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ABSTRACT This essay provides an evolutionary analysis of how classical theoretical approaches in public
policy implicitly or explicitly conceptualize institutional change. Early public policy analysis was guided
by a behaviorist and rationalist perspective, which viewed change as an automatic consequence of sound,
science-based policy formulation and implementation. The emphasis lay more on administrative rationality
than on the complexity of the political system. The classical literature is organized into four periods, each
of which is examined in terms of how it conceptualizes change and which elements it prioritizes within its
analytical framework. Over time, criticism of the technocratic vision, together with influences from other
disciplines—such as political science, sociology, institutional economics, and innovation economics—led
to a shift in focus from the centrality of government toward broader systemic factors, including actors,
political dynamics, historical context, institutional learning, and the temporal sequences of events. Finally,
the article discusses the extent to which classical approaches recognize the autonomy of governments
and central actors in promoting change within already consolidated public policies.

KEYWORDS Organizational change. Decision making. Public policy. Political theory. Public administration.

RESUMO Este ensaio tem como objetivo realizar uma andlise evolutiva de como abordagens tedricas cldssicas
do campo de politicas publicas concebiam, implicita ou explicitamente, a temdtica da mudanga institucional.
Inicialmente, a andlise de politicas publicas era guiada por uma perspectiva behaviorista e racionalista, que
via a mudanga como consequéncia automdtica de boas formulagdes e implementagdo de politicas com base
cientifica. O enfoque estava mais na racionalidade administrativa do que na complexidade do sistema politico.
Os estudos cldssicos foram separados em quatro momentos, e analisou-se como cada abordagem concebeu
a questdo da mudanga e quais elementos privilegiou em seus esquemas tedricos. Constatou-se que, com o
tempo, criticas a visdo tecnocrdtica e influéncias de outras disciplinas (como ciéncia politica, sociologia,
economia institucional e economia da inovagdo) levaram a um deslocamento do enfoque da centralidade
governamental para fatores mais amplos do sistema politico, tais como atores, dindmicas politicas, contexto
histérico, aprendizagem institucional e cadeia temporal de eventos. Ao final, sdo abordadas as possibilidades
apontadas pelos cldssicos sobre a autonomia de governos e atores centrais para promover mudangas em
politicas publicas jd consolidadas.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE Mudanga organizacional. Tomada de decisées. Politica publica. Teoria politica.
Administragdo publica.
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Introduction: The challenge
of shifting trajectories in
public policy analysis

Over the past two decades, the literature on
institutional change in public policy analysis
has grown rapidly. This expansion reflects
both theoretical advances within specific
policy approaches and attempts to account
for large-scale transformations in Western
institutions, including changes in political
system arrangements, reforms, or the disman-
tling of social protection systems, and shifts
in geopolitical institutions, among others'.

Despite this recent momentum, change
has not always occupied a central position in
public policy analysis. Over more than eighty
years of field development, it was often treated
as a secondary issue and rarely addressed ex-
plicitly, particularly in the literature’s founda-
tional approaches.

When public policy analysis emerged as
a field in the mid-twentieth century, it was
shaped by the idea of policy sciences, marked
by a strong behaviorist and rationalist orienta-
tion”. Typical of American ‘high modernism’s,
this perspective assumed that policy change—
both in design and outcomes—would follow
naturally once social problems were properly
diagnosed and state organizations adopted
principles of scientific management in policy
design and implementation.

As a result, although the field defined
itself as problem-oriented® and committed
to addressing concrete societal issues, early
studies focused primarily on the organiza-
tional capacity of public administration. Their
central concern was whether administrative
structures could develop comprehensive un-
derstandings of reality and identify optimal
interventions, assessed in terms of effective-
ness and efficiency in resource allocation™.

This perspective treated change—and, by
extension, the resolution of public problems—as
a technical issue of sound policy design and ef-
fective enforcement, thereby downplaying the
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complexity of political systems and the multifac-
eted role of the state in contemporary societies.

Over time, this perspective was increas-
ingly challenged. Critiques of the dominance
of ‘absolute rationality’—closely associated
with neoclassical economics and behavior-
ism—together with growing engagement with
political science, sociology, and institutional
and innovation economics, opened space for
alternative approaches. These shifts redi-
rected the core explanatory focus away from
administrative capacity and toward political
dynamics, socioeconomic transformations,
the role of sectoral policy communities, and
the sequencing of events.

Rather than reviewing recent contributions,
this essay focuses on explaining this transi-
tion. It adopts an evolutionary perspective to
examine how foundational approaches in public
policy analysis gradually incorporated key ele-
ments for understanding institutional change,
including actors, political dynamics, strategic
learning, rules, context, and temporal processes.

The essay is organized into three sections
in addition to this introduction. The second
section outlines key elements of public policy
development as conceptualized over the past
three decades. The third section examines
how classic contributions in the field gradu-
ally incorporated new epistemological and
theoretical foundations, thereby refining their
approaches to policy change. The final section
discusses how these classical perspectives
point to possibilities for change within well-
established public policies.

The dynamics of public
policy in the contemporary
context: Actors, political
dynamics, strategic
learning, rules, context, and
temporal sequencing

Contemporary approaches? tend to view public
policies less as technocratic interventions by



public administration in social reality and
more as forms of state action embedded within
a broader political community™. Such action
unfolds over time with varying scope and in-
tensity, depending on the characteristics of a
given policy ‘environment’ or ‘field’, which
varies across sectors such as the economy,
health, and education, as well as according
to the institutional dynamics of each country.

A public policy field can be understood
as a sectoral segment of a country’s political
system and public administration. It is shaped
by the interaction of actors, arenas, rules, and
administrative structures. Its expansion or
contraction is driven, on the one hand, by the
internal balance of forces and the temporal se-
quence of events, and on the other, by changes
in the broader external context surrounding
a given policy.

In this sense, a policy field constitutes a
sector-specific specialization of the political
system, emerging and developing in response
to social demands, market pressures, and con-
tradictions, or the expansion of state activity
into already regulated domains.

Within this dynamic, interactions among
actors—driven by their values, interests, proj-
ects, and strategies—form the core of policy
emergence and development. These interac-
tions are nonetheless constrained by insti-
tutional rules and arrangements, including
arenas, regulatory frameworks, and imple-
mentation structures. While competition and
cooperation among actors may reshape exist-
ing rules, this occurs within a pre-existing
institutional framework that both enables
and constrains action, producing a dialecti-
cal dynamic™2,

The development of a policy area thus
presupposes the formation of a sectoral
community of actors with sufficient political
capacity to project their demands into the
public sphere, gain social legitimacy, engage
within the political system, and translate these
demands into legislation and governmental
action through financial, managerial, and
technical resources’314,
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Although state action aimed at modifying
aspects of social reality—whether to reverse
undesirable trends or pursue welfare and
broader civilizational goals—defines the very
nature of public policy'®16, it is the breadth,
cohesion, and mobilizing capacity of sectoral
actor communities, organized around a given
policy and its governing structures, that deter-
mine its long-term sustainability and reach.

In this configuration, the state operates
both as a distinct actor, endowed with strategic
resources, special prerogatives, and institu-
tional capacities to steer policy directions, and
as the manager of the arenas and rules through
which interactions among actors unfold within
a policy field".

At the same time, in democratic settings,
the state is not insulated from the political
system, as in the Weberian ideal-type, nor
does it possess full hierarchical authority to
determine the scope and pace of policy im-
plementation. This is particularly evident in
reform processes over the past three decades,
including privatization, decentralization,
delegation, multi-level governance, and par-
ticipatory institutions. These transformations
have fragmented and dispersed state capacity,
generating new challenges such as dispersed
coordination, capture risks, transparency
demands, and collective decision traps®-20,

As aresult, the fragmentation of decision-
making spaces and strategic resources has
become a defining feature of policy environ-
ments, with significant implications for actor
behavior and interaction. From bounded ra-
tionality?22 and garbage can models?3 to mul-
tiple streams approaches' and institutional
analyses?425 uncertainty and fluidity have
become recurring analytical themes, reinforc-
ing the complexity of decision-making, foster-
ing adaptive expectations, and constraining
strategic rationality.

In this context, within increasingly fluid
and less hierarchical policy fields, actors have
diversified their strategies to advance their
interests through both competition and coop-
eration. Political action now extends beyond
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traditional channels such as parliamentary
representation and corporatist arrangements,
incorporating new instruments of influence,
including strategic communication, opinion
polling, advertising campaigns, think tanks,
and social media networks. These tools are
used to project values, build legitimacy, and
shape public debate26:27,

This competitive dynamic among actors—
driven by efforts to advance interests and
reduce uncertainty—lies at the core of in-
stitutional formation and development, and
therefore of theoretical approaches that seek
to explain both change and stability in public
policies, particularly within neo-institution-
alist frameworks24:25,

Across its different strands, neo-institu-
tionalism emphasizes how actors create or
reshape rules, arenas, and sectoral mana-
gerial and financial arrangements to align
collective action, reduce opportunistic
behavior, structure power asymmetries,
manage uncertainty, build coordination,
and foster value convergence.

Institutions thus emerge from the need to
construct relatively stable and durable agree-
ments that mitigate the fragmenting effects
of internal conflict within a policy field, as
well as external pressures and crises. While
this process is primarily driven by coopera-
tion, it does not eliminate conflicts over inter-
ests, control of strategic resources, or power.
Institutional dynamics in public policy are
therefore not governed by equilibrium, but by
ongoing, dynamic, and dialectical interaction.

Thus, regardless of the institutional strand,
institutional evolution—encompassing both
managed stability (through gradual incremen-
tal shifts) and more substantial change—is
always driven either by reconfigurations of the
power settlement produced within the internal
temporal sequence of events, or by changes in
the external context, which generate pressures
and reshape the internal environment.

Change, therefore, stems from two main
sources. On the one hand, it arises from inter-
nal dynamics such as the emergence of new
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actors, shifts in alliances and coalitions, the
formation of new patterns of sectoral demand,
changes in decision-making logics, the re-
design of managerial and financial arrange-
ments, and processes of strategic learning
among actors. On the other hand, it results
from contextual shifts, including economic
crises, state reforms, revolutions, and cycles
of technological innovation, among others.

These two drivers of change are also
central variables in other influential ap-
proaches within classical public policy
studies beyond neo-institutionalism,
whether considered separately or in com-
bination, as illustrated by models such as the
Advocacy Coalition Framework?8,

The key issue, then, is how these more
recent approaches, as well as earlier founda-
tional strands in public policy analysis, have
incorporated and combined these variables to
interpret policy dynamics, progressively devel-
oping more complex theoretical frameworks.
Over time, this process gave rise to increasingly
complex theoretical frameworks, moving from
approaches that rarely or never made the issue
of change explicit to those that place it at the
very center of their analytical focus. The fol-
lowing section provides a brief overview of how
this process unfolded, based on an examination
of the theme of change in classical approaches
within the public policy literature.

Shifting perspectives across
major public policy analysis
frameworks: Integrating
actors, political dynamics,
context, rules, and temporal
sequencing

In this section, we examine how each of the
classical approaches to public policy analysis
implicitly or explicitly conceives the processes
of policy change and evolution. Gradually, it
becomes clear how the field has expanded
its dialogue with other theoretical traditions



within the social and human sciences, while
also refining and enriching its epistemological
perspective.

Policy change through cycles

of government evaluation: The
centrality of public administration
and absolute rationality

Pioneers of public policy analysis in the
United States in the 1940s and 1950s under-
stood policy change as an implicit component
of ongoing state action on social reality. In
this view, change would emerge as the auto-
matic outcome of the continuous and cyclical
process of governmental re-evaluation of a
given policy problem.

Change was largely understood as a central-
ized process led by the government bureau-
cracy during the evaluation stage of a policy
or program, which marked the final phase of a
sequential cycle beginning with formulation.
In this view, any adjustments resulted from a
feedback loop designed by policy managers,
aimed at verifying whether expected results
had been achieved, correcting course, improv-
ing efficiency, deepening understanding of the
phenomenon, and updating the technologies
or methods employed.

This early conception of public policy was
strongly shaped by prevailing ideas about
knowledge production, the scientific organi-
zation of public administration, and the role
of the state in steering both the economy and
society, particularly in the United States. The
1929 New York stock market crash increased
demands for greater state intervention and,
consequently, for the expansion of policy
implementation structures. This process was
further intensified in the 1940s by post-war
reconstruction efforts in Europe.

The state and its bureaucratic apparatus
became increasingly central to economic
decision-making and the modernization of
Western societies, reinforcing rationalist
and technocratic orientations as well as the
professionalization of public administration

The shift in classical approaches to public policy analysis: From absolute rationality to the centrality of institutions

in an effort to insulate it from partisan politi-
cal dynamics?®. In this context, principles of
scientific management, inspired by Fordist-
Taylorist models widely used in the private
sector, stimulated the emergence of various
strands of organizational theory applied to
the organization of the state3°.

This emphasis on the incorporation of sci-
entific principles into the study of administra-
tive decision-making was reinforced by the rise
of behaviorism in American political science.
Its epistemological foundations were carried
over into the emerging field of public policy,
bringing it closer to neoclassical economics.

Although its roots can be traced back to the
1920s, behaviorism gained its strongest foot-
hold in political science during the 1940s and
1950s. Despite significant internal diversity,
behavioral approaches focused on the objec-
tive analysis of political actors’ behavior from
a supposedly neutral standpoint. They em-
phasized regularities in political events, relied
heavily on quantitative empirical methods,
advanced universal theoretical assumptions,
and sought comprehensive empirical expla-
nations, while also assuming full or absolute
individual rationality3'.

This latter assumption—that of absolute
rationality—became one of the central pillars
of the emerging field of policy sciences,
serving as the foundation both for under-
standing the behavior of actors involved in
a given policy problem and for guiding the
decision-making processes of policymakers
and governmental action?.

Thus, in early public policy analysis, poli-
cymakers were assumed to have full capacity
to produce comprehensive analyses of social
reality. They were expected to understand in
detail the nature of policy problems and their
societal relevance, identify possible alterna-
tives, evaluate their respective consequences,
assess cost-benefit trade-offs, and select the
most efficient alternative®.

By treating public policy as a rational
process of problem analysis, evaluation of al-
ternatives, and implementation of solutions,
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early approaches paid limited attention to the
impacts of broader political and economic
macroprocesses, as well as to the interests,
actions, and conflicts among political actors.
Gradually, this positivist, agency-centered
perspective was refined to incorporate other
approaches—the first step being a questioning
of the assumption of absolute rationality.

Incremental change: Bounded
rationality, muddling through, and
the garbage can model

The second half of the 1950s in American
political science was marked by debates over
the evident limitations of pure behaviorism32,
particularly regarding the role of rationality
in decision-making processes. From then on,
in organizational theory and public policy, the
assumption that individuals—whether citizens
or policy managers—were fully rational began
to be questioned. This view implied that indi-
viduals would be able to acquire all relevant
information in their environment, rank their
preferences in each situation, evaluate all pos-
sible alternatives and their consequences, and
then select the option that would maximize
their expected outcomes.

Simon32? examined the dilemmas of ratio-
nal choice through the neoclassical ‘homo
economicus’ paradigm and argued that, when
applied to institutional settings such as firms
and governments, it produced a paradox: these
organizations appeared to function without
significant structural or managerial problems.
This paradox was resolved by relaxing the
assumption of full neoclassical rationality and
instead recognizing that individuals face cog-
nitive and informational constraints. Once
these limitations were acknowledged, simpli-
fied models of decision-making proved closer
to real-world behavior and helped explain
a range of discrepancies observed in actual
institutional dynamics.

This paradox was further developed and
refined in the author’s subsequent work later
in the 1950523435 incorporating insights from
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psychological theories of adaptive learning.
This led to the formulation of the concept of
bounded rationality, according to which indi-
viduals in real decision-making contexts tend
to seek satisfactory outcomes (‘satisficers’)
rather than optimal ones (‘maximizers’). From
this perspective, behavior is rational insofar
as it is oriented toward achieving specific
goals through appropriate means, given the
constraints, limitations, and circumstances
of the surrounding environment.

It is therefore important to recognize the
practical limits in identifying every possible
alternative to a problem and mastering the in-
formation required to assess its consequences.
Decision-making is also shaped by inherent
constraints of human cognition, including
limited attention, fluctuating interests, and
emotional variability. From this standpoint,
the idea of a fully centralized and rational
government decision-maker is tempered by
external influences. Context thus begins to
enter the analysis as a relevant variable, even
if not yet framed in historical terms.

It is within this understanding of bounded
or limited rationality that Lindblom3¢, in his
article “The Science of Muddling Through’,
made one of the most influential contributions
to explaining how public policies change. He
introduced the method of ‘successive limited
comparisons’ as a more realistic and effective
strategy for addressing and managing complex
public policy problems than the traditional
comprehensive rational model.

Under this approach, value selection and
the empirical assessment of alternatives are
inseparable, while the examination of means
and ends occurs simultaneously and within a
restricted scope. Judgments about what con-
stitutes a ‘good policy’ depend on validation by
a community of experts. As a result, decision-
making analysis is substantially constrained:
significant impacts may go unnoticed, promis-
ing alternatives may be set aside, and even the
role of established theories may be downplayed.

Lindblom conceptualized policy change as
an incremental process, in which genuinely



viable options consist of refined variations of
policies and programs that have already been
implemented and socially legitimized. The
incremental approach, therefore, rests on the
idea that public policies evolve through mar-
ginal adjustments, shaped by trial and error
and by continuous negotiation and accom-
modation among the actors involved3s.

During the 1970s, Cohen, March, and
Olsen?3 advanced another influential frame-
work for understanding policy change under
conditions of high complexity and uncertainty.
They introduced the notion of ‘organized an-
archies’ to describe organizations that make
decisions in the absence of clearly defined or
widely shared goals, operating through unsta-
ble dynamics and fragmented decision-making
arenas. To make sense of these situations, the
authors suggested viewing decision opportu-
nities as a garbage can into which problems,
solutions, and ideas are deposited as they
emerge. This formulation became known as
the Garbage Can Model.

What ends up in any given garbage can
depends on the number of cans available,
how they are labeled, the kinds of problems
and solutions routinely generated, and the
speed at which these elements are collected
or removed. In real-world policymaking, the
authors argue that problems, solutions, partici-
pants, and decision opportunities operate as
largely independent streams that intersect in
unpredictable ways during decision-making?3.

Both Lindblom’s work and that of Cohen,
March, and Olsen drew attention to factors
that extend beyond formal rationality, such
as the positioning of actors, political interac-
tion, the timing of decisions, and the influ-
ence of context—particularly contingent and
unpredictable circumstances—on institutional
change. Their relevance was quickly recog-
nized in policy studies, as governments often
resemble organized anarchies: party coalitions
bring together divergent policy preferences;
legislative proposals are continually intro-
duced; social priorities shift in response to
crises and media agendas; social movements

The shift in classical approaches to public policy analysis: From absolute rationality to the centrality of institutions

push new issues onto the agenda; and budget
constraints shape what is feasible. Under such
conditions, change tends to be slow, uneven,
and unpredictable.

This understanding of the political pro-
cesses underlying public policy clearly reflects
elements of the pluralist tradition in demo-
cratic theory, which has had a strong influ-
ence on American political science. From this
perspective, institutions are open to competing
interests, and political outcomes emerge from
ongoing contestation among groups”. In sub-
sequent decades, this line of thinking would
be further developed in major approaches
to public policy analysis. The central chal-
lenge, however, remained how to construct
analytical frameworks capable of making
sense of the apparent disorder of organized
anarchies while still acknowledging the inher-
ently erratic nature of political dynamics and
introducing a minimum degree of coherence
into decision-making processes.

Policy change driven by
entrepreneurs and sectoral
communities of values: The multiple
streams and advocacy coalition
frameworks

The solution that emerged, consistent with
the epistemological foundations of American
pluralism, placed greater emphasis on actors
and political action—particularly the role
of political leadership in the form of policy
entrepreneurs and policy brokers. From this
perspective, change is driven primarily by
actors who occupy central positions within
the institutional and political dynamics of a
given public policy and who possess suffi-
cient political acumen to identify opportune
moments, build feasible consensus, and acti-
vate the relevant connections.

In fragmented decision-making contexts
characterized by multiple arenas and diverse
interests, such as ‘organized anarchies’, the
work of these intermediaries also requires
a minimum trajectory of strategic learning,
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gradually accumulated by sectoral actors com-
mitted to the foundational values of a policy
over successive stages of implementation and
reform. Accordingly, these frameworks also
emphasize the role of advocacy coalitions and
the collective learning processes among actors
within sectoral political systems as key drivers
of change. These elements are combined and
weighted differently in each of the two models
examined in this section.

The first approach, introduced by
Kingdon', focuses on the early stages of po-
tential policy change—that is, when political
authorities and key actors within the system
determine which issues will receive attention
(agenda-setting) and which possible solutions
are deemed viable given the political context
(alternatives specification).

In terms of policy change over time,
this corresponds to decisions about which
existing institutional trajectories are rein-
forced and which are altered. Kingdon#
distinguishes between the broad set of so-
cietal conditions and those issues that pass
through political filters and are elevated
onto the policy agenda (problems).

Subsequent policy change emerges from
the interplay of actors and institutional dy-
namics. In this sense, Kingdon' builds on
Cohen, March, and Olsen?3 by developing the
Multiple Streams framework, which holds
that three relatively independent streams
underpin the formation and evolution of
public policy: a problem stream, consisting
of issues and their framing; a policy stream,
composed of various proposals and solutions;
and a politics stream, encompassing political
forces and electoral dynamics.

In this model, each stream operates accord-
ing to its own internal logic, which means that
significant policy change is generally unlikely,
since the convergence of all three streams is
rare. Such convergence occurs only during
so-called ‘policy windows’, which, when
effectively seized by policy entrepreneurs,
can lead to substantial policy change. To link
these streams, policy entrepreneurs must have
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legitimacy, deep knowledge of the sectoral
policy environment, access to decision-making
arenas and their key actors, and—crucially—
the ability to recognize and act upon political
opportunity structures. As a result, the model
links policy change to leadership capacity and
the salience of crises.

Nevertheless, although the model incor-
porates the role of sectoral actors in driving
change within dynamic and fragmented
systems, it does not clearly distinguish
between internal policy environments and
broader external contexts. Moreover, it tends
to emphasize individual agency over the co-
ordinating role of collective actors, such as
organized groups that hold strategic resources,
generate and circulate ideas, and exert sus-
tained political pressure. The integration of
these two dimensions was later developed
by another influential approach in the 1990s,
which also placed political action at its core.

Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith28, in their
Advocacy Coalition Framework, proposed
that policy dynamics are shaped by broad
policy communities operating within each
policy subsystem. These communities consist
of actors and institutions that share values,
interests, knowledge, and normative beliefs
related to a specific policy field.

Within this framework, rationality is
socially constructed through informal ties
embedded in extensive networks bound by
shared belief systems. These networks support
strategies of resource sharing, the formation of
cross-sector alliances, and coordinated efforts
to advance shared policy objectives.

Rationality, therefore, emerges from so-
cialization processes and follows a collective
logic that differs fundamentally from the maxi-
mizing rationality of neoclassical economics.
Policy action is thus predominantly collective,
driven by the objectives of broad coalitions,
although individual entrepreneurs and leaders
may still play a complementary role.

In addition to shifting the focus from in-
dividual to collective action, Sabatier and
Jenkins-Smith also emphasized the role of



external factors in driving policy change,
distinguishing between long-term, relatively
stable parameters (such as cultural values and
constitutional rules) and short-term, dynamic
factors (such as socioeconomic shifts, state
reforms, or changes in governing coalitions).

In this framework, policy change is explic-
itly driven either by competitive dynamics
among sectoral coalitions or policy communi-
ties and/or by processes external to the specific
policy subsystem. The first mechanism oper-
ates through long-term processes of policy-
oriented learning, in which actors gradually
adjust their beliefs, strategies, and goals in
light of experience or new scientific evidence.
The second operates through external disrup-
tions or crises that reshape policy priorities,
resource distributions, and ultimately the
balance of power among coalitions3®.

The comprehensive nature of this approach,
both in terms of its explanatory scope and
theoretical integration, has made it one of the
most widely used frameworks in the policy lit-
erature. However, in terms of explaining policy
change, two relevant variables highlighted in
the literature were still missing. These were
later incorporated by approaches rooted in
another tradition—neo-institutionalism—
which emphasizes the relationship between
rules and political action, as well as internal
temporal constraints such as path dependence,
as will be discussed below.

Institutional change driven by
the dynamics of actors, rules,
and increasing returns: Neo-
institutionalist approaches

The analysis of policy change processes is one
of the most important research topics within
the neo-institutionalist agenda, although it is
explained in different ways depending on its
internal approaches. In this essay, we focus on
rational choice neo-institutionalism (RCNI)
and historical neo-institutionalism (HNTI), as
these are the most widely used perspectives
in policy analysis.

The shift in classical approaches to public policy analysis: From absolute rationality to the centrality of institutions

In both approaches, change is addressed as
part of broader explanatory frameworks for
the formation and development of institutions.
However, because they rest on different epis-
temological foundations, their explanations of
why and how institutions (and policies) evolve
also follow distinct logics?s.

Even so, both share two key starting points:
(D) the centrality of the relationship between
political action and collectively constructed
rules—that is, institutions; and (2) a stronger
concern with explaining institutional stability
than change itself. Beyond this, however, the
similarities end, and even their conceptions
of actors and institutions differ significantly.

In RCNI, actors are assumed to be fully
rational and to behave strategically, seeking
to maximize individual gains in a logic close
to perfect rationality, which may nonetheless
generate collectively suboptimal outcomes3®.
Institutions emerge precisely from the need to
structure incentives and constrain individual
choices in ways that produce equilibrium-like
outcomes consistent with Pareto efficiency. In
this sense, institutions are designed to address
collective action dilemmas by aggregating in-
dividual preferences and structuring forms
of cooperation aimed at maximizing joint
gains#04,

Institutional continuity, in this view,
depends on the everyday efficiency of insti-
tutions in correcting imperfections arising
from decentralized decision-making under
adverse conditions, such as high risk, infor-
mation asymmetries, intense competition,
or predatory behavior. When institutions fail
to perform this coordinating function, they
are subject to change driven by their own
members, in a predominantly endogenous
process rooted in strategic group learning.

If one also incorporates institutional eco-
nomics within this perspective, institutional
change may also be externally driven by actors
with regulatory authority—particularly the
state—which can establish and adjust rules to
build an evolutionary trajectory of efficiency
that enhances collective gains42.
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While change in RCNI follows a functional
logic, in HNI it arises from struggles over
power and unfolds through either incremental,
endogenous processes or exogenous shocks
occurring at critical moments in the political
and economic environment. In this sense, HNT
clearly distinguishes between the nature of
change and the political-institutional pro-
cesses that generate it, explicitly showing how
both are embedded in long-term trajectories.

In HNI, the emergence of institutions is
tied to power relations among actors within
a sectoral policy community during critical
moments—that is, to the political struggle
over access to and control of the capacity to
shape the future of the political system and
major national issues. Conflict and political
competition are therefore inherent to insti-
tutional dynamics?#3:44,

This conflictual dynamic is less structured
but more intense at formative moments in
the development of a policy, political system,
or economic order, known as critical junc-
tures, in which collectively organized actors
advance their projects, ideas, and narratives
within the political arena and define strategies
of coordination, generating patterns of both
competition and cooperation?®.

During critical junctures, a wider range
of options is available, with multiple alterna-
tive trajectories open. The scope and depth of
change may therefore be greater, as political
competition unfolds under conditions of struc-
tural fluidity and a high degree of contingency.
Outcomes tend to depend more on the balance
of power that develops over the period than on
pre-existing institutional constraints, implying
a high degree of political autonomy?4é.

Once competitive dynamics stabilize around
a dominant project (for example, a particular
health system model, a federal arrangement, or
a form of state intervention in the economy),
or around a hybrid configuration of ideas,
various forms of institutional innovation
(legal, managerial, financial, and so on) are
introduced as mechanisms for producing and
reproducing institutional legacies. This does
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not mean that conflict disappears, but rather
that it is reconfigured: competition continues
to generate pressure for change, albeit within
a more constrained scope of action for the
actors involved#’.

The production and reproduction of in-
stitutional legacies occur through internal
temporal chains of incremental change, fol-
lowing a logic known as path dependence. In
this process, each step or innovation within a
given trajectory increases the likelihood of its
persistence and expansion, generating increas-
ing institutional returns. Once a trajectory is
established, it becomes increasingly difficult
to reverse due to lock-in effects, and relevant
actors adjust their strategies to accommodate
the prevailing institutional pattern?s.

Naturally, because competition persists—
albeit in new forms—pressures for adjust-
ment and change may generate alternative
sequences. Incremental innovations intro-
duced during minor or contingent crises may
shift a policy trajectory laterally, increasing
the likelihood of more substantial change in
the future, particularly when a new critical
juncture emerges. Such junctures may be trig-
gered by shifts in internal power relations and/
or by external crises.

Research in HNI has focused on these
incremental and endogenous patterns of
change, producing different typologies of how
change unfolds within established policies.
These vary according to institutional rigid-
ity, actors’ capacity for action, the defensive
capacity of actors supporting the existing ar-
rangement, and the broader political context.
From this literature emerge categories such as
displacement, drift, layering, and conversion,
among others#>.

Overall, this is the explanatory logic of
change in HNI, which has been refined over
recent decades through theoretical critique
and innovation. It has also generated a sub-
stantial share of the contemporary literature
on institutional change349-52) although a
detailed discussion of this body of work lies
beyond the scope of this essay.



With the incorporation of neo-institution-
alist approaches, we arrive at a framework
that includes all the variables identified in
the second section as essential for analyzing
public policy in the current context. The final
section briefly reflects on the implications of
these long-term theoretical developments for
understanding the nature of policy change.

Final considerations: What
do classical frameworks say
about the possibilities of
promoting policy change?

From a longitudinal perspective, the central
question concerns what policy theories suggest
about the scope for, or degrees of freedom in,
producing change in public policies in contem-
porary societies—in other words, how much
change can realistically be expected under
current conditions.

Except for the earliest approaches in the
field, which were grounded in assumptions of
comprehensive rationality and policy cycles,
most theoretical frameworks converge on the
view that large-scale policy change has become
increasingly rare and difficult to achieve, albeit
for different reasons. In general, they agree
that only highly specific contexts generate
the conditions for substantial shifts in policy
trajectories. As a result, the dominant pattern
of change identified in the literature is incre-
mental in nature.

In early studies from the 1950s, the state was
assumed to possess all the necessary capaci-
ties to drive major policy change, including
financial resources, professional bureaucra-
cies, political legitimacy, and strong steering
capacity through central agencies and federal
coordination mechanisms. The dominance of
Keynesian ideas, combined with the demands
of post-war reconstruction, fueled the expan-
sion of public policy and reinforced the cen-
trality of the state in this process. In Lasswell’s®
perspective, policy implementation consisted

The shift in classical approaches to public policy analysis: From absolute rationality to the centrality of institutions

of mobilizing technical knowledge from dif-
ferent fields to identify the optimal course
of action.

This expectation of far-reaching policy
change, however, proved short-lived in the
literature. With the emergence of approaches
such as ‘muddling through’ and the Garbage
Can Model, incrementalism became the domi-
nant framework for describing realistic policy
processes. For Lindblom3e, it is not possible
to determine the overall direction of policy
in a single, comprehensive decision, given
the high risk of error and the political costs
involved. This reflects both the impossibil-
ity of acquiring complete knowledge about
the consequences of government interven-
tion and the difficulty of correcting major
mistakes once they occur. Policy-making is
therefore better understood as a process of
successive approximations and incremental
adjustments, in which past experience guides
future action and helps identify more viable
courses of action.

A similar understanding of the limits of
large-scale policy change can be found in ap-
proaches that emphasize political leadership
(Multiple Streams) and policy communities
(Advocacy Coalition Framework). In the
former, the likelihood that ideal conditions
for major change will coincide is low; itis rare
for problems, solutions, and political willing-
ness to align simultaneously. The opening of
policy windows depends on highly specific
political circumstances. In the latter, the
capacity of sectoral policy communities to
defend their values creates significant veto
points, as they are embedded in multiple
decision-making arenas. In both approaches,
policy change tends to occur through con-
tinuous marginal adjustments in day-to-day
policymaking processes.

Finally, in neo-institutionalist approaches—
particularly historical institutionalism—the
role of rules and institutions, which embody
prior collective agreements, constrains the
range of alternative policy pathways by
shaping costs and incentives in ways that
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reinforce established trajectories. As a result,
consolidated policy systems tend to evolve
through inertia, as they provide politically effi-
cient guides for parties and policymakers while
increasing the costs of pursuing substantial
change, which typically only occurs in response
to major political, economic, or cultural crises.

The reasons for this broad tendency to
prioritize incremental over transformative
change lie in the fact that these theories, from
different perspectives, reflect the combined
influence of three major trends in the macro-
political dynamics of contemporary societies:
(1) the consolidation of democratic institu-
tions; (2) the diversification of contemporary
structures of political interest representation;
and (3) the expansion of welfare state systems.

These developments unfolded in the im-
mediate post-World War IT and consolidated
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