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Title of Workshop: 

 
Public Opinion and Public Policy - Analyzing 
Feedback Effects in Comparative Politics 
 

 

Outline of topic: 

Understanding both what citizens want from the state and whether – and 
when - policymakers are responsive to these demands, is of central 
importance for analyzing the politics of democratic capitalism. Despite this 
importance, methodological problems in isolating the relationship between 
attitudes and policy have lead to both conceptual and empirical uncertainty 
about the precise link among support for broad characteristics of state 
activity, specific policy programs, and actual policy outputs. This workshop 
investigates the relationship among public opinion and public policy and the 
political dynamics of the welfare state (broadly conceived) on two levels: 
asking both how existing policy contexts feedback into attitudes and into 
incentives for policymakers to respond to these attitudes? The overall aim is 
to make a contribution to the difficult problem of disentangling the 
relationship between political institutions, public opinion and public policies.  
 
 

 

Relation to existing research: 

The idea that public opinion should lead policy is central to most conceptions 
of democratic decision-making; yet, many argue that voters’ material and 
normative preferences, the priority they place on political issues, and their 
propensity to mobilize, cannot be abstracted from a given political context. 
Recent literature has suggested, for instance, that both voter support for 
specific programs like unemployment insurance (Rehm 2011) and the 
welfare state more generally (Brooks and Manza 2007) are far more 
important than work focusing on interest-group mobilization or political 
parties suggests. Yet, even as this works makes a plausible argument for a 
direct and unmediated relationship between attitudes and policy, other work 
suggests that existing policy, in altering the material or social conditions of 
attitudinal formation, both directly shape citizens’ attitudes (see Campbell 
2012 for a review; Kumlin and Stadelmann-Steffen 2014 for recent 
contributions) and more indirectly affect the weight voters place on these 
attitudes (Gingrich and Ansell 2012). While citizens’ attitudes affect policy, at 
the same time, policy feeds back into these same attitudes; as such, scholars 
looking to identify when attitudes lead, and when they follow, face complex 
theoretical and empirical problem. 
 
The relationship between policy and attitudes is further complicated by a 
second question; are policymakers actually responsive to these attitudes? 
Recent work in the literature on American politics – including the American 
welfare state – suggests that policymakers are differentially responsive to 
rich voters and non-rich voters (Gilens 2013).  How universal policymakers’ 
differential responsiveness to income groups is, is far from certain. Work on 
responsiveness across political parties (Egan 2013), types of issue areas 
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(Culpepper 2011), implies again that the political context is again likely to 
mediate how policymakers respond to voters. Moreover, party competition 
(Abou-Chadi and Orlowski 2014) and both political and societal institutions, 
mediate the relationship between public opinion and policy responsiveness 
(Abou-Chadi and Immergut 2014).  The existing policy and political-
institutional context thus not only potentially mediates the process of 
attitude formation, but also the process through which attitudes translate 
into policy itself. 
 
While scholars working on both public attitudes towards the interventionist 
state, and the translation of these attitudes into policy, have long recognized 
the methodological limitations of this research; in recent years, the explosion 
of cross-national attitudinal surveys, the maturation of long-standing panel 
studies, and new empirical techniques aimed at more precisely identifying 
causal effects have provided researchers with new tools to reinvestigate 
these crucial questions.  This workshop invites proposal that utilize novel 
data, new empirical techniques, or that classic debates about policy feedback 
in new ways (i.e. identify new causal mechanisms).  
 
 

 

Likely participants: 

Likely participants include comparativists interested in political competition, 
political behaviour and comparative public policy, as well as welfare state 
and other policy scholars, political sociologists, and political economists. 

 

 

Type of Papers required: 

Over the course of the workshop, we aim to interrogate these 
methodological questions, bringing together a range of scholars working on 
the policy feedbacks and responsiveness.  In so doing, it will focus on three 
broad categories of research:  
 

1) Work untangling the direction of causality and different policy 
contexts: Which aspects of a policy context matter for attitudes? 
How can we identify causal effects?  

2) Work probing the underlying causal mechanism linking policy and 
attitudes: Does policy affect attitudes by changing voters’ material 
conditions (and thus the relationship between income, risk, wealth 
or class status and attitudes)? Through normative framing or social 
discourse around questions of justice and desert? Via cohort 
socialization and life course expectations? From policy providing 
information, cueing and issue salience? 

3) Work examining policy responsiveness to changes in attitudes: Are 
changes in mass attitudes causally prior to specific policy changes? 
Changes in one group’s attitudes? What are the conditions and 
contextual factors that determine policymakers responsiveness?  To 
whom?  

 
We anticipate that this workshop will bring together scholars in political 
science, sociology and economics, working on both theoretical question and 
causal identification in the study of policy feedbacks and responsiveness 
more generally. 

 

Funding: 

We already have funding from the German National Science Foundation that 
would cover three participants;  additional sources include the Thyssen 
Foundation, the DAAD, and of course the National Science Foundations or 
Councils of the participants. 



 

Biographical notes: 

Jane Gingrich is an associate professor of Comparative Political Economy at 
the University of Oxford. Her research broadly involves contemporary social 
policy, including work on contemporary marketization of social services and 
the introduction of social investment policies. Her work on policy attitudes 
and voting has appeared in the Journal of Politics, Comparative Political 
Studies, Journal of European Social Policy and the Socio-Economic Review. 
She is also the author of Making Markets in the Welfare State published with 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Ellen Immergut is professor of Comparative Politics at Humboldt University 
Berlin.  Her research focuses on the impact of political institutions and 
political competition on policy outcomes, with a particular focus on health 
and social policies.  Her work on the politics of the welfare states and new 
institutionalist theory has appeared in the European Journal of Political 
Research, the Journal of Public Policy, Politics and Society, Scandinavian 
Political Studies, West European Politics. She is author of Health Politics 
(Cambridge University Press) and Co-author of the Handbook of West 
European Pension Politics (Oxford University Press). 
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