Wlezien (2010, p. 3), in order for democracy to
work properly, “on the one hand, policymakers need to react to the public’s policy
preferences; on the other hand, the public needs to have informed preferences, based
in part on what policymakers are doing.” Thus, via policy feedback, policy deci-
sions affect and shape the public’s view and evaluation of policy-makers’ choices
and performance, which in turn, via government responsiveness, affect the electoral
fate of political actors as well as their decisions directly. As I will argue in greater
detail in the following and below, in both cases—policy feedback and government
responsiveness—the initial theories were developed against the background of the
U.S. case, and thereby also were shaped by implicit normative assumptions about
the relationship between citizens and their elected representatives.

Starting with theories on policy feedback, the first iterations of this theoretical
perspective were developed in order to explain the absence of policy change (or,
put differently, the dominance of policy stability) in the case of welfare-state policy-
making, strongly inspired by the historical institutionalist school of thought (Steinmo
et al. 1992). Most famously, Pierson (1993, 1994, 1996, 2000) convincingly argued
how existing policies and institutions create concrete benefits for particular welfare-
state constituencies, who in turn develop strong material interests in defending these
programs against cutbacks (see also Brooks and Manza 2007). Above and beyond
material self-interests, existing policies also influence cognitive understandings and
normative underpinnings of feasible reform options in policy-making (Pierson 1993,
p. 610; Svallfors 2010). Moving from policy preferences to political behavior, other
researchers, again using the case of the United States as an empirical example,
have shown how the enactment of particular public policies such as Social Security
(pensions) or the G.I. Bill (education) triggered processes of political mobilization
and participation among the beneficiaries of these programs (Campbell 2002, 2012;
Mettler 2005).

The implications of this early wave of scholarship on policy feedback for gov-
ernment responsiveness are ambivalent. On the one hand, policy feedback theory
implies that policy-makers shy away from policy decisions that are unpopular with
large parts of the electorate, even if these policies would be in line with their ideolog-
ical predispositions. This implies a high degree of responsiveness of policy-makers
to the public’s preferences. The classic example for this is Pierson’s (1994) analysis
of the welfare-state retrenchment agenda of the Reagan and Thatcher governments
in the United States and the United Kingdom, respectively. Although these govern-
ments had a strong ideological agenda, their actions did not result in major cutbacks
of welfare-state policies, according to Pierson, which was due to the self-reinforcing
feedback effects of existing policies. On the other hand, as Pierson himself as well as

1 This paper focuses less on these historical-institutionalist accounts and more on policy feedback theory
in conjunction with studies of public opinion, which tend to be more US-centered. Furthermore, in spite
of the comparative angle of historical-institutionalist work on policy feedback, it still retains a somewhat
US-centered perspective as I will explain in greater detail below.
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others (e.g., Hall and Thelen [2009], Knight [1992], and Moe [2005]) have argued,
existing institutional arrangements also have power implications, privileging some
individuals over others. To the extent that self-reinforcing policy feedback prevents
the balancing out of entrenched power asymmetries, it can also weaken government
responsiveness to broader public concerns, for instance when policy reforms are
blocked due to the opposition of particularly powerful interest groups.

Following its initial success, the notion of policy feedback has been picked up
widely in comparative public policy analysis, in particular in the domain of welfare
state research (see Béland and Schlager [2019], Busemeyer et al. [2021], and Larsen
[2020] for recent reviews). Notably, much of this work has been more concerned with
the impact of policies and institutions on “mass publics” (Pierson 1993, p. 597), i.e.,
public opinion and welfare-state attitudes, even though Pierson equally emphasized
the importance of policy feedback for interest groups. Related to the spread of easily
available comparative public-opinion survey data, a central topic in this literature has
been the exploration of the association between macro-level welfare-state regimes
and micro-level attitudes and preferences (Andreß and Heien 2001; Jaeger 2006,
2009; Larsen 2020; Svallfors 2004). Dubbed critically as the “comparing-attitudes-
in-regime” industry by Svallfors (2012, p. 8), this literature has struggled to come
up with clear-cut findings regarding the link between welfare-state regimes and
attitudes. Partly in reaction to this, researchers have started to concentrate more on
specific institutional aspects and dimensions of overarching regimes, yielding more
robust results (Busemeyer 2013; Fernández and Jaime-Castillo 2013; Gingrich and
Ansell 2012; Jordan 2013). Compared with the wealth of studies on policy feedback
and attitudes, less comparative work has been done on the feedback effects of policies
on voting behavior and electoral choices. An important and influential exception is
the edited volume by Kumlin and Stadelmann-Steffen (2014), which comprises
a wealth of studies on this issue. More recently, Vlandas and Halikiopoulou (2021)
have studied to what extent welfare policies influence the individual likelihood to
vote for right-wing radical parties.

The early work on policy feedback was primarily interested in the mechanism
of “self-reinforcing feedback,” i.e., how and why existing policies and institutions
contribute to path dependency and make large-scale policy change more unlikely. In
contrast, more recent work has started to pay more attention to the opposite dynamic,
i.e., “self-undermining” feedback, which occurs when existing policies may set in
motion a dynamic that contributes to increasing support for policy change rather
than stability (Jacobs and Weaver 2015; Weaver 2010).

This kind of self-undermining feedback (sometimes misleadingly called “nega-
tive” feedback) is an important element of Soroka and Wlezien’s (2010) “thermo-
static” model of democracy. According to this model, as already briefly mentioned
above, citizens react “thermostatically” to changing policies: If policy-makers de-
liver too much of a particular policy, citizens will react by lowering their support
for additional action (in Soroka and Wlezien’s framework, this is mostly defined
in terms of government spending) in that domain. Policy-makers in turn react to
this cooling-off of support by providing less of that particular policy until support
increases again (ibid., p. 169). Thus, in short, Soroka and Wlezien find that policy-
makers largely respond to public opinion and, in particular, to changes in public
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opinion over time. Furthermore, differences between groups (such as low-income
vs. high-income citizens) matter less than parallel changes of public opinion over
time (ibid., p. 158). This central finding of their book leads them to conclude that
“Democracy works. To be exact, representative democracy works” (ibid., p. 182).
This positive assessment of the state of representative democracy chimes well with
other literature that finds a strong influence of (changing) public opinion on pol-
icy change (Burstein 2003; Erikson 2015; Hakhverdian 2010, 2012; Stimson 1991;
Stimson et al. 1995). Again, much of the initial work on the “thermostat” model
had been done on the U.S. case and other Anglo-Saxon countries (Wlezien 1995,
2004), but Soroka and Wlezien themselves have applied it to other contexts as well,
finding support for their argument (Wlezien and Soroka 2012).

In contrast to the generally positive assessment regarding the workings of repre-
sentative democracy provided by Soroka and Wlezien (2010), a related, but much
more critical, literature has identified systematic biases in government responsive-
ness to the benefit of economic and political elites. In particular, Gilens’s (2005,
2012) influential work has shown that public policy choices are more often in line
with the preferences of the rich than those of average-income and low-income citi-
zens, again in the case of the United States. Broadening the perspective to include
interest groups as well, Gilens and Page (2014) find that policy-making reacts more
strongly to preferences from powerful business lobby groups rather than to those of
mass-based interest groups, exacerbating inequalities in responsiveness. Although
there is not enough space to go into detail here, the work by Gilens has attracted
a significant amount of criticism from scholars in the first camp (Branham et al.
2017; Enns 2015; Enns and Wlezien 2011; Stimson 2011), who, among other things,
emphasize the point that group-based differences in public opinion may be less pro-
nounced than the extent of parallel changes over time.

Recently, a number of scholars have transferred Gilens’s approach to the European
context. Most notably, following the research design by Gilens, Elsässer et al. (2017,
2020) have also identified strong biases in the responsiveness of policy-making in
Germany in favor of the rich. Related research on other countries has come to similar
conclusions (Giger et al. 2012; Peters and Ensink 2015; Rosset et al. 2013; Schakel
2021). In a comprehensive study spanning a large number of OECD countries and,
to some extent, bridging the two camps identified above, Schakel et al. (2020) show
that government responsiveness can be both “real” and “unequal.” More specifically,
this study found that public policy does respond to broader patterns in public opinion
and that it changes over time, but at the same time, this responsiveness is always
biased to some extent to favor the rich (a similar argument had been made by
Stimson [2011]).

3 Possibilities and Limitations of Transfer

To sum up the main take-away points from the previous section, the literature re-
view has documented a thriving and growing field of research around the notions
of policy feedback and government responsiveness. Similar to other theoretical ap-
proaches discussed in this special issue, the initial impetus for theory development
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was inspired by the empirical example of the United States. In spite of the fact that
both the welfare state and the political system of the United States are quite excep-
tional, researchers apparently have found the fundamental building blocks of policy
feedback and responsiveness theories to be transferable to other country contexts
without many problems.

As hinted at above, the supposedly easy transfer of concepts from the United
States to other contexts has been facilitated by the fact that most researchers focus
on the empirical challenges associated with such a transfer. For instance, Elsässer
et al. (2017, 2020) have invested a lot of time and effort in replicating the Gilens
approach with German data to the best extent possible. Regarding policy feedback
theories, the initial dual approach of Pierson (1993, 1994) to focus on both public
opinion (“mass publics”) and interest groups, inspired by more qualitative work
in the tradition of historical institutionalism, was somewhat sidelined by quantita-
tive studies that primarily focus on the statistical association between macro-level
institutional variables and micro-level attitudes and preferences. The latter—as suc-
cessful templates for research design—are easier to transfer compared with more
comprehensive theoretical accounts of the exact mechanisms by which policies feed
back on politics. Incidentally, the historical–institutionalist tradition in policy feed-
back research that had been more attuned to variation in comparative institutional
contexts is typically also more interested in exploring these mechanisms. Again, the
empirical focus has therefore facilitated transferability.

Against this background, the purpose of this article is to pay more attention to the
limitations of policy theory transfer, thereby discussing the potential implications
of such a transfer. I argue that the strong empirical focus of recent work on pol-
icy feedback and responsiveness runs the risk of neglecting the implicit normative
assumptions about democracy and representation that are entailed in the original
versions of these theories, which were largely inspired by the particular case of the
United States. In highlighting these limitations, my goal is definitely not to hinder or
slow down policy theory transfer, but simply to encourage a more reflective stance
toward it. In the following discussion, I draw on empirical examples from the cases
of the United States and Germany for pragmatic reasons, while being fully aware
that there is, of course, significant variation among political institutions and party
systems across European countries. I focus the discussion on two neuralgic points
that connect the micro-level of attitudes and preferences and the macro-level of
policy-making: interest groups and political parties. I start with the former.

4 Interest Groups

As is well known, there is a significant degree of variation in interest mediation
systems across countries (Lijphart 1999), i.e., variation in the extent to which interest
groups influence policy-making. This empirical variation, in turn, is mirrored in and
related to different normative conceptions about the proper role of interest groups in
policy-making processes, i.e., to what extent interest groups should influence policy-
making.
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The liberal–pluralist view on interest mediation, dominant in the United States
and other Anglo-Saxon countries, maintains that a central defining characteristic of
a democratic political order is the free competition of organized interests, in which
the state should intervene as little as possible in order to prevent the emergence of
potential biases (see, representing many, Dahl [1961], for example). Early works on
interest groups have already noted, however, that the absence of state intervention
may by itself not be sufficient to prevent the emergence of systematic biases in
organizational potential. Schattschneider (1960), for instance, points to the inher-
ent advantages of elites in getting organized and mobilized. Olson (1965) in turn
highlights the inherent mobilization advantages of “special interests” over diffuse
interests, even though the latter may concern more people. Furthermore, in terms
of power resources, interest groups in pluralist systems are bound to rely more on
what is called “instrumental power” in the literature on business power (Culpepper
2015; Hacker and Pierson 2002), even though the concept also applies to other in-
terest groups. Instrumental power resources simply refer to the amount of economic
and fiscal resources that interest groups can marshal in order to finance lobbying
activities as a means to influence policy-making. In a liberal–pluralist system, the in-
fluence of a particular interest group on policy-making is likely to be strongly related
to the amount of instrumental power resources it can accumulate; typically, interest
groups representing economically powerful business interests are better placed to
do so than citizen-based interest groups (Baumgartner et al. 2009; Gilens and Page
2014).

The neocorporatist view on interest group mediation, which is more common in
the European context and Germany, in particular, provides a somewhat different per-
spective. The theory of neocorporatism emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s in
response to the dominance of liberal–pluralist theories on interest group mediation at
that time. The empirical analysis of European democracies (as well as other world
regions such as Latin America) had motivated the early proponents of neocorpo-
ratism to point out that interest group mediation processes worked quite differently
in these cases compared with liberal pluralism and that these differences would not
signify deficiencies in the former systems, but rather different normative conceptions
about the functional representation of societal interests (Lehmbruch 1979; Schmitter
1979; Streeck and Schmitter 1985). To a significant extent, the different normative
views about interest mediation are related to different conceptions about democ-
racy itself, i.e., the by now classic distinction between majoritarian and consensus
democracies (Lijphart 1999; Powell 2000). Corporatist interest mediation implies
certain restrictions on the free competition between interest groups as priority is
given to establishing stable structures of functional representation of different so-
cietal stakeholders (employers, farmers, labor unions, etc.). Also, state intervention
is accepted to the extent to which it creates a level playing field between differ-
ent organized interests representing distinct societal groups with differing interests.
Another important difference from liberal pluralism is that organized interests are
actively involved in governmental decision-making processes via corporatist gov-
ernance bodies, which allows them to rely more on institutional power resources
(via these decision-making bodies) rather than having to resort to open forms of
lobbying.
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4.1 Interest Groups and Policy Feedback

Now, in the following, I am going to argue that policy feedback and responsiveness
theories often rely more or less implicitly on liberal–pluralist conceptions of interest
group mediation. Regarding policy feedback theories, earlier work in this tradition
was more concerned with interest groups, actually, even though, as mentioned above,
Pierson (1993) already theorized the impact of policies on both organized groups
and public opinion. More specifically, Pierson (1993, p. 602) argues that policies
often provide “the selective incentives that groups are using to overcome collective
action problems,” suggesting that policies can be a crucial element in facilitating
the organization of special interests whose purpose is then to defend the continued
existence of these policies. The whole notion of policy feedback, according to Pier-
son, implies that “[t]he activity of interest groups often seems to follow rather than
precede the adoption of public policies” (ibid., p. 598). Even though entirely plau-
sible from the perspective of policy feedback theory, this argument implicitly refers
to a model of interest mediation in which there is a significant degree of fluctuation
as new interest groups emerge while others decline, and all are continuously com-
peting for the scarce resource of access to policy-making. In other words, even the
more historical–institutionalist accounts of policy feedback theory that are generally
more attuned to cross-country contextual effects implicitly rely on liberal–pluralist
models of interest group organization.

This stands in contrast to a neocorporatist perspective in which the major stake-
holders in decision-making processes are typically organizations that have existed
for decades, if not centuries. In the case of trade unions or employers’ associations
whose origins date back to the early phase of the Industrial Revolution, it does not
make sense to argue that their establishment follows in the wake of the enactment
of certain policies, as is suggested by the above quotation from Pierson (1993).
Furthermore, at least some of these associations have the character of what Olson
(1982) has called “encompassing organizations,” representing large parts of society,
e.g., broad membership-based unions in the Scandinavian context. As they repre-
sent a large part of society, encompassing organizations have an inherent interest
in pursuing collective goals rather than maximizing narrowly defined self-interests.
Furthermore, the major players in corporatist decision-making bodies are essentially
locked into a continued and ever evolving cooperation game with each other, which
encourages the build-up of mutual trust and encourages strategies of joint problem-
solving rather than bargaining (Scharpf 1997).

For policy feedback, this implies important differences between liberal–pluralist
and neocorporatist systems. In classic policy feedback theory, interest groups are
depicted as “special” or “vested interests” (see also Moe [2017] for the empirical
example of teachers’ unions in the United States on this), narrow-mindedly con-
centrated on defending “their” particular policy program. From this perspective, the
growth of the welfare state and the public sector more broadly would be accompa-
nied by the accumulation of special interests attached to their particular programs,
promoting gridlock and stifling opportunities for policy change, with potentially
deleterious consequences for economic wealth in the long term (Olson 1982).
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From a neocorporatist perspective, policy feedback may work differently. Given
that interest groups are more encompassing and long term by nature, they are less
attached to particular policy programs. If encompassing organizations take into ac-
count broader societal interests, they should be more willing to sacrifice the max-
imization of short-term, self-interest–related gains in order to facilitate long-term
solutions to policy problems. Translated into the language of policy feedback, this
means that the “negative” feedback effects of a particular status quo (Weaver 2010)
might be sufficient to trigger self-undermining feedback in the sense that interest
groups are not single-mindedly bent on defending the status quo but could become
important drivers of progressive policy change themselves. In fact, as argued by
Jacobs (2011), given the long-term existence of many interest groups, they might
be more likely to adopt a long-term perspective in developing their positions than
politicians who are bound to electoral cycles. Thus, bringing in the perspective of
neocorporatism may lead to a significant shift in the perception of the role of interest
groups in policy-making: from narrow-minded “vested interests” to potential allies
in promoting collective goals and policy change.

4.2 Interest Groups and Government Responsiveness

The distinction between a liberal–pluralist and a neocorporatist perspective on in-
terest groups also matters with regard to government responsiveness. Here, interest
groups compete for influence and space on the basically crowded and limited po-
litical agenda (Baumgartner et al. 2009). Biases in responsiveness result from the
fact that certain interest groups are privileged over others because they can marshal
more instrumental power resources—essentially campaign money—which leads to
the expectation that business interest groups are more likely to be heard in policy-
making than mass-based citizen groups (Gilens and Page 2014). The best remedy
against capture of policy domains by special interests remains to promote and up-
hold competition between a large number of competing interest groups, which leads
to a balancing out of conflicting demands, thus increasing the chances that policy-
makers will actually pay more attention to citizens’ demands (Breunig and Koski
2018).

From a neocorporatist perspective, the issue of government responsiveness looks
different (Busemeyer 2020). Here, interest groups are regarded not only as ampli-
fying the special interests of particular subgroups but also as encompassing orga-
nizations representing important stakeholders in society. The electoral channel of
representation is thus complemented by a secondary channel of functional repre-
sentation, in which citizens are represented not just as voters but also as workers,
farmers, teachers, environmental activists, etc. Furthermore, the first parliamentary
channel and the second one focusing on functional representation are often de facto
intertwined, as it is quite common in neocorporatist countries for high-ranking rep-
resentatives of employers’ associations, trade unions, and other interest groups to be
members of parliament (or to move back and forth between parliament and inter-
est group work; see, for instance, Trampusch [2005] for the case of German social
policy).
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The involvement of interest groups in governmental decision-making processes
thus does not diminish or bias responsiveness, as is implied by the above lib-
eral–pluralist perspective when interest groups callously prevent policy-makers from
implementing the true will of the people via lobbying. Rather, the active and de-
liberate involvement of stakeholder representatives in decision-making processes
enhances both responsiveness and representation of policy-making. It expands the
“sensing devices” of policy-makers to identify societal demands and also creates
a reverse communication channel between governments and citizens by involving
interest groups/associations in the implementation of policies, thus creating legiti-
macy for political decisions. Of course, this is an ideal–typical depiction, and neo-
corporatism is also prone to the risk of capture by special interests masking as col-
lectively minded organizations. The core argument, however, is that the involvement
of interest groups in decision-making processes is not by itself and not inherently
a normatively “bad” thing but can—under certain conditions—also improve the
responsiveness of policy-making.

Thus, to sum up the discussion of interest groups: The bottom line of the previous
discussion is that the original versions of policy feedback and government respon-
siveness theories, based on the empirical case of the United States, often come along
with quite negative views of interest groups as special interests. Transferring the gist
of feedback and responsiveness theory to other contexts is feasible and possible, but
it should go along with a deeper reflection of the implicit normative implications of
these original theories. Most importantly, from a neocorporatist perspective, interest
groups—or in the language of neocorporatism, voluntary associations—can play an
important role by contributing to joint problem-solving, enhancing the reform capac-
ity of systems by promoting progressive policy change, increasing the legitimacy of
decision-making processes, and thereby also increasing the overall responsiveness
of policy-making.

5 Party Politics

Political parties are essential in liberal democracies in bundling the multiple and
partly competitive political demands and preferences of individual citizens into pol-
icy programs and election manifestos that allow voters to make informed choices
about different policy options (and the governing personnel to implement these poli-
cies). Again, simplifying greatly, one can distinguish between a “majoritarian” and
a “proportional” perspective on party accountability, representation, and responsive-
ness (Powell 2000), which broadly maps onto the difference between majoritarian
election systems and the associated two-party systems (the United States again being
the prime example) and multiparty electoral systems based on proportional repre-
sentation common in most European countries. I am less concerned with differences
between electoral systems as such, however, but rather focus on the differing roles
of party government in these contexts.

By “party government” (in German, the term Parteiendemokratie is more com-
mon), I mean a form of representative government in which political parties—more
than individual legislators or directly elected executive leaders—are the central actors
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in transmitting and translating the diffuse demands of citizen-voters into concrete
policy output. In order to give citizens meaningful choices about policy options, party
government implies the existence of (more or less) binding election manifestos and
party programs/platforms that highlight and identify significant differences between
parties competing for office (on party difference theory: Schmidt 1996; on mani-
festo theory: Budge et al. 2001). Party government also implies a certain closeness
between political parties and the state apparatus, which has fueled concerns about
capture of state institutions and cartelization promoted by party elites (Katz and
Mair 1995; Mair 2013). As I will argue in greater detail below, both the positive
and the negative aspects of party government are discernible in debates about the
state of democracy in the United States and Europe, although in strikingly different
ways. First, however, I comment on the role of political parties in theories of policy
feedback.

5.1 Political Parties and Policy Feedback

Generally speaking, political parties are strangely absent in theories of policy feed-
back. As already mentioned, Pierson’s (1993) influential contribution on policy
feedback theory focuses only on feedback effects on interest groups and public
opinion, i.e., individual citizens, not political parties. This is, I posit, clearly related
to the more marginal role of political parties (in the sense of party government)
in the U.S.-American version of representative democracy. The lack of attention to
political parties in policy feedback theory is a pity because parties are likely to play
a crucial role as gatekeepers and interpreters of policy changes, thereby framing
public opinion.

Looking beyond policy feedback theories in the narrow sense, there is some
research literature on party politics and public opinion more broadly that can be
connected to policy feedback research. When focusing on the empirical example of
the United States, this literature again tends to focus on the negative aspects of party
government. For instance, the literature on framing (Druckman et al. 2013; Druck-
man and Nelson 2003) argues that increasingly polarized partisan elites can and do
contribute to the polarization of public opinion. This polarization of public opinion
via partisan government is, in the worst case, accompanied by a decline in politi-
cal knowledge among citizens who are increasingly forming their political attitudes
based on partisan ideology and tribal group identities (Achen and Bartels 2017).
Furthermore, party political elites deliberately attempt to “craft” public opinion in
order to increase public support for decisions that are already made; i.e., instead of
implementing the will of the people, they manipulate public opinion after the fact
in order to create the illusion of responsiveness (Jacobs and Shapiro 2000, 2002). In
the case of the United States, increasingly politicized and polarized media reinforce
this trend of partisan polarization (Prior 2013).

Hence, this more pessimistic perspective on the role of party government in policy
feedback, strongly influenced by empirical analyses of the U.S. case, implies that
the role of political parties in policy feedback is primarily to provide partisan cues to
further divide and polarize the electorate, to craft or even manipulate public opinion
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for their own partisan gain, or to simply prevent citizens from forming their own
opinions by furthering group and partisanship-based identities based on ideology.

A somewhat different and less pessimistic perspective on the role of parties
would regard them as important and legitimate actors, interpreting and translating
policy decisions for voters. Of course, many European countries have also witnessed
increasing political polarization, associated with the rise of right-wing and partly left-
wing populism (Burgoon et al. 2019; Kurer 2020). So, clearly, political parties are
no longer able (or willing) to fulfill the function of interpreting and legitimizing
policy decisions as before, which might also be a consequence of the fact that
political parties in government are increasingly constrained by external factors such
as economic globalization and European integration (Tober and Busemeyer 2020;
Ward et al. 2011).

But independent of these external constraints, the normative question, which is
of greater concern here, is whether political parties are in principle regarded as
playing a legitimate, constructive role in transmitting policy decisions to citizens
or not. A more sanguine view on party government implies that an important and
legitimate function of political parties in interpreting policy decisions is to highlight
differences in viewpoints between parties. Making differences visible rather than
pretending that differences do not exist would then be regarded as an essential
component of a well-functioning form of representative government that ultimately
rests and depends on party differences (Schmidt 1996). Group-based or partisanship-
based identities would not merely or only be instruments to promote conflict and
polarization, but they would also be recognized as important tools for the social
integration of different communities.

5.2 Political Parties and Responsiveness

When it comes to the role of political parties in the responsiveness of policy-making
to public demands, opinions are equally divided regarding the role of parties, which
is, again, related in my view to underlying different normative assumptions about
representative democracy. In U.S.-focused accounts, political parties are depicted as
potential threats that might prevent policy-makers (as individual legislators) from
implementing the true will of the people. Burstein (2003, p. 30), for instance, warns
that “political parties may, when in office, enact policies favored by their most ar-
dent supporters rather than the general public.” In Soroka and Wlezien’s (2010)
thermostatic model of representative democracy, the connection between individual
citizens and policy-makers should be as direct as possible: “The ongoing interac-
tion between public preferences and policy is [...] fundamental to the functioning
of a democratic political system. Indeed, the more the public responds to policy,
and policymakers represent public preferences, the more ‘efficient’ the system, that
is, the more effectively—quickly and fully—changes in preferences translate into
changes in policy” (ibid., p. 15). The empirical relevance of partisan government is
recognized by Soroka and Wlezien, but it is regarded as rather an unnecessary or,
in the worst case, illegitimate deviation from the ideal setting above (ibid., p. 40).
Consequentially, the overall responsiveness of presidential systems (i.e., the United
States) is deemed higher than that of parliamentarian systems because, in the former,
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the presidency itself has an “electoral incentive to represent” (ibid., p. 55) the will
of the people, whereas in parliamentarian systems, the government is “shielded” by
the parliamentarian majority and can therefore afford to be less representative.

More or less implicitly, these U.S.-centered perspectives on responsive govern-
ment are built on median voter and related theories (Downs 1957; Meltzer and
Richard 1981, but see Cox and McCubbins 2005 for a U.S.-focused theory on
“responsible party government” in Congress). Effectively, the essence of “public
preferences” is defined by the preferences of the average (median) voter; the ideal
of responsiveness is achieved when and if policy-makers deviate as little as possible
from this average, and then their responsiveness is immediate and “dynamic” (Stim-
son et al. 1995), so that changes in preferences are directly translated into changes
in policies (Soroka and Wlezien 2010).

A quite different perspective of responsive government and the role of political
parties therein is provided in approaches rooted in “partisan” or “party difference”
theory (Schmidt 1996; see also Castles 1982; Esping-Andersen 1985; Hibbs 1977;
Stephens 1979). Two of the eight “key propositions” of party difference theory
highlighted by Schmidt (1996, p. 156) are of particular importance here: “1. Social
constituencies of political parties in constitutional democracies have distinctive pref-
erences and successfully feed the process of policy formation with these preferences.
2. Policy orientations of political parties broadly mirror the distinctive preferences of
their social constituencies.” The remaining key propositions mentioned by Schmidt
are mostly concerned with political parties being able to effectively implement their
(different) policies when in government. Thus, quite different from median voter
theory, the policies of ideal–typical responsive government correspond to the pref-
erences of the electoral or “social” constituencies of the parties in government, and
this “partisan” government is able to effectively implement these policies, which
amounts to noticeable differences in policy output as the partisan composition of
government changes over time. Furthermore, according to the logic of proportional
representation, different segments of society are represented in parliament (and of-
ten in government) via “their” political parties, which, according to some observers,
effectively makes proportional representation systems more responsive to public de-
mands than majoritarian systems (Hobolt and Klemmensen 2005; Huber and Powell
1994).

For sure, the link between political parties and their electoral constituencies has
weakened over time as societal cleavages have changed and partisan attachments
have loosened. Political competition now is widely recognized to play out in a pol-
icy space that is (at least) two-dimensional, which means that political parties have
to come up with policy packages that are more directly designed to cater to particular
electoral constituencies and supporting groups (Beramendi et al. 2015; Häusermann
et al. 2013). To the extent that these constituencies continue to have different policy
preferences, party differences at the macro level should still be discernible. Com-
plementary to this “new partisan theory,” the “agency-based approach” to partisan
theory recently promoted by Wenzelburger and Zohlnhöfer (2020) argues that pol-
icy differences between parties are not just a reflection of different constituencies
but are likely also related to different positions of party members and elites across
parties.
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Both of these approaches—median voter theory and partisan theory—can be
read as empirical theories about policy change, but they are also normative theories
about representative democracy. These normative connotations are directly related to
different perceptions about crises in representative democracy, as briefly mentioned
at the beginning of this paper.

In the U.S. context, the crisis diagnosis centers on increasing political polar-
ization, ideological voting in Congress, and “partisan” government. For sure, the
overall problem-solving capacity of the U.S. system of government seems to suffer
from these developments. This is, however, mostly due to the fact that increased
political polarization simply does not fit with an institutional environment, both in
Congress itself as well as with regard to the interplay between the three branches
of government that is dependent on centrist policy-makers and legislators to prevent
gridlock. Regarding “partisan government,” academic and public observers adopt
a rather critical position of governments that are primarily responsive to social con-
stituencies that were instrumental in the election of presidents, be it rural voters and
business elites in the case of the Trump administration (Hacker and Pierson 2020)
or urban and highly educated elites as well as ethnic minorities in the cases of the
Obama and Biden administrations (King and Smith 2011). The presidency is clearly
the institution that is supposed to be particularly focused on representing “all Amer-
ican people” rather than particular subgroups of the population, but these normative
implications certainly emanate from the presidency to other elected representatives
in the U.S. political system, including, most importantly, individual members of
Congress (Miller and Stokes 1963).

In the European (and more specifically in the German) context, the crisis diagnosis
is quite different. Starting with Kirchheimer’s (1966) diagnosis about the “vanishing
opposition” in Germany, increasingly blurred differences between political parties
are regarded as rather problematic for representative democracy, as they negatively
affect the clarity of the “partisan signal” to the voter. Political polarization—in
the form of expanding support for right-wing populism—actually aggravates this
problem as traditional left-wing and right-wing “mainstream” parties are effectively
forced to enter grand coalitions spanning across the partisan spectrum. The classi-
cal definition of a “grand coalition” in the German context is a coalition between
the Christian Democratic CDU/CSU and the Social Democratic SPD. But even in
constellations where this classical version of a grand coalition is no longer possi-
ble or viable, new kinds of grand coalitions involving the liberal Free Democratic
Party and the left-wing Greens are emerging, as, for instance, in some eastern Ger-
man Bundesländer and, following the federal elections of 2021, for the first time
on the federal level as well. From the perspective of party difference theory, these
types of centrist coalitions could be viewed as problematic because they continue
to blur differences between political parties and—most likely—dampen the effect
of changes in the partisan composition of government on policy output. From the
perspective of median voter theory, however, this could be regarded as an increase
in responsiveness as new and old grand coalitions are much more likely to design
policies close to the median voter’s position compared with traditional “partisan”
government coalitions.
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6 Discussion and Conclusions

To sum up, the main purpose of this article was to reflect on the possibilities and lim-
itations of transferring policy feedback and responsiveness theories from the largely
U.S.-focused context, in which these theories were often originally formulated, to
a European context (and potentially beyond). As documented in the brief literature
review above, policy feedback and responsiveness theories have already been applied
in many comparative studies and are still growing in popularity, but many of these
endeavors in theory transfer are mostly focused on the empirical challenges that
this transfer entails. The specific contribution of this paper instead is to reflect a bit
more critically on the transferability of normative implications about representative
democracy—an issue that is less well covered in existing scholarship.

I focused on two issues here: the role of interest groups and the role of po-
litical parties. Simplifying somewhat, one could say that the normative references
of policy feedback and responsiveness theories—liberal pluralism and median voter
theory—hold more negative views on both types of actors compared with more “Eu-
ropean-flavored” theories, i.e., neocorporatism and partisan difference theory. This
might be related to the fact that American perspectives on representative democracy
strongly emphasize the “input” dimension of the democratic process, which prizes
a direct—immediate and dynamic—connection between voters and their elected rep-
resentatives. Hence, any type of distraction that might tempt policy-makers to deviate
from implementing the will of the people is critically regarded as a “special” interest
or partisan constituency.

In contrast, European perspectives—also related to the historical roots of con-
temporary party and interest mediation systems—have a more positive view of the
involvement of interest groups in decision-making processes. The functional repre-
sentation of different groups via corporatist governance bodies does not necessarily
amount to interest group capture of state institutions, but it might enhance the
overall responsiveness of policy-making (although conditions apply; see Busemeyer
[2020] for a more extensive discussion). Similarly, political parties in government
are expected to represent the different interests of particular constituencies, and
these competing interests are commonly brought together temporarily in the form
of multiparty coalition governments.

In closing, I want to comment on the empirical implications of the above discus-
sion. Rather than simply engaging in theoretical reflection (albeit a worthy exercise
by itself), the upshot of this paper’s argument is that reflecting more explicitly on
the normative implications of the original versions of policy feedback and respon-
siveness theory can ultimately lead to a new (or at least renewed) empirical research
agenda. Regarding policy feedback theory, for instance, one important empirical
implication of the discussion above is that policy feedback might work differently
for “special interests” and encompassing organizations. As the latter are more con-
cerned with broader public interests, the involvement of encompassing organizations
as important societal stakeholders in decision-making processes might not only en-
hance the overall responsiveness of policy-making but also increase the chances for
“self-undermining” policy feedback, i.e., support for policy change if the current
status quo produces negative side effects for society at large.
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This kind of research can connect and contribute to emerging work that shows that
corporatist systems are better placed to pursue long-term–oriented policies such as
the transition toward a decarbonized economy (Finnegan 2020). Another example is
the recent dissertation by Bledow (2021) on the role of trade unions in contemporary
welfare states. She shows that encompassing trade unions (in her case, Danish trade
unions) are more likely to support social investment policies, i.e., policies that are
aimed at improving human capital over the long term rather than focusing on short-
term compensatory policies. The latter tend to be more supported by trade unions in
countries with a liberal–pluralist interest mediation system (in her case, the United
Kingdom).

Regarding responsiveness theory, current scholarship has mainly been concerned
with ascertaining whether the pattern of unequal responsiveness identified by Gilens
(2012) and others for the case of the United States holds in other countries as well.
Some have started to explore whether the responsiveness of governments to public
demands depends on the partisan composition of these governments. For instance,
Elsässer et al. (2020) do not find left-wing governments to be systematically more
responsive to low-income voter preferences than right-wing governments, but in my
view, a more encompassing study of the “partisan responsiveness” of governments
is still missing. In their conclusion, Elsässer et al. (2020, pp. 14–15) tentatively
explain their findings by pointing out a lack of descriptive representation in elected
representatives in the sense that members of parliament in general are much more
likely to have a university degree compared with the distribution of educational
qualifications in the population.

But is it really the case that the fact that both left-wing and right-wing members
of parliament hold higher education degrees should dominate any kind of partisan-
ideological differences? Again coming back to the recent contribution by Wenzel-
burger and Zohlnhöfer (2020) mentioned above, it is likely (and empirically verified)
that individuals join political parties in order to promote certain policies and values
and that these values are also shared by political elites. Thus, to the extent to which
partisan ideologies pay more or less attention to the issue of inequality, partisan
responsiveness in government should vary. Or if it really does not vary, it would be
worthwhile to study to what extent the lack or bias of responsiveness of govern-
ments is really a consequence of the fact that elected representatives from different
parties want the same policies, or rather a consequence of external constraints pre-
venting preferred policies from being implemented, such as Europeanization (Tober
and Busemeyer 2020). These are obviously important questions that go to the heart
of representative democracy and how its different crises might be addressed. The
goal of this article has been to motivate other researchers in the field to pick up the
baton and contribute to answering them.
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