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1 How Political Systems Manage Their

Policy Controversies

In October 2013, the launch of healthcare.gov, a website through which

US citizens can buy health insurance, turned into an embarrassing event

for theObama administration. Thewebsite crumbled under a heavy user

load and citizens were unable to create accounts. As the infrastructural

centerpiece of President Obama’s Affordable Care Act, the website was

vital for expanding healthcare coverage to previously uninsured US

citizens. Republicans, who had long opposed the Affordable Care Act,

took the chaotic launch of the website as a welcome opportunity to

blame the Obama administration for its ineptitude and its overall stance

on healthcare. The president admitted that there was no sugar coating of

the website’s marred performance and promised swift improvements.

The president’s reaction notwithstanding, Republicans continued to

blame the administration for sluggish performance improvements until

the secretary of health and human services, who had overseen the

website launch, resigned in April 2014.

A year later, in early summer 2015, a lobbying affair kept Swiss

politics in suspense. A newspaper revealed that a member of the

National Council – the lower house of the Swiss parliament – had

submitted a motion under her name, which had in fact been devised by

Kazakhstani party functionaries. The controversy triggered a heated

discussion about remote-controlled politicians and lobbying regulations

in Switzerland. Amid public blame, the parliamentarian justiûed her

conduct but also called the proliferation of documents to Kazakhstani

authorities an unfortunate mistake. Calls for disciplinary measures

against the parliamentarian and for adaptations of existing lobbying

regulations ultimately came to nothing.

At ûrst glance, the chaotic launch of the healthcare.gov website and

the Swiss lobbying affair do not have much in common. However,

a closer examination reveals that they are examples of the same type

of political event. Both instances are political “blame games” in

response to policy controversies. Media consumers are intimately
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familiar with the typical political blame game. It starts with the (often

accidental) discovery of a controversial event that shows that those in

power and ofûce failed to live up to agreed upon rules, standards, or

previous promises. Upon this discovery, media outlets, pundits, and

politicians in the opposition quickly take up the controversial event and

start to assign responsibility and blame for it. Governing actors react to

the controversy with excuses and explanations. Sometimes they give in

to criticism and engage in activism to address it, and sometimes they

kick the can down the road in the hope that the attention will quickly

move on to the next controversial event on the political agenda.

Political blame games of this sort happen by the dozens in Western

democracies – year in, year out. But why are blame games important?

Why care about seemingly routine and minor political quarrels? In

a time where big events, like the rise of populism or increased political

polarization, need to be accounted for, these questions seem reason-

able. Although it may be tempting to sweep political blame games

under the rug of normal political competition, this book suggests

doing otherwise. It proposes treating blame games as extraordinary

political events, whose close study reveals how modern democratic

political systems work when they come under pressure.

1.1 Setting the Scene: When Political Systems ‘Heat Up’

to Address the Controversial

Policies are ubiquitous in modern democratic political systems. This is

the case because policy has become the preferred problem-solving tool

of governments (Orren&Skowronek, 2017).Modern political systems

experience a constant stream of economic, demographic, technologi-

cal, and societal changes. Be it ûnancial or technological innovations

like cryptocurrencies or cloning, soaring house prices or rising eco-

nomic inequality, or increased levels of migration or shifting social

values, all of these changes create situations that governments attempt

to regulate through policy interventions. A related explanation for

policy’s advance is that, over time, the state has come to protect citizens

against all kinds of harms, hazards, threats, and risks, ranging from

disease outbreaks to industrial accidents to terrorist attacks to

instances of consumer fraud (Ansell, 2019). Public demand for protec-

tion has prompted governments to respond by means of discretionary

policy. As a consequence, governments now set down “prohibitions
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and requirements for everything from hiring practices to the design of

entryways for private buildings to the kinds of wordings prohibited or

required on consumer packaging” (Pierson, 2007a, pp. 114–115).

With governments doing more over a broader range of affairs, policy

infrastructure thickens, permeating almost all areas of social, political,

and economic life (Adam et al., 2019; Jacobs & Weaver, 2015;

Patashnik & Zelizer, 2013).

What unavoidably comes with a thickened and more complex policy

infrastructure is an increase in the number of policy controversies.

Mark Bovens and Paul ‘t Hart (2016, p. 654) rightly observe that

only “a part of this myriad of ambitions and activities unfolds as

hoped, expected and planned for by [political and administrative]

policymakers. Another part throws up surprises, complications, delays,

disappointments and unintended consequences.”With policies all over

the place, controversies about their conûguration, performance, and

distribution of beneûts are not far behind. Some of these controversies

develop into venerable political scandals; others only simmer on the

political agenda before disappearing again without anybody addres-

sing them.

What happens to policy controversies that come to the attention of

politicians, citizens, and the media? How do political systems manage

them? The views commonly held in the ûelds of political science and

public policy give different answers to these questions – and both are

incomplete and problematic. The political science literature overwhel-

mingly considers elections to be the main channel through which

citizens inûuence the management of policy controversies. If voters

take umbrage at how politicians address a policy controversy, they

can vote them out of ofûce and elect those who promise a better answer

to a controversial policy issue. In this conception of politics, ‘policy’ is

treated as a mere commodity in and residual of the ‘electoral connec-

tion’, a term coined by David Mayhew (1974) regarding the interac-

tions between vote-seeking politicians and their voters. In the electoral

connection, particular policy controversies usually only play a minor

role. Elections have limited issue space, that is, they can only handle

a very small number of political problems and policy issues simulta-

neously. Election campaigns in which a single policy controversy

becomes crucial, like with the immigration crisis in the run-up to the

2017 German federal elections, are very rare. Only in these very rare

cases is there a clear inûuence of elections on the political management
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of a policy controversy. Moreover, elections usually only take place

every four or ûve years, with many policy controversies popping up in

between. Therefore, with its focus on elections, dominant political

science scholarship neglects, and does not grasp the consequences of,

a large part of the policy controversies that democratic political systems

confront over time.

The public policy literature correctly observes that political science

scholarship only studies political conûict with implicit links to public

policy (Weible & Heikkila, 2017). And yet, the public policy literature

also lacks an accurate view of policy controversies and their manage-

ment. The reason is that it usually treats blame games as stages, or even

as distracting events of other phenomena, like policy learning or crisis

management. The inûuential works by Arjen Boin and colleagues

(2008, 2009a), for example, examine the political management of

crises like terrorist attacks or natural disasters. While public blame

and blame management are important aspects of crisis management,

they are not the main focus of these works. A somewhat different, but

likewise consequential, neglect can be observed for policy process

research at large. This literature is interested in the combinations of

factors that produce policy change. Prominent policy process frame-

works do not treat policy controversies as much more than negative

focusing events (Birkland, 1998). The large-scale quantitative variant

of policy process research (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009) is especially

unlikely to zoom in on the content and actual political management of

policy controversies.

The diverse comparative policy literature that adopts a problem-

processing perspective, like literature on policy styles or the governance

of problems, comes close to capturing, but still fails to capture, the

management of policy controversies during blame games (e.g., Hoppe

2011; Howlett & Tosun, 2019). Policy styles describe the speciûc ways

in which particular countries address new policy problems (Howlett &

Tosun, 2019; Richardson, 2014). The literature usually distinguishes

policy styles along two dimensions: Whether policymakers actively

address problems or react to them, and whether policymakers seek

consensus with other actors involved in the policy process or if they

impose their will on them. However, this line of work does not usually

distinguish between more or less conûictual forms of problem proces-

sing but rather adopts a more static perspective on policy styles. As

I will show, the conûictual interactions over a policy controversy that
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one can observe during blame games are markedly different from

routine policymaking patterns. Blame games represent a more con-

ûictual form of problem processing that cannot simply be derived

from a country’s conventional policy style. For instance, while the

UK is known for its adversarial policy style, Germany is known for its

much more consensual policy style. With blame games, it is just the

opposite. The empirical analyses in this book will reveal that

Germany exhibits a much more heated and adversarial blame game

style than the UK. Therefore, overall, prominent political science and

public policy scholarship ignores political blame games in response to

policy controversies.

This book attempts to remedy this neglect. It treats blame games as

political events in their own right whose careful study yields crucial

insights into how democratic political systems cope with pressure.

Much of what follows in the pages of this book ûnds its basis in the

crucial observation that political interactions during blame games are

much more conûictual than those that characterize routine political

processes, like the occasional debate about pension reform or the

next year’s budget. Blame games are generally deûned as a series of

interactions between blame makers and blame takers on the occasion

of a controversial political issue (Hood, 2011). I recommend thinking

of them as microcosms of conûictual politics. During blame games,

politics switches from competition, in which arguments are acknowl-

edged, exchanged, and contested, to outright conûict, in which issues

such as guilt, punishment, and redress take center stage.While the goals

that political actors pursue during blame games are similar to those

pursued during routine times – winning or conserving reputation and

votes; gaining or maintaining control over policies – the strategies they

apply to achieve these goals are different. Participants in a blame game

attack their opponents more ûercely, portray them as utterly incompe-

tent, depict them as guilty, and compel them to make amends.

Participants in a blame game not only distort information to get their

way (Jones & Baumgartner, 2007), but they often bend the norms of

democratic conduct and argue for their cause in a rather agitated

fashion. Moreover, blame makers usually adopt an uncompromising

stance: They are unwilling to meet blame takers halfway and want

them to yield in full. Overall, the attitudes that political actors exhibit

and the strategies that they adopt during blame games are very different

from the attitudes and strategies adopted during routine times. Hence,
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to understand how political systems manage their policy controversies,

one must appreciate the different, more conûictual, type of politics that

occurs during blame games.

1.2 Political Systems and Their Peculiar Ways of Managing
Policy Controversies

The most important and consequential insight stemming from this

book is that political systems have developed peculiar ways of mana-

ging policy controversies. This is a very surprising ûnding given that the

policy issues at the root of controversies are so diverse. With a complex

and thickened policy infrastructure comes, almost by necessity, an

incredibly wide range of policy controversies. They range from marred

website launches to porous lobbying regulations to delayed public

infrastructure projects to ûawed tax reforms. The reason for manage-

ment similarities across controversy types can be found in the political

institutions that preset the political space in which controversy man-

agement takes place. As I will demonstrate in this book, it is important

to conceive political blame games as context-sensitive events. The

interactions between political actors that we observe during blame

games – the blame attacks by the opposition and the blame manage-

ment attempts by those in government – follow patterns that can be

explained by looking at the institutional context in which blame games

take place.

The best way to provisionally acquaint oneself with the different

ways in which political systems manage their policy controversies is to

consider an analogy. Suppose that a political system is a bit like

a marriage. Actors who have a lot in common decide to spend their

lives together. However, as time goes by, disagreements emerge, and

conûicts must be endured. Without delving too much into couple’s

therapy, we can say that every marriage (or at least long-lasting ones)

develops its own way of dealing with conûicts. Some couples try to

swallow their anger and ignore a conûictual issue for as long as possi-

ble. Other couples reconcile their differences rather emotionally. Still,

other couples, although perhaps not many, deal with conûicts in

a rather unemotional and problem-oriented way. Political systems

and their policy controversies follow a similar story. In some political

systems, political actors try to suppress controversies for as long as

possible, in others they engage in heated blame game interactions. In
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still other systems, political actors engage in rather problem-oriented

blame game interactions when addressing a policy controversy.

By looking at the conûictual form of politics that blame games

contain, one can learn a tremendous amount about the workings of

democratic political systems under pressure. The insights that stem

from the effort to understand blame games are vitally important in

light of the big events mentioned earlier, like populism, elite polariza-

tion, or norm erosion, which currently cripple Western democracies

and have prompted many to seriously fear for their health (Levitsky &

Ziblatt, 2018; Mounk, 2018; Snyder, 2018). As I will explain toward

the end of this book, the conûictual style of politics contained in blame

games resembles the type of conûictual politics that democracies are

currently experiencing on a wider scale. Today, it often seems as

though blame games are no longer conûned to particular issues and

instances but that politics as such turns into one huge blame game, with

politicians violating norms and attacking each other on a daily basis.

This book’s explanations of conûictual politics during blame games

help to make sense of conûictual politics more broadly. The more

conûictual style of politics that emerges when political systems heat

up to address controversial events forces us to reconsider, and even-

tually revise, dominant considerations about policy’s role in politics

and about the functioning of democracy more broadly.

1.3 Goals and Outline of the Book

This book provides a context-sensitive explanation of blame games and

their consequences. Drawing on the analysis of ûfteen blame games in

the UK, Germany, Switzerland, and the USA, this book develops the

ûrst middle-range theory of these important political events.

The Three Major Analytical Steps of the Book

The book proceeds through three major steps. In the theoretical part of

the book, I develop a comprehensive theoretical framework for the

context-sensitive analysis and comparison of blame games. The guiding

idea behind the theoretical framework is that blame games can only be

properly understood by considering both the institutional factors that

characterize the political system in which blame games occur and the

issue characteristics that characterize the controversies at the root of

1.3 Goals and Outline of the Book 7

www.cambridge.org/9781108816441
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-81644-1 — Policy Controversies and Political Blame Games
Markus Hinterleitner
Excerpt
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

blame games. Taking inspiration from the work of E. E. Schattschneider

(1975) and Albert Hirschman (1994), I identify institutionalized forms

of conûict management that Western democracies have developed to

manage policy controversies. Institutional factors, namely the structures

around routine political interactions in a democracy, institutionalized

accountability structures, and institutional policy characteristics, act as

the rules of the game that inûuence the broad contours of blame games

and channel them in certain directions. In addition to institutional

factors, I consider a second group of explanatory factors in order to

account for the fact that blame games play out in front of an audience.

Based on policy feedback theory (Pierson, 1993; Soss & Schram, 2007),

I identify the salience and the proximity of a controversy to average

publics as the issue characteristics that determine the public’s reaction to

a particular blame game and the ways in which the opposition and those

in government work with this reaction. A crucial advantage of this

framework is that it allows for the meaningful comparison of blame

games induced by a diverse set of policy controversies, ranging from food

scandals to failed infrastructure projects to procurement scandals to

investigation failures. The framework strikes a balance between zoom-

ing in on the content of political conûict and securing comparability

across controversy types.

The theoretical framework guides and structures the empirical ana-

lysis of ûfteen blame games in the second part of the book. These blame

games occur within four institutional and four issue contexts. The

institutional contexts consist of important aspects of the UK,

German, Swiss, and US political systems. The issue contexts are four

possible combinations of salience and proximity. I show how various

combinations of institutional factors and issue characteristics conûgure

different types of blame games. Institutional factors mainly determine

the basic form or set-up of a blame game, that is, how participants

position themselves and enter into alliances after a policy controversy

has become a bone of contention. Participants in a blame game can be

divided into ‘opponents’, who act as blame makers, and ‘incumbents’,

within whose responsibility sphere a controversy develops.

Institutional factors further inûuence the structure of interactions

between participants, that is, political opponents’ opportunities for

blame attacks and the blame barriers available to incumbents.

Finally, institutional factors inûuence the distribution of power

between opponents and incumbents. In some institutional settings,
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incumbents are comfortably protected from blame and can adopt an

uncompromising stance. In other settings, opponents have a better

chance of damaging the reputation of incumbents or changing the

course of policy during a blame game. The analysis further reveals

that issue characteristics inûuence the content of interactions between

blame game participants. What opponents say and do to attack incum-

bents and to attract the attention of the public andwhat incumbents say

and do to address a controversy in the face of blame primarily depends

on the salience of a controversy and on its proximity to average citizens.

The ûnal part of the book reveals how the conûgurations of institu-

tional factors and issue characteristics combine to produce blame

games that vary in their consequences. For this purpose, it groups

blame games according to the level of public interest that they attract

and the consequences that they have for the fate of incumbents and

policies. This part of the book demonstrates that when distinct con-

troversy types pass through speciûc institutional systems, one of four

possible blame game types can be expected to occur. This outcome

reveals that a simplistic view of the relationship between the level of

public interest in a blame game and the extent of consequences of it

must be replaced with a more accurate (and complex) picture of blame

games and their consequences. Blame games that attract the most

attention from political actors, media, and the public are not necessa-

rily those that produce signiûcant consequences. Under particular con-

ditions, the blame games that attract the greatest public interest only

produce hot air. On the contrary, there are also blame games that slip

from the view of the wider public but which nevertheless force incum-

bents to adjust policies. Overall, the analysis shows that political

systems deal with policy controversies in idiosyncratic ways. Every

political system has developed its own blame game style for managing

policy controversies and does so with a wide variety of controversy

types.

Outline of the Book

The remainder of this book proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 sets out to

deûne blame games as distinct political events that protrude from

routine political processes and conceptualizes the process through

which a controversy becomes the object of blame game interactions.

I conceptualize blame games as instances of intensiûed conûict during
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which political actors apply distinct sets of strategies to reach their

goals. I describe both the blame-generating strategies of opponents and

the blame-management strategies of incumbents. Since a variety of

controversies, scandals, and (natural) crises trigger blame games in

the political sphere, this chapter also revisits the question of why it is

particularly important and revealing to study and understand blame

games induced by policy controversies. Chapter 2 continues by intro-

ducing the theoretical framework used to explain blame game interac-

tions and their consequences. I group the framework’s explanatory

factors into institutional factors and issue characteristics.

The empirical analysis conducted in Chapters 3–7 revolves around

ûfteen blame games that occurred in the UK, Germany, Switzerland,

and the USA between 1999 and 2016. I analyze several blame games in

each of these institutional contexts, each triggered by a controversy

with different issue characteristics. I ûrst examine and compare the

effects of institutional factors on these blame games, and then I analyze

the effects of issue characteristics. Chapter 8 then consolidates the

ûndings into a more parsimonious typological theory of blame games

and their consequences. Finally, Chapter 9 summarizes the results of

the analysis and reûects on what the study of blame games implies for

our understanding of politics and democracy under pressure.

1.4 Strategy of Inquiry

Blame games are very complex political events that require in-depth

examination. At the same time, getting an idea of how democratic poli-

tical systems manage their policy controversies requires a comparative

approach that analyzes blame games in a variety of institutional and issue

contexts. Despite pioneering work on blame games (Hood, 2011;

Weaver, 1986), our understanding of these multifaceted and dynamic

political events is still limited. Blame games, as spatially and temporally

bounded political events (Falleti & Mahoney, 2015), have proved to be

notoriously difûcult to conceptualize and study (Hinterleitner & Sager,

2015). To date, there are no studies that analyze blame games in their

entirety, that assess their consequences for the policies at their core and for

the politicians involved, and that compare them across countries.

Squeezing very complex events, like political blame games, into

a comparative template always involves tricky decisions about which

aspects to consider in detail, which aspects to consider in passing, and
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