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If we believe, as I do, that  institutions matter, the changing character of our national legislature suggests that our theorizing about its choice of policy instruments should proceed against a backdrop of historical awareness.

Though social scientists hesitate to admit historical experience as an explanatory factor in their models, the regulatory debate at any particular time clearly reflects historical experience.

From: Morris Fiorina (1982), ‘Legislative Choice of Regulatory Forms: Legal Process or Administrative Process?’, Public Choice 39: 33-66.
Introduction

Fiorina’s article that was published in Public Choice in 1982 was seminal for the emergent field of delegation and institutional choice in the public sector. The article was one of the first to introduce and to systematically apply formal models adapted from the new economics to the study of bureaucratic structure in the public sector. His article, however, had much more to offer than the introduction of formal reasoning to the study of delegation. It is not only formal methods Fiorina urged to take account of but also “reasonable knowledge of the history of regulatory politics in the United States, a kind of knowledge not common to either modern political science or economics” (1982: 34). The empirical study of institutional design, i.e. the legislative choices by which institutions are designed, he argued, can not be separated from its historical context as the processes of  design and redesign carry with them the specific marks of the historical period in which institutions are designed. 

Consider that the Interstate Commerce Commission … was established in 1887. The Congresses of this era were different from those which established the New Deal Agencies […-…], which in turn were different from those which produced the “new” regulation of the 1970s (Fiorina 1982: 34).

Unfortunately, this lead has not been followed up by students of delegation.

The study of legislative choices, Fiorina thus claimed (see also 1986), should preferably incorporate the parameters of the historical period under investigation that are relevant for the explanation of the choices under study. These parameters of legislative choice, which are essentially the calculations of individual actors and the institutional context within which these individuals are involved in the decision-making process, are subject to change, such that the use of simplified deductive methodology to build economic models of regulation alone will not suffice to tell the full story of institutional change and origin. Fiorina envisions models “considerably richer than the existing ones” (Fiorina 1982: 40). This richness “should reflect the story as told by historians and political scientists, however unsystematic the accounts may be and however unfamiliar the language in which they are couched” (Fiorina 1982: 41). A proper balance between details and theory, one that allow for meaningful stylized facts of legislative choice of institutional form, is what Fiorina seems to have envisioned.


Overseeing the delegation literature that is published within the United States during the past two decades, however, one must conclude that Fiorina’s call for more history in delegation studies has been widely ignored. Delegation studies have taken the path towards further developing and refining formal modeling techniques and the application of advanced game theoretic notions to study delegation (Horn 1995; Huber & Lupia 2001; Hubert & Shipan 2002; Epstein & O’ Halloran 1999). The number of articles published as well as the theoretical road that has been covered are nevertheless (see Bendor, Galen & Hammond 2001; but also Miller 2005). However, a student of public administration with a training in qualitative and historical methods and with a taste for more “thick” descriptions of the political world, may pity these developments. He would probably feel much more comfortable with Fiorina’s call for bringing history back in political analysis. At the same time, this student should also admit that Fiorina himself was less historical than he propagated. He used historical evidence to tell the narrative context of his unit of analysis (i.e. legislative decision-making). The formal models of Fiorina, however, leave little or no room for historical context. There, empirical evidence is reduced to the bare cost-benefit analyses of various forms of regulation.


This paper attempts to bring history back in the study of delegation. It addresses the following questions: How can we retain the analytic power of formal game theoretical models of delegation while at the same time incorporating history in the analysis of institutional choice in the public sector. In order to have delegation models to account for the impact of history, I will make use of social theories that have taken the “historical  turn” in social sciences and those that are inspired by social theories on the role of timing and sequence in causation of events (Abbott 1983, 1988). Currently, it are works of historical sociologists, notably the work on Pierson on “politics in time”, that offer conceptual and methodological directions to study the role of history in political decision-making. Hence, it is the purpose of this paper to develop a framework that will guide research on the impact of historical legacies on institutional choices in the public sector. 


The structure of this paper is as follows. The first section describes the key arguments of path dependency as it is developed by historical institutionalists during the past decade or two. While I am aware that many definitions and approaches to the study of path dependency exist, I will nevertheless limit the discussion to key works of only a few key students in the field. The following section criticizes the historical institutional thesis for its neglect of agency in the process of path dependency, especially when analyzing the institutional design phase. This section presents the first step towards combining historical institutionalism and the choice theories of delegation and institutional design. The third section presents the second step and argues how game theoretical reasoning could be combined with the historical analyses of historical sociologist and institutionalist. The section applies the notion of structural encoding as it is developed by the sociologist Andrew Abbott. The paper then proceeds and ends with suggesting a research design for how this framework could be further developed and tested empirically. 

Historical Institutionalist Analysis of Institutional Design
Rational choice models of delegation and institutional choice assume that time and context are irrelevant to bureaucratic design. These models conceive the shape of public organizations to be the resultant of generic causes such as policy conflict, blame avoidance, information asymmetry, risk aversion, and credible commitments. Moreover, these models assume that preference divergences and information asymmetries are the persisting and natural determinants of delegation processes (Bendor et al 2001; Miller 2005). A fundamental objection against these “usual suspects” of institutional choice, however, is that not only they can take on different values than is assumed, but also different weights across time and place. These models thus assume these variables to be “constant causes” whose weight does not seem to change across time or place (Abbott 1983). However, for a proper understanding of how, when, and which variables cause institutional design one needs to take account of “the precise and features of the political and social environment within which individuals make choices and devise political strategies” (Bates et al 1998: 628; see also Goldstone 1998: 833-834). It is for these reasons that this section will examine historical institutionalism, the work of a group of scholars that is primarily interested in the historical analysis of  institutional design and redesign, for what it has to offer to the historical grounding of institutional choice. This section will focus on the key research domains of historical institutionalist analyses: institutional genesis and institutional reproduction, as well as the linkage between these two phases of institutional development: path dependency.

The main research questions of the historical institutionalist project can be summed up as follows: What are the causes of the emergence of new institutions and what accounts for the persistence of these institutions once they are created? The key concept around which the historical institutionalist project crystallize is the notion of path dependency (Mahoney 2000; Pierson 2004). Path dependency is a widely used concept among comparative historical analysts and has been employed somewhat differently across this field. Nevertheless, three elements constitute the core of path dependent analyses (Mahoney 2000). 

First, path dependent analyses focus on causal processes that take place at the early stages of a historical sequence for “the order of events makes a different” (Abbott 1983: 129). The precise timing of a specific event, rather than another, may be responsible for the selection of one particular institutional arrangement instead of the other alternatives that were viable at that time.  So when an event occurs is more important than how it occurs, for an “event that happens ‘too late’ may have no effect, although it might have been of great consequence if the timing had been different” (Pierson 2004: 44). The stage is set by critical junctures. These junctures are periods of transitions during which a prevailing path of development becomes fundamentally redirected, that is where the direction of a trajectory changes signs (Abbott 2001: 243). The adjective “critical” signifies the irreversibility of the redirection of the path newly taken. As Mahoney phrases this for institutional change

Critical junctures are characterized by the adoption of a particular institutional arrangement from among two or more alternatives. These junctures are ‘critical’ because once a particular option is selected it becomes progressively more difficult to return to the initial point when multiple alternatives were still available. (Mahoney 2000: 513).

Second, path dependency analyses consider the relationship between critical junctures and the subsequent developments as highly complex, such that sequences following critical junctures cannot a prior be assumed to be causally linked to contingent events (Mahoney 2000). As Goldstone put it

Path dependence is a property of a system such that the outcome over a period of time is not determined by any particular set of initial conditions. Rather, a system that exhibits path dependency is one in which outcomes are related stochastically to initial conditions, and the particular outcome that obtains in any particular ‘run’ of the system depends on the choices or outcomes of intermediate events between the initial conditions and the outcome (Goldstone 1998: 834)

 These conceptions go back to Stinchcombe’s assessment that the creation of institution “may or may not be sociological. But the reasons that [institutions] get maintained are sociological” (Stinchcombe 1968: 102).


Once paths are redirected, the sequences that occur are important for understand how and, over the long run, which outcomes various systems will produce. To understand, hence, why for example different countries have pursued different historical trajectories when providing for health care, old-age relief, and so on (Thelen 2003), historical institutionalists invest much effort to uncover the various paths or sequences that have led to those outcomes. Overseeing comparative historical sociological literature, Mahoney (2000) distinguishes between two types of sequences. While these types of sequences adhere to different mechanisms of path dependency they have in common that 

[O]nce contingent events take place, path-dependent sequences are marked by relatively deterministic causal patterns or what can be thought of as ‘inertia’ – i.e. once processes are set into motion and begin tracking a particular outcome, these processes tend to stay in motion and continue to track this outcome (Mahoney 2000:  511).


Nevertheless, Mahoney identifies two different types of sequences, which he distinguishes as “reactive” and “self-enforcing”. Reactive sequences “are marked by backlash processes that transform and perhaps reverse early events” (Mahoney 2000: 526). Reactive sequential contingencies adhere to the logic of Markov chains (Abbott 1983; Grinstead and Snell 1997: chapter 11).
 In a basic form, a reactive sequence has the structure of an initial event A, that causes B, that is followed by C, and so on, but various types of “enchainment” are possible (Abbott 1983: 132). Conjunctures between two or more independent sequences, with or without enduring consequences, are more common forms of reactive sequences (see Mahoney 2000: 529). Nevertheless, the development of reactive sequences is a first-order autoregressive process, meaning that the state of a system at tn+1 is only dependent upon the state of that system at tn, its immediate predecessor, with a certain probability. 

Compared to reactive sequences, self-reinforcing sequences are highly deterministic. Once a particular step is set, sequences following from this step will be in the same direction as the initial step, such that over time it becomes “difficult or impossible to reverse direction” (Mahoney 2000: 512). Once initiated trajectories become locked-in and various positive feedback mechanisms make it highly costly to divert from the course that is set in. That is as long as “the relative benefits of the current activity compared to once-possible options increases over time, [when] the costs of switching to some previously alternative rise (Pierson 2004: 21). Once an institution is created that institutional arrangement becomes tied in to a particular specific setting, producing high returns to those actors that have invested in them. A change of the institution may cause a sharp drop in the “asset specificity” of that particular arrangement (Pierson 2004: 148-149).  

In summary, historical institutionalist research deeply explores the causes of institutional design and redesign, institutional reproduction as well as the various sequential mechanisms that lead to persistence and change of institutional arrangements. Especially, the focus on timing and sequences of when, which, and how events happen and shape the outcomes of processes of institutional design urges students of institutions to take history serious. It stresses the need to account for the causal effects of the past when analyzing institutional design, and moreover, to abandon the idea of constant causes. Causes are contingent and depending on the specifics of a time and place,  some of the ‘usual’ causes of institutional choice may be less important – or not at all. However, whereas the previous models of delegation and institutional choice neglected the past, historical institutionalist models seem to have turned a blind eye to choice. If one is to understand the administrative design, one cannot neglect the institutional (e.g. legislative) choices and the institutional preferences of politicians, public administrators and interest groups for certain administrative designs. So, the next two sections try to marry the a-historical models of delegation with the ‘choice-less’ models of historical sociological analyses.
 

Purposive Agents and Institutional Design

The central paradox of path-dependent sequences, Mahoney argues, is that path dependency contradicts the predictions of a theoretical framework as institutional arrangements “are reproduced  by processes associated with the very theoretical framework they contradict” (Mahoney 2000: 516). While for explaining and understanding institutional persistence historical institutionalist scholarship can rely on explanations of institutional persistence from utilitarian-functional, power-distributional and cultural-sociological frameworks (Thelen 1999), these same frameworks fall short, it is argued, to explain instances of institutional creation, that are the very processes of selection and adoption of new institutional arrangements during critical turning points. I will argue in this section that this does not so much stem from problematical aspects of the theoretical frameworks in use, but from the path-dependence framework’s neglect of choices intentional and purposive agency make between institutional designs during critical junctures. 

During critical junctures, we saw above, institutional arrangements are “adopted” or “selected from several alternatives? This naturally begs for the question who “adopts” or “selects” a particular option? Mahoney implies an agent but does not reveal his identity. The presence of a Weberian “switchman” is suggested but any further explications of acting agents is absent. Goodin adopts a very explicit position on this issue when he states that “purposive agents attempting to impose their preferred designs is what drives the process” (Goodin 2000: 525). He rejects any ideas that suggests the presence of some Hegelian “animating idea” that would cause institutions to “work itself pure”, because

Animating principles are themselves inanimate. They are incapable of  “working themselves out” in any literal sense at all. What animating principles “animates” is intentional agents who internalize them, and “working themselves out” amounts to those intentional agents implementing them consistently across the whole range of their appropriate application (Goodin 1996: 27).

Even when instances of institutional design or redesign seem to occur under circumstances marked by contingency and evolutionary selection processes, Goodin argues, that design without agency is an impossibility, since “the ‘selection’ mechanism that winnows out some variations in favor of others is in the social setting often essentially intentional in form... [T]he ‘selection mechanism’ central to evolutionary models involves the  intentional action of purposive agents, either directly or indirectly (Goodin 1996: 26).

Historical sequences are sequences of institutional design and persistence (Katznelson 2003: 293). Within the HI framework, however, it is implied that institutional development is a process punctuated by historical periods, where intentional agents stop and step aside to let contingency have its way, and then to step in again to reproduce and sustain the institutions thus created. This representation of institutional development is objected to by the comparative historical analyst Katznelson, making the same plea as Goodin, but perhaps in more modestly terms.

Comparative historical social science has gauged history by transitions and epochs produced by concatenations of decisive processes and events... [and] it has been disposed toward a language of crisis, passage, and sequence. ... Abjuring simple linearity, this work takes durations, discontinuities, branchings, and trajectories very seriously. But what of the preferences of actors engaged in determined activity during, or between, critical junctures? (Katznelson 2003: 272)

Based on the conclusion from these two scholars of institutions and institutional development we may infer that the strong role historical institutionalist ascribed to agency within processes of institutional reproduction (see also Stinchcombe 1968: 117-118) is practically absent during periods of institutional design.


The question now is how agency plays a role at junctures of institutional genesis? Katznelson pleas for allowing “restricted agency” in historical institutionalist accounts of critical junctures. Historical institutionalists, he argues, should focus more on institutions and treat them as “particular distributive arrangements, and to emphasize how institutions create categories and ‘realities’ that seem natural, thus how they compose actors with particular identities, values, interests, and strategies – that is, preferences – who seek to manage and solve problems” (Katznelson 2003: 294). An understanding of how institutions thus create categories (e.g. ethnic, occupational, class, etcetera) is the key according to Katznelson to learn the preferences of individuals. It is “restricted” agency because the preferences are partly inferred upon individuals through institutions. During periods of stability preferences of individuals are stable because the configuration of institutions are stable. During historical turning points, multiple institutional outcomes, subsequently a multiplicity of identities, preferences are possible. 


Scharpf (1997) has addressed the issue of actor orientations, i.e. the sources of values, interests and preferences of purposively acting agents, in a systematic way. The problem with basing empirical research on (restricted) intentional agents, he argues, is that they are “inevitably based on subjectivities” because “[i]t is not in the real world but in the actor’s mental image of the world that the attribution of causes and expected effects must be located” (Scharpf 1997: 60). Agents, or actors, Scharpf continues, act in intentional and purposive manner, but they are not motivated by their objective but subjective interests. For one, institutions are a powerful source for actor orientations. As Katznelson already argued, institutions with their capability to create categories and classifications are the main unit of reference that informs actors’ desires and preferences. But the difficulty is that individuals are, as it were, nodal points where several institutions come together and impose upon the individual several role positions (e.g father, police officer, soccer player). However, these role positions need not to overlap all at the same time or context, but there may occur situations where “one course of action will necessarily (and legitimately) be evaluated from the perspective of more than one reference unit” (Scharpf 1997: 61).  

Cognitive orientations, i.e. “the perceptions and .. cause-effect hypotheses on the basis of which action is taken” by purposive agents, is the second important source of actor orientations. Individuals hold beliefs, theories, about the state of the world. They strive to adjust and base their actions upon the hypotheses they form about the state of the world. These hypotheses need not to be correct, as a matter of fact they may be highly idiosyncratic (Scharpf 1997: 63).It is because actors are intentional that they strive to found their behavior on some perceivably valid theories. The source of cognitive orientations of intentional actors are typically those of “whirlpools” (Griffith 1939), “advocacy coalitions” (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith 1993) and “epistemic communities” (Haas 1992). These communities of shared knowledge and understanding aid individuals and the networks they partake in to form positions and eventually preferences for, in our case here, institutional designs that reflect their cognitive orientation. 


The ultimate step in institutional design, however, and herewith the most important incorporation of agency in historical institutionalist accounts of institutional design, is the development of preferences. Role positions and cognitive orientations are necessary but no sufficient ingredients for the forming of preferences. Preferences, Scharpf argues, are not mere individual orderings of the outcomes or consequences of one actor’s decision. To Scharpf, actor preferences is a compound concept containing ‘interests’, ‘norms’, ‘identities’, and ‘interaction orientations’. It goes beyond the scope of this paper to discuss all these components. So I suffice to state that Scharpf considers ‘interests’ to be associated with actors’ preference for self-preservation, autonomy and growth, whereas ‘norms’ relate to the “[shared] normative expectations addressed to the occupants of given positions” (Scharpf 1997: 64). Identity, then, that comes close to the “logic or appropriateness” (March and Olsen 1986) embedded in the previous component, is a “selective self-description” that will “help to reduce the complexity and contingency of their own choices” (Scharpf 1997: 65). Interaction orientations, finally, forms the relational dimension of actor orientations. This means that preferences of actors are to an extent shaped by their perception of how they relate to other actors, given their perception of the constellation in which they find themselves.


In summary, this section addressed the ‘paradox’ of path dependency through bringing in intentional agents into the equation. Critical junctures have thus been relieved from their supposedly contingent nature. This does not imply that contingency does not occur, rather it is argued that even when contingency plays a role in the course of institutional development, the ‘selection’ and ‘adoption’ of institutional arrangements must and should be brought back to the level of agents acting in a purposive manner to impose their preferred institutional designs. By bringing agents into critical junctures, we must understand how they come to prefer certain designs over others. Without going any deeper into the questions of how preferences are formed, this section has made an argument to make an effort of describing the orientations of actors and restraint ourselves from ascribing preferences to agents “in the way rational choice theories” do (Scharpf 1997: 66). And, perhaps most importantly, it requires historical analysts of institutional design to do this description exercise at each (critical) juncture of institutional development, as actor orientations are variables and are shaped by the historical time and context when institutional design is studied.

The Impact of the Past at Critical Junctures

We now have brought agents and their orientation back into critical junctures. Now we need to understand how the process of selection takes place. In historical institutionalist accounts, the process of selection seemed to be derived from the type of path dependent sequence at work.  Mahoney, we saw, distinguishes between reactive and self-reinforcing sequencing. While the two types of sequences logically differ from each other, both had in common that events in the earlier stages of the sequence influence events, or outcomes of events, at later stages. That is, the past as it were was attributed a causal capacity to affect events in the present. This section takes issue with this thesis. First, it violates the assumption that agency is what drives the process of institutional design. If we were to accept a causal effect of the past on the future, we would deny agency and relegate the understanding of institutional design to determinism. The second point is – and this point will be discussed in this section – that the kind of causal effect that is ascribed to the past within historical institutionalist accounts does not exist, because the past does not exist. The past, that is the set of all sequences that can be identified by a narrative account of the past, effects  the present in a different way then it is argued by historical institutionalism.


In contrast to how critical junctures are represented in the literature, however, they do not occur in a void. The impact of the past on the present is contained in the formal and informal institutional structure at any present time t. Any institutional context at time t contains elements or subdomains that are created or emerged in earlier time periods. The presence of structures created earlier shape the choice process at t. I owe the idea that the past is encoded in the structure of the present it to the intellectual crisis of Andrew Abbott, somewhere at the beginning of the 1990s. “The past, quite simply, doesn’t exist. It’s gone…there is only the immediate past and its passage into the present” (Abbott 2001: 20).
 But the past has an effect on the present and the future if it somehow is “encoded” into the present. 

The choice theorists and their ancestors are right that the past doesn’t exist; it is dead and gone. All its influence on the present comes through its structuring of the immediate past. Social structure is continuously enacted by actors doing things with others. …All that exists in the social process, however, is the momentary totality at any moment of these actions and the interlocked patterns they create by connecting and disconnecting multitudes of actors in myriads of relations, of hundreds of types (Abbott 2001 [1997]: 255).

Stinchcombe formulates this encoding of the past structures into the present in terms of “survivals”. He defines them as “deposits of past history in the social structure of the present” (Stinchcombe 1968: 104). Survivals are institutional structures, or traditions as Stinchcombe also describes them, that “power-holders” ought important to preserve for the future. Thus, at any given time in the presence we only find the networks of relationships between individual actors defined or shaped by formal or informal institutions, norms, values or conventions. 

How then, does encoding take effect? Following Alt and Shepsle (1998) and Goodin (2000), the institutional structure at any given time defines the game that is to be played by the actors present at that time. In the words of Goodin, institutional design and redesign is a meta-play “through which we settle the ‘basic structures’ (Rawls 1977), circumscribing future choices by setting certain ‘standard rules of the game’, narratives and norms that will shape our future interactions” (Goodin 2000: 524). Choice points take place within institutional settings, the choices about institutions themselves are shaped  by the institutional background that is to be changed. Or as Knight (1992) argues, the informal institutions that come to the foreground when the formal institutions are about to be redesigned. Hence we can conclude that the past which is encoded in the presence in the form of social structures imposes a game form upon the present. Or as Alt and Shepsle state this

[I]nstitutions – thought of as structural elements of and processes for collective choice – direct the flow and timing of the things over which goal-seeking individuals exercise their rationality. According to this view an institution, in effect, is a game form, a context for strategic interaction (Alt and Shepsle 1998: 737).

The process of institutional development can be considered a “game with variable rules” (Tsebelis 1990). A game with variable rules, i.e. a game of institutional design and redesign, as Tsebelis (1990: 93-94) defines it, may involve (1) a change in the set of player, (2) a change in permissible moves, (3) a change in the sequence of play, and (4) a change in available information. At each present, one, several or all elements may have been altered. Here consequences of the flow of history on institutional settings is formulated eloquently. As a change in some or all of these elements, changes may occur in the relationships between political actors, institutionalized actors, and these actors with private or societal actors (Tsebelis 1990: 95).

In summary, studying institutional design from a historical perspective properly we need to pay careful attention to actor orientations and game constellation at the time period where our focus is. By considering institutional constellations as containing the structural codes from past decisions, this section has simplified the causal effect of the past. It however requires from researcher to carefully construct and analyze the ‘real’ games actors play when they attempt to design or redesign administrative institutions. 

Preliminary Methodological Notes

In this section I will try to explicate how the parts of the framework could be further conceptualized and be made ready to empirical analysis. Note therefore, that this does not specify the methods with which the hypotheses derived from the theoretical framework are tested. What it does is the following. For further conceptualizing this framework, I believe and therefore suggest, we need to undertake three things. We need to define the unit of analysis, define criteria how we identify turning points, and specify the elements with which we will analyze the process of administrative design.

Unit of Analysis: Administrative Regimes

The unit of analysis is administrative regime. With administrative regime is meant the constellation of various administrative organizations composed of different structures performing several administrative tasks at a given time period. The way I define administrative regime here is closely associated with notions of policy or administrative style that have found wide applications across studies of public policy and regulation (Richardson and Jordan 1982; Knill 2001; Bovens et al 2001). We can disaggregate an administrative regime further into its composite parts, individual administrative structures. While there exist a plethora of administrative structures across political-administrative systems (Thynne 2003; Whettenhall 2003), for reasons of simplicity, I distinguish, in line with the units of analysis in the larger research project, between four generic types: (1) a ministerial department, (2) a deconcentrated agency, (3) a commission, and (4) an agency with a governing board. These are graphically given in figure 1.

-- figure 1 about here --


Ministerial departments form the basic type of administrative organization. The main function of ministerial departments is to produce policy advice, prepare decisions to be made by the minister, or take these policy decisions on a mandatory basis. A second basic form is that of the deconcentrated agency. Deconcentrated agencies are specialized agencies in the execution of the policy decisions under the mandate of the minister. Policy advices to the minister concern the implementation of policies. The head of the agency does not form part of the department, but reports directly to the minister through the departmental hierarchy. The third form are advisory or policy preparing commissions. They partly perform the functions of departmental administrators but in contrast to the departmental form these commissions allow the participation of actors other than civil servants. It enables, for example, that non-departmental experts or representatives of societal interests can partake in the preparation of public policies. However, due to the positions of the members within commissions a commission cannot work on a permanent basis and does need backing from a secretariat. This secretariat is located within the mother department and is staffed by one or several civil servants. Finally, at the furthest point looked from the position of the minister, we find agencies governed by a board composed of individuals appointed on the basis of procedures defined by law. The governing boards are inserted between the minister and the director of the agency. The agency receives its directives directly from the board and not form the minister or the department. The minister still remains ultimately responsible for the policies and the outcomes of the policies the agency implements, and the governing board is bound by the provisions written down in the laws for whose execution the board is responsible. In summary, at any given moment of time we find a constellation of administrative structures entrusted with tasks within designated areas of government. The specific constellation is referred to as an administrative regime.

Identifying Turning Points

The second analytical, and perhaps the most difficult, task is to identify turning points. I use the concept of turning point in the way Abbott has developed it from the natural history, life courses and criminology literatures (Abbott 2001, [1997]). A turning point is a period that bridges two trajectories, before and after the turning point.  The trajectories on either side of the turning point can either have a fixed or a random nature. Fixed trajectories are periods of enduring stability with only minor variations. A fixed trajectory—turning point model is, in another words, a model of punctuated equilibria preceded and succeeded by periods of incrementalism (Baumgartner & Jones 1993). Random trajectory—turning point models concern periods of randomness redirected by turning points into periods of fixed trajectories, or vice versa. Here turning points can exert stabilizing, respectively, randomizing effects on the path that a system pursues (Abbott 2001: 249). 


The empirical puzzle is to identify turning points. Turning points are clearest when a turning point causes the sign of the direction of a path to change (see figures 2A and 2B). But turning points need not to demarcate changes of signs. Signs may remain the same while a change with no change of sign may demarcate a turning point (see figure 2C).

-- figure 2 about here --

What is crucial is that a turning point demarcates the “separation of relatively smooth patterns by a turn that is by comparison abrupt” (2001:245). 


Applied to the study of administrative change, a turning point is defined as the point where the specific constellation that makes up an administrative regime substantially changes. It is hence a point where the mix of administrative structures employed is altered by the enacting coalitions of that period. What is needed, therefore is a measure of administrative regime. I would propose a simple quantitative measure for this will allow us to see even the smallest of adjustments in time. The index value of an administrative regime, at any given point in time, will be therefore the mean of the standardized ratios for ministerial departments (coded 0), deconcentrated agencies (coded 1), commissions (coded 2) and agencies with a governing board (coded 3). 

The Process of Administrative Design
Turning points are periods where one kind of administrative regime is transformed into another. These are the periods where we would expect strategic interaction, shaped by the institutional context of that time. Or to use the words of two students of life course  processes a turning point is

not an isolated event of short duration. Nor does it entail a sudden jump from one phase to another. A turning point is a process involving the alteration of life path, of a “course correction.” A turning point requires therefore certain strategies and choices (Hareven and Masaoka 1988: 274; cited in Abbott 2001: 251).

As already mentioned in the previous section, we need to identify and to reconstruct the game form, i.e. its players, preferences, their strategies and  decision rules that is spelled out by the institutional setting at the time the turning point sets in.


The institutional setting on which we focus on primarily is that of legislative decision-making. Administrative design is a legislative process in that administrative organizations are created through one of the possible legal instruments in a democratic political system. The legislative decision-making process can be defined narrowly as well as broadly. Defined in a narrow sense, and I will take a parliamentary system as an example, legislative decision-making is the formal process of law making involving parliament, cabinet, and its ministers through majority rule. This narrow conception of the legislative process would lose sight of the number of semi-official actors and informal actors involved in the legislative process. We would loose interest groups and the (in)formal decision-making frameworks through they participate in this process. To be more precise, each policy area will have its own distinct informal rules and networks through which non-governmental actors are linked to the formal legislative process and herewith affect the outcomes of the process of administrative design. But this will differ per issue and policy area. Therefore I would suggest a narrow conception of the legislative process as a base line model of the game and extend the model with players and strategies if this is needed to attune to the empirical complexity of the study.


The role of bureaucrats deserves special attention. The administrative structures are the explananda but the bureaucrats themselves have interests of their own as well. And: they partake in the in the process of administrative design. Notably, departmental civil servants are the policy advisors to the ministers, not only for the substantive aspects of legislation but also for administrative design. As a matter of fact, one can argue that there is no meaningful distinction between structure and content (Moe 1995). Hence a model of the game must take care of the role these bureaucrats play and account for their role.

Conclusion
The basic argument of this paper is that agent-less but historical theories of institutional development should be combined with a-historical but choice-centered theories of institutional design in order to better understand and explain administrative change. Historical analyses offer us thickness, narratives and stories of administrative design, whereas choice-centered frameworks give us the analytical tools to examine strategically interacting individual actors. In general, the two approaches combined should help us in better understanding and explaining why the public sector has the design as it has, why it changes through time, and why different countries have differently shaped public sectors. In this effort it concurs with the recent call for a historical turn in public administration of Bezes and Lodge (2006). My argument, however, diverts a little from theirs as I urge public administrationists not to rely on historical institutionalism alone. The historical institutionalist understanding of path dependency in institutional development should be strengthened by a more explicit attention to agency and choice. 


However, the proof is in the eating of the pudding. Work on methodology and the actual testing remains to be done. This paper only offered a first approximate direction that this kind of work may assume. What is done so far is to state that three main issues should be done. The first is to think carefully about units of analysis. The most important question posited here is whether we are studying single events of organizational creation or regimes of administrative organizations. This is perhaps a less vexing question for those public administrationists studying civil service systems, financial management, and public personnel systems, where the unit of analysis is the system level. But for those students of privatization, agencification, and so, selecting as unit of analysis the formal and informal interrelationships between administrative organizations may reveal more substantive understanding of how, when and in which direction administrative development occurs. 

The second question with regard to development of a methodology is the identification of turning points. Are we, for example, so sure that the 1980s were a turning in the sense that past practices and regimes of administrative regimes were replaced by new ones? Or: is it the only one? Have other countries not had other reforms at other times? Taking history serious also requires that we look critically to conventional wisdom. For example, the NPM literature has distinguished reformers (e.g. UK New Zealand) and non- or late reformers (e.g. Germany, Netherlands, Scandinavian countries). Is this, bluntly put, all that can be said about administrative reform? I believe that in order to understand the dynamics of administrative reforms better that more efforts and attention should be devoted to how, when and why different nation states have pursued different paths. In this regard, we should benefit from the work of historical institutionalists. 

Finally, the third methodological issue dealt with here is that our analyses of administrative reform could truly benefit from (modulated) versions of game theory. Game models orient our attention towards strategic interactions between politicians, bureaucrats and citizens in the shaping of the institutions of the public sector. The strategic role of elites has widely been acknowledged by students of public management reform and made central in most models of reform. We need to delve more in how their interactions work out across place and, above all, time.
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APPENDIX

Figure 1 Schematic overview of the location of central governmental administrative organizations
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M = minister

D = department

s = secretariat of policy preparing or advisory commission

A = executive agency

B = governing board of an executive agency

Figure 2 Varieties of Turning Points (adapted from Abbott 2001)
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� A Markov chain describes stages of the development of a system at successive times. The Markov property of a system is that the state of a system may at tn+1 is reproduced at tn with a probability p that the state at tn is reproduced. For example, suppose that there are two states possible 0 and 1. If the state at tn is 1 and probability of reproduction is, say,  95%, than there is a chance of 5% that the state of the system at tn+1 is 0. In this situation, path dependence is strong and the occurrence of change is slim.  


� In the process, I am very well aware of this, I run the serious risk of loosing my audience from both sides. This is, I am afraid, inevitable, but it has its precedence (cf. Bates et al 1998). What I hope is to present a plausible fusion of historical institutionalism and rational choice delegation models that can help us understand the design and redesign of administrative structures.





� For example, many situations in politics have the nature of a prisoner’s dilemma game where actors’ dominant strategy is to defect. The preference for defection (and not cooperation) is given by the actor’s perception that the situation in which he finds himself is a prisoner’s dilemma game.





� This ‘crisis’ has significant consequences for historical institutionalist thinking on temporal order and sequential structures, as it was Abbott’s early ideas (in 1983, 1988), and from which departed after his crisis, on which the main arguments on path dependency and positive feedback mechanisms of historical institutionalist are based; see for example Mahoney (2000) and Pierson (2004). The issue is this. With this insight, Abbott acknowledges the Markovian nature of the world and throws overboard his earlier objections against this possibility. In a Markovian state of the world the development of sequences is a first-order autoregressive process, meaning that the state of a system at tn+1 is only dependent upon the state of that system at tn, its immediate predecessor. He rejects, therefore, the idea that the structural past at, say tn-m (with m ≥ 2), has an impact on tn. This disregards lock-in effects, positive feedback loops, and self-enforcement, as each subsequent step in a temporal structure is only dependent on the state of the process that immediately precedes the present one.
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