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Ab stract   This pa per outli nes re le vant aspects of in sti tu ti o nal the ory in so cial 
sci en ces and gi ves a mo re de ta i led over vi ew of the New In sti tu ti o na list ap-
pro ac hes. Mo re o ver, the pa per ex plo res Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism, one of 
the ne west the o re ti cal ap pro ac hes to in sti tu ti ons, and di scus ses its ap pli ca tion 
in em pi ri cal re se arch. The aim of the ar tic le is to bring this in no va ti ve the o re-
ti cal fra me work clo ser to the aca de mic com mu nity and prac ti ti o ners who are 
in te re sted in ex plo ring pu blic de ba tes in in ter ac tion with in sti tu ti ons.
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In tro duc tion

This study of fers an over vi ew of in sti tu ti o nal the ory in so cial sci en ces and 
il lu stra tes the chan ge in studying in sti tu ti ons over ti me. The ar tic le starts 
with Old In sti tu ti o na lism, which fo cu ses on struc tu ral ele ments in in-
sti tu ti o nal chan ge, and con ti nu es by exa mi ning the be ha vi o u rist ap pro-
ac hes and ma xi mi sa ti on of in di vi dual’s self-in te rest as an ex pla na ti on of 
in sti tu ti o nal chan ge. The ar tic le ela bo ra tes in mo re de tail the New In sti-
tu ti o na list ap pro ac hes, the ir ba sic as sump ti ons and in ter-con nec ted ness.

The main fo cus of this ar tic le, ho we ver, is the ne west ap pro ach to the study 
of in sti tu ti ons and the one of the New In sti tu ti o na lisms with the stron gest 
fo cus on po licy chan ge – Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism (DI). This the ory pro-
po ses that pu blic di sco ur se, in its for mu la tion of idea and the com mu ni ca-
tion of that idea, has a po ten tial to in flu en ce pu blic po licy. The aim of the 
ar tic le is to in vi te re se ar chers and prac ti ti o ners, studying di sco ur se and in-
sti tu ti ons, to con si der this the o re ti cal tool and con tri bu te to its de ve lop ment.

The to pic will be di scus sed in two main sec ti ons. The ar tic le, first, gi ves 
ge ne ral bac kgro und of in sti tu ti o nal the ory by the mid-1960s and di scus ses 
the ap pro ac hes wit hin New In sti tu ti o na lism. In the se cond part, the ar-
tic le fo cu ses on Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism, its ex pla na ti on of in sti tu ti-
o nal chan ge and met ho do lo gi cal li mi ta ti ons of the the ory.

In sti tu ti o nal The ory

The ro le of in sti tu ti ons in sha ping po li ti cal and so cial li fe is the main fo cus 
of in sti tu ti o nal the ory. In or der to di stin gu ish in sti tu ti ons from ot her forms 
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of hu man or ga ni sa tion, in sti tu ti ons are de fi ned wit hin this ap pro ach as 
for mal and in for mal struc tu res with sta bi lity over ti me and the abi lity to 
adapt (Pe ters 2012: 19). In di vi du als, who are af fi li a ted to in sti tu ti ons, can 
ma ke an im pact on the se in sti tu ti ons by pro mo ting cer tain va lu es and 
me a nings, or by im po sing ru les and in cen ti ves. On the ot her hand, in sti-
tu ti ons tran scend the in di vi dual, which im pli es that in di vi dual be ha vi o ur 
is, to a cer tain ex tent, pre dic ta ble. In sti tu ti ons can be dif fe ren ti a ted ac cor-
ding to the de gree of for ma li za tion, the de gree to which they are col lec ti-
vely bin ding, whet her they are ’self-re in for cing’ or re qu i re in ter ven tion by 
so me sort of me ta-in sti tu tion. As for the ir fun ction, in sti tu ti ons are con-
cep tu a li sed, in in sti tu ti o nal the ory, as me di a tors and re gu la tors of hu man 
li be ra tion – both from so cial bonds and from con stra ints of na tu re.

Re se arch on po li tics bet we en the mid-ni ne te enth and the mid-twen ti eth 
cen tury was ma inly fo cu sed on po li ti cal, le gal and ad mi ni stra ti ve struc-
tu res; and po li ti cal stu di es we re iden ti fied by an analysis of in sti tu ti ons 
(Low ndes 2013: 22–28; Pe ters 2012: 6; Low ndes 2002: 90). This ap pro ach, 
known as Old In sti tu ti o na lism, had se ve ral dis tin cti ve fe a tu res. For in-
stan ce, the vi ew that law and the ro le of the law in go ver nan ce ha ve pri o rity 
in po li ti cal analysis, as law do mi na tes in di vi dual be ha vi o ur. Mo re o ver, 
pro mi nent per sons, or the Gre at Men of hi story, can ma ke sig ni fi cant im-
pact on in sti tu ti ons (Pe ters 2012: 3–11). The for ma tion, de sign and chan ge 
of in sti tu ti o nal set tings we re con si de red strictly re la ted to the hi story of a 
so ci ety. The re fo re, the Old In sti tu ti o na lists ar gued that the de ve lop ment 
of a system co uld be pre dic ted if analysts iden ti fied the most im por tant 
fe a tu res of the struc tu re (Pe ters 2012: 8). Mo re o ver, Old In sti tu ti o na lism 
was a nor ma ti ve the ory as, from an analyti cal po int of vi ew, it did not ad-
dress facts and va lu es se pa ra tely, that is to say the le gal fra me work and the 
system of va lu es, but rat her they we re ap pro ac hed as a who le.

By the 1950s, Old In sti tu ti o na lism had been pus hed in to the bac kgro und 
by ap pro ac hes ba sed on be ha vi o u ra lism and ra ti o nal-cho i ce the ory. The 
for mer re la tes to so cial-psycho lo gi cal as sump ti ons abo ut in di vi dual be-
ha vi o ur, whi le the lat ter as su mes that an in di vi dual ac tion is the re sult 
of cost-be ne fit cal cu la tion with the goal of ma xi mi sing self-in te rest. The 
shift of fo cus on to in di vi dual be ha vi o ur emer ged as a re ac tion to Old 
In sti tu ti o na lism and its li mi ta ti ons, which in clu de an over-emp ha si sed 
im por tan ce pla ced on struc tu re. Mo re o ver, amongst ot her draw backs, 
Old In sti tu ti o na lism un der-analysed the ro le of in di vi dual be ha vi o ur in 
col lec ti ve ac tion and de ci sion-ma king; Old In sti tu ti o na lism in vol ved 
cer tain met ho do lo gi cal li mi ta ti ons, and the na tu re of the ap pro ach was 
mo re de scrip ti ve than analyti cal (Pe ters 2012: 3).
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Be ha vi o u rist ap pro ac hes ten ded to ad dress ’facts’ se pa ra tely from va lu es in 
or der to re du ce the nor ma ti ve aspects of the the ory to a mi ni mum. Mo re o ver, 
the main ar gu ment of the be ha vi o u rist ap pro ach is that cer tain fac tors, such 
as self-in te rest and uti lity, ma xi mi sa ti on-ori en ted de ci sion-ma king, con di tion 
hu man be ha vi o ur re gar dless of the in sti tu ti o nal set ting and the so cio-hi-
sto ri cal con text in which de ci si ons are be ing ma de. As far as po li ti cal analy-
sis is con cer ned, the se as sump ti ons led to the ge ne ral con clu sion that in di-
vi dual be ha vi o ur is exo ge no us to the po li ti cal pro cess (Pe ters 2012: 12–16).

The shift from struc tu ral as sump ti ons to an in di vi du a li stic ap pro ach in 
po li ti cal analysis had sig ni fi cant im pli ca ti ons on met ho do logy. Ra ti o nal 
cho i ce and be ha vi o u rist ap pro ac hes re qu i red new met hods of re se arch, 
which wo uld ena ble mic ro-le vel analysis and the qu an ti fi ca ti on of in di vi-
dual be ha vi o ur. Mo re o ver, the re was a need for the de ve lop ment of the o-
re ti cal fra me works, which wo uld ma ke the analysis of po li tics clo ser to the 
re se arch be ing un der ta ken in na tu ral sci en ces.

In the la te 1960s, as a re ac tion to the li mi ta ti ons of the be ha vi o u rist and 
ra ti o nal cho i ce ap pro ac hes to po li tics, such as met ho do lo gi cal in di vi du-
a lism and con cerns with the ory de ve lop ment and an ti-nor ma ti ve bi as 
(Pe ters 2012: 12–16), In sti tu ti o na lism re-emer ged in a new form. Guy B. Pe-
ters po ints out: „The new in sti tu ti o na lism grew up not so much me rely to 
re as sert so me of the vir tu es of the old form of analysis but mo re to ma ke 
a sta te ment abo ut the per ce i ved fa i lings of what had co me to be the con-
ven ti o nal wis dom of po li ti cal sci en ce“ (Pe ters 2012: 11). The era of New 
In sti tu ti o na lism be gan with the se mi nal work of Ja mes March and Jo han 
Ol sen (1984) and ot her li te ra tu re that fo cu sed on brin ging in sti tu ti ons 
back in to po li ti cal re se arch (Al mond 1988).

New In sti tu ti o na lism

The as sump tion of New In sti tu ti o na lism is that, as Low ndes po sits, „in-
sti tu ti ons do not ne ces sa rily ’fit’ to get her to form a who le, or re pre sent 
fun cti o nally de si ra ble so lu ti ons“ (Low ndes 2002: 100). The re fo re, New In-
sti tu ti o na lism analyses in sti tu ti ons as di sag gre ga ted con cepts – not ho-
li stic ones – and fo cu ses on the ir com po nents, such as elec to ral systems, 
im mi gra tion po licy or in ter na ti o nal re la ti ons. Mo re o ver, in sti tu ti ons ha ve 
in ter nal norms and va lu es that fa ci li ta te po wer re la ti ons wit hin them by 
fa vo u ring so me so lu ti ons over ot hers or in clu ding so me ac tors and ex clu-
ding ot hers. New In sti tu ti o na lists do not ob ser ve in sti tu ti ons in a va cu um, 
out si de of ti me and spa ce. They ar gue that in sti tu ti ons are em bed ded in 
a par ti cu lar con text, eit her in the hi sto ri cal bac kgro und or in the system 
of struc tu ral con stra ins and in cen ti ves. The com mon gro und bet we en the 
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dif fe rent ap pro ac hes of New In sti tu ti o na lism is the ar gu ment that in di-
vi dual be ha vi o ur is re le vant for po li ti cal analysis and that this be ha vi o ur 
can ha ve a sig ni fi cant im pact on in sti tu ti ons. Ho we ver, they al so agree 
that the ac tion of in di vi du als ta kes pla ce wit hin an in sti tu ti o nal fra me work 
– re gar dless of the dif fe ren ces in de fi ning in sti tu ti ons – that sha pes or 
fa ci li ta tes the ir ac tion.

The re are se ve ral analyti cal con ti nua along which New In sti tu ti o na lism shif-
ted the fo cus in po li ti cal re se arch and en su red a wi der and mo re dyna mic 
analyti cal fra me work com pa red to the Old In sti tu ti o na lism (Low ndes 2002: 
97). First, New In sti tu ti o na lism chan ges the con cept of in sti tu ti ons by in-
tro du cing both ru les and be ha vi o ur in to the de fi ni tion. In stead of be ing 
un der stood only as for mal or ga ni sa ti ons, in sti tu ti ons are vi e wed as a „sta-
ble re cur ring pat tern of be ha vi o ur“ (Go o din and Klin ge mann 1996: 22).

Se condly, Low ndes emp ha si ses the dyna mic ele ment in the con cep tu a-
li sa tion of in sti tu ti ons that re sults from the shif ting of fo cus from a one-
way in flu en ce of in sti tu ti ons on in di vi du als to the in ter ac tion bet we en 
in sti tu ti ons and in di vi du als. The se no vel ti es are mostly de ve lo ped by the 
ap pro ac hes wit hin the ra ti o nal cho i ce wing of the New In sti tu ti o na lism. 
Lastly, New In sti tu ti o na lism qu e sti ons the ne u tra lity of the em bed ded 
in sti tu ti o nal va lu es and ar gu es that va lu es are con te sted con cepts in con-
stant chan ge. The ir per ce i ved ne u tra lity, ac cor ding to Low ndes (2002), 
co mes from the the o re ti cal as sump ti ons of Old In sti tu ti o na lism that 
va lu es are fi xed, em bed ded and sha ped.

The di ver sity of ap pro ac hes wit hin New In sti tu ti o na lism bro ught abo ut 
a de ba te con cer ning the dis tin cti ve ness of the se stre ams of tho ught. The 
num ber of ap pro ac hes va ri es de pen ding on the analyst’s po si tion con cer-
ning the on to lo gi cal and epi ste mo lo gi cal as sump ti ons of the ap pro ac hes 
wit hin New In sti tu ti o na lism. Whi le March and Ol sen (1984) con si de red 
New In sti tu ti o na lism using a sin gle ap pro ach, Pe ter A. Hall and Ro se mary 
Taylor (1996) dif fe ren ti a ted from this po si tion sug ge sting three ap pro-
ac hes. In the la test edi tion of his se mi nal bo ok, In sti tu ti o nal The ory in 
Po li ti cal Sci en ce: The New In sti tu ti o na lism (2012), Guy Pe ters of fers an 
analysis of se ven new in sti tu ti o nal ap pro ac hes. Low ndes and Ro bert, in 
the ir re cent pu bli ca tion Why In sti tu ti ons Mat ter (2013) iden tify ni ne sub-
types (2013: 31). Ba sed on the cur rent li te ra tu re, ho we ver, it is re a so na ble 
to ar gue that New In sti tu ti o na lism in clu des mo re than ten the o re ti cal 
sub-ap pro ac hes, which are Hi sto ri cal In sti tu ti o na lism, Ra ti o nal Cho i ce 
In sti tu ti o na lism, So ci o lo gi cal In sti tu ti o na lism, Nor ma ti ve In sti tu ti o na-
lism, Em pi ri cal In sti tu ti o na lism, In ter na ti o nal In sti tu ti o na lism, Net work 
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In sti tu ti o na lism, Ac tor-ori en ted In sti tu ti o na lism, Con struc ti vist In sti tu-
ti o na lism, Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism and Fe mi nist In sti tu ti o na lism.

The ap pro ac hes wit hin New In sti tu ti o na lism can be gro u ped aro und two 
po si ti ons in re la tion to the ir po sti ti vist or con struc ti vist na tu re (Hall and 
Taylor 1996: 940–941). On the po si ti vist si de, the re are cal cu lus-ori en ted ap-
pro ac hes in clu ding Ra ti o nal Cho i ce In sti tu ti o na lism, Ac tor-ori en ted In sti-
tu ti o na lism, and cer tain ap pro ac hes wit hin Em pi ri cal In sti tu ti o na lism. On 
the con struc ti vist si de, the re are cul tu re-ba sed ap pro ac hes, such as So ci o lo-
gi cal In sti tu ti o na lism, which is fo cu sed on „va lu es, norms, in te rests, iden ti-
ti es and be li efs“ (March and Ol sen 1989: 17), as well as Nor ma ti ve, Fe mi nist, 
Con struc ti vist and Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism. The clas si fi ca tion is less 
stra ightfor ward when it co mes to Hi sto ri cal In sti tu ti o na lism, sin ce a part 
of this li te ra tu re is clo se to ra ti o nal-cho i ce the ory (Im mer gut 1992; Hall and 
So ski ce 2001; The len 2004; Stre eck and The len 2005), whi le ot her stu di es 
co me from the cul tu ra list tra di tion (Kat zen stein 1996; Dob bin 1994). In-
ter na ti o nal In sti tu ti o na lism and Net work In sti tu ti o na lism al so de ve lop in 
two di rec ti ons, and ex pla in be ha vi o ur both as norm-go ver ned and stra te gic.

Anot her de ba te con cer ning New In sti tu ti o na lism is to what ex tent the 
ap pro ac hes are dis tin cti ve and in com pa ti ble, or wo uld the se ap pro ac hes 
be ne fit from cross-fer ti li sa tion. Hall and Taylor (1996) ar gue that New 
In sti tu ti o na lism wo uld be ne fit from in tel lec tual bor ro wings if in sti tu ti o-
na list scho lars re no un ced the ir most ex tre me po si ti ons at the po si ti vist-
-con struc ti vist spec trum. Knill and Len show (1999) ar gue the op po si te: 
the dif fe rent stre ams of tho ught wit hin New In sti tu ti o na lism can be ne fit 
pre ci sely from the fact that the ir dif fe ren ces are un brid ge a ble. Cur rent 
li te ra tu re vi ews New In sti tu ti o na lism as a mul ti-the o re ti cal ap pro ach 
(Pe ters 2012; Low ndes 2002) wit hin which the dif fe rent ap pro ac hes can 
be ne fit from each ot her, if the links bet we en them grow stron ger and 
be co me mo re re le vant than the links which bind the ap pro ac hes to the 
tra di ti ons from which they are de ri ved (Schmidt 2008).

Furt her to this po int, Low ndes (2013) ar gu es that the New In sti tu ti o na lisms 
are cur rently in a sta te of con ver gen ce, as re se ar chers do not fo cus ex clu si-
vely on one of the di men si ons of in sti tu ti ons. In stead, ac cor ding to Low ndes, 
in sti tu ti ons are in cre a singly vi e wed as struc tu res which are or ga ni sed by 
ru les, prac ti ces and nar ra ti ves at the sa me ti me. As the stu di es are pro-
blem-ori en ted, the sub-types of in sti tu ti o nal the ory can be used in stru-
men tally, ac cor ding to the ir abi lity to of fer in sight in to the stu died pro-
blem. The fol lo wing ta ble outli nes cha rac te ri stics of the three types of 
in sti tu ti o nal con stra ints in re la tion to po li ti cal analysis:
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New Institutionalism and Ideas

The abi lity of New In sti tu ti o na lism to em pi ri cally ex plo re in sti tu ti o nal 
im pact on po li ti cal be ha vi o ur be ca me in cre a singly chal len ged over the 
past de ca de (Pr ze wor ski 2004). The shift of fo cus in New In sti tu ti o na lism 
to wards the to pic of ide as and ide a ti o nal pro ces ses is of ten ex pla i ned 
as a re ac tion to the li mi ta ti ons of ot her new in sti tu ti o na list ap pro ac hes 
to analyse chan ge and to as sess the im pact of in sti tu ti ons on po li tics. 
This chan ge was na med dif fe rently, as the „ide a ti o nal turn“ by Blyth 
(2002), or as con struc ti vist in sti tu ti o na lism by Hay (2006) and as stra-
te gic con struc ti vism by Jab ko (2006). The na me Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o-
na lism (Camp bell and Pe der sen 2001) was adop ted by Vi vien Schmidt 
(2010a, 2008) who gat he red the se stre ams of tho ught in one the o re ti cal 
ap pro ach. Ac cor ding to Schmidt, „the turn to ide as un der mi nes the ba sic 
pre mi ses of the ol der in sti tu ti o na lisms, i.e. that in sti tu ti ons are in sta ble 
equ i li bria, with fi xed ra ti o na list pre fe ren ces (RI) [Ra ti o nal Cho i ce In sti-
tu ti o na lism], self-re in for cing hi sto ri cal paths (HI) [Hi sto ri cal In sti tu ti o-
na lism], or all-de fi ning cul tu ral norms (SI) [So ci o lo gi cal In sti tu ti o na lism]“ 
(Schmidt 2008: 304).

In ra ti o nal-cho i ce the ory, ide as are ma inly vi e wed as in stru men tal and 
as a re sult of in te rests, which are se pa ra ble from ide as. With the ide a ti o-
nal shift, ra ti o nal cho i ce the ory be ca me mo re in cli ned to see ide as as an 
im por tant fac tor in po li ti cal de ci sion-ma king, even tho ugh only as in cen-
ti ves in the in te rest-ma xi mi sa ti on cal cu la tion. The gro up of ap pro ac hes 
aro und So ci o lo gi cal In sti tu ti o na lism, such as the Nor ma ti ve, Fe mi nist 
and Con struc ti vist, ha ve al ways con si de red that ide as and norms fra me 
ac tion. Ho we ver, from this per spec ti ve, ide as are vi e wed as so ci ally-con-
struc ted sta tic struc tu res (Schmidt 2010a: 320). Hi sto ri cal In sti tu ti o-
na lism, in its non-ide a ti o nal tra di tion, ac know led ges the im por tan ce 
of ide as in in sti tu ti o nal chan ge, but only to a cer tain ex tent. For in-
stan ce, when strong in sti tu ti o nal ob stac les or the lack of ap pro pri a te 
fra ming re so ur ces ham per po li ti cal ac tors from pro mo ting al ter na ti ve 
po li ci es, ide a ti o nal pro ces ses ap pe ar to be a use ful tool in in flu en cing 
po licy chan ge.

On the ot her hand, the ide a ti o nal si de of Hi sto ri cal In sti tu ti o na lism 
ar gu es (Béland 2009) that ide as – de fi ned by Par sons as „cla ims abo ut 
de scrip ti ons of the world, ca u sal re la ti on ships, or the nor ma ti ve le gi ti-
macy of cer tain ac ti ons“ (Par sons 2002: 48) – are re le vant to the pro cess 
of po licy-ma king as much as the in sti tu ti o nal le gacy. Mo re o ver, Béland 
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(2009: 703) iden ti fi es three ways in which ide as can in flu en ce in sti tu ti o-
nal chan ge. First, ide as are in stru men tal in de fi ning a pro blem as a pri-
o rity in the po licy-ma king pro cess. Se condly, ide as can sha pe the con tent 
of the po licy that ad dres ses the pro blem. Lastly, ide as un der lie stra te gi-
es, which po li ti cal ac tors use in or der to en su re pu blic sup port for the ir 
po li ci es. The re fo re, ide as, when de ve lo ped in to a di sco ur se, can fa ci li ta-
te chan ge by in flu en cing pu blic opi nion and con vin cing in te rest gro ups, 
and the pu blic, that po licy chan ge is or is not ne ces sary (Blyth 2002: 4; 
Schmidt 2002).

Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism

Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism (DI) em bra ces ap pro ac hes to di sco ur se from 
va ri o us per spec ti ves, and with dif fe rent on to lo gi cal and epi ste mo lo gi cal 
as sump ti ons. The com pa ri son bet we en DI and ot her new in sti tu ti o na-
lisms re ve als dif fe ren ces con cer ning the con cep tu a li sa tion of agency 
and in sti tu ti o nal chan ge. Hi sto ri cal In sti tu ti o na lism stres ses struc tu re 
mo re than agency, and when it co mes to ex pla i ning agency, Hi sto ri cal 
In sti tu ti o na lism turns eit her to Ra ti o nal Cho i ce In sti tu ti o na lism or So-
ci o lo gi cal In sti tu ti o na lism. The se two, ho we ver, of fer a sta tic and equ i-
li bri um-fo cu sed ex pla na ti on of agency. On the ot her hand, Ra ti o nal 
Cho i ce In sti tu ti o na lism ar gu es that ide a ti o nal pro ces ses are a use ful 
ex pla na ti on for chan ge only when the pri mary ex pla na ti on re la ted to 
ob jec ti ve or ma te rial in te rests pro ves to be inef fi ci ent Gold stein and 
Ko e ha ne 1993). As a re spon se to that vi ew, Bo u don (2003) ar gu es that 
ra ti o na lity sho uld not be un der stood as in stru men tal, but as cog ni ti ve, 
whi le ac ti ons sho uld be ex pla i ned in terms of the ir me a ning to the ac tor, 
in stead of be ing vi e wed as a re sult of in te rest-ba sed de ci sion-ma king. 
This vi ew sug gests that in te rests are in se pa ra ble from ide as, and both 
are su bjec ti ve. Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lists, as Schmidt po ints out, analyti-
cally se pa ra te ma te rial in te rests in to ma te rial re a lity and in te rests and 
„ta ke the ac tual re spon ses to ma te rial re a lity as the ir su bject of in qu iry“ 
(Schmidt 2010b).

Ac cor ding to Schmidt and Ra da el li, DI „helps to over co me the struc tu re-
-agency di vi de and, the reby, to ex pla in the dyna mics of chan ge by len ding 
in sight in to how ac tors in dif fe rent in sti tu ti o nal con texts with new ide as 
may over co me en tren ched in te rests, in sti tu ti o nal ob stac les and cul tu ral 
im pe di ments to chan ge“ (Schmidt and Ra da el li 2004: 207). DI ex plo res 
in sti tu ti o nal chan ge by fo cu sing on in sti tu ti ons, in te rests and norms 
from the per spec ti ve of di sco ur se.
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The re are se ve ral com mon ele ments in re se arch on in sti tu ti ons from the 
di scur si ve per spec ti ve. Firstly, in sti tu ti ons are pri ma rily con cer ned with 
ide as, in com pa ri son to ot her ap pro ac hes, which are pri ma rily con cer ned 
with in te rests, va lu es or in sti tu ti o nal per for man ce. Se condly, the se ele-
ments analyse ide as wit hin an in sti tu ti o nal set ting and emp ha si se the 
re le van ce of so cial, po li ti cal and hi sto ri cal con text on the for ma tion and 
de ve lop ment of di sco ur se. Thirdly, DI do es not as su me that di sco ur se is 
the only di men sion of po li ti cal li fe, but that di sco ur se sho uld be ta ken 
in to ac co unt, to get her with struc tu ral con stra ints, in the analysis of po-
li tics. Lastly, the di scur si ve in sti tu ti o na lists gi ve we ight to the lo gic of 
com mu ni ca tion and the in ter ac ti ve pro cess of con veying ide as, which 
gi ves dyna mic to the ir ex pla na ti on of in sti tu ti o nal chan ge.

As for re se arch in te rests, di scur si ve in sti tu ti o na lists are con cer ned with 
a wi de ran ge of to pics, dif fe rent con texts and dif fe rent le vels of di sco ur se 
analysis. As Schmidt ex pla ins, the dif fe ren ce that li es bet we en di scur si ve 
in sti tu ti o na lists is in „the kinds of qu e sti ons they ask and the pro blems 
they se ek to re sol ve, which tend to co me from the in sti tu ti o na list tra-
di tion(s) with which they en ga ge“ (Schmidt 2008: 304). It is pos si ble, 
ho we ver, to iden tify the com mon key is su es that di scur si ve in sti tu ti o na-
lists are cur rently fo cu sed on. The main de ba tes are re la ted to the re la-
ti on ship bet we en ide as and po li ti cal ac tion, stra te gi es of pu blic per su a-
sion, the im por tan ce of de li be ra tion for po li ti cal le gi ti macy and the 
con cept of chan ge in hi story and cul tu re (Schmidt 2008: 305).

Schmidt in sists on the sa me epi ste mo lo gi cal sta tus of di sco ur se analy-
sis as the ot her new in sti tu ti o nal ap pro ac hes ha ve (Schmidt 2010a: 47). 
Ho we ver, she ex pla ins that DI do es not stand in op po si tion to or in de-
pen dently from ot her new in sti tu ti o nal ap pro ac hes. In stead, as Schmidt 
no tes, „di sco ur se in sti tu ti o na lism of fers a fra me work wit hin which to 
the o ri ze abo ut how and when ide as in di scur si ve in ter ac ti ons may ena ble 
ac tors to over co me con stra ints that ex pla na ti ons in terms of in te rests, 
path de pen den ce, and/or cul tu re pre sent as over whel ming im pe di ments 
to ac tion“ (Schmidt 2006: 5). Thus, with its in clu si ve and ec lec tic na tu re, 
DI can sig ni fi cantly con tri bu te to re con ci li a tion bet we en the new in sti-
tu ti o na list ap pro ac hes and help brid ge the di vi sion bet we en the po si ti vist 
and con struc ti vist vi ews on di sco ur se.

The fol lo wing ta ble, by Vi vien Schmidt (2011a: 5), sum ma ri ses the on to-
lo gi cal and epi ste mo lo gi cal as sump ti ons of the ap pro ac hes which the o-
rists con si der the three main stands wit hin New In sti tu ti o na lism.
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Discursive In sti tu ti o na lism: key con cepts

The ba sic pro po si tion of Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism is that in sti tu ti ons 
are de fi ned by ide as, which mem bers of the in sti tu tion put for ward in 
pu blic de ba tes. Ac cor ding to DI, in sti tu ti ons are de fi ned by ide as and 
the ways the se ide as are com mu ni ca ted by in di vi du als. This con cep tu a-
li sa tion of struc tu re/agency is new to in sti tu ti o nal the ory, as ide as are 
in he rent to in di vi du als and to exo ge no us ele ments such as norms, va lu-
es or in te rests. The re fo re, ac cor ding to DI, in sti tu ti o nal chan ge can be 
trig ge red by any mem ber of an in sti tu tion, de pen ding on the po wer of 
the ir di sco ur se to put for ward the ir ide as. Mo re o ver, this im pli es that, 
be si des the struc tu re/agency dic ho tomy, DI brings a no vel ap pro ach to 
the na tu re of ide as as en do ge no us and in he rent to in di vi du als.

Mo re o ver, DI con cep tu a li ses the in sti tu tion both as fi xed and con tin gent, 
which ma kes the idea of an in sti tu tion less struc tu ral than in ot her 
ap pro ac hes wit hin in sti tu ti o nal the ory. In sti tu ti ons are chan ging and 
be co ming, thro ugh the pro cess of com mu ni ca tion of ide as, which ma kes 
them fi xed and con tin gent at the sa me ti me. In or der to un der stand the 
prin ci ple of in sti tu ti o nal chan ge in DI, it is ne ces sary to un der stand in-
sti tu ti ons as a gi ven en vi ron ment in which po li ti cal ac tors think, spe ak 
and act. At the sa me ti me, in sti tu ti ons are con tin gent on the tho ughts, 
words and ac ti ons of ac tors. DI ar gu es that in sti tu ti ons are struc tu res, 
which con strain the ac tion of ac tors wor king in si de them, and which are, 
at the sa me ti me, cre a ted and chan ged by ac tors.

Schmidt (2002, 2006; Schmidt and Ra da el li 2004) in tro du ces the con cept 
of di sco ur se in po li ti cal analysis and ex pla ins di sco ur se’s two-fold na tu re. 
Schmidt dif fe ren ti a tes bet we en di sco ur se as con tent, which is „the sub-
stan ti ve con tent of ide as“, and di sco ur se as pro cess, which in vol ves „the 
in ter ac ti ve pro ces ses that ser ve to ge ne ra te tho se ide as and com mu ni ca te 
them to the pu blic“ (Schmidt and Ra da el li 2004: 197).

Ac cor ding to DI, ide as can be dif fe ren ti a ted ac cor ding to the ir con tent 
and the le vel of the ge ne ra lity as myths, pro gram mes, nar ra ti ves and so 
forth. As op po sed to ot her new in sti tu ti o nal ap pro ac hes, DI of fers a 
three-di men si o nal ex pla na ti on of the con cept of ide as. Firstly, in terms 
of the ir form, ide as can be myths, nar ra ti ves, fra mes, me mo ri es and so 
forth. Se condly, ide as can be dif fe ren ti a ted ac cor ding to the ir le vel of ge-
ne ra lity as po li ci es (that is, spe ci fic so lu ti ons to the pro blem put for ward 
by po licyma kers), pro gram mes (which con tain and sup port in di vi dual 
po li ci es) or pa ra digms and phi lo sop hi es (which re pre sent plat forms ba sed 
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on spe ci fic as sump ti ons and or ga ni zing prin ci ples of know led ge and 
so ci ety ac cor ding to which pro gram mes and po li ci es are be ing cre a ted 
and de ve lo ped) (Meh ta 2010).

DI con cep tu a li ses ide as both as in te rests and ra ti o nal de ci sion-ma king, 
which is in li ne with ra ti o nal cho i ce the ory, and as va lu es and ap pro pri-
a te ness, such as in the cul tu ral ap pro ach to in sti tu ti ons. On the one 
hand, cog ni ti ve ide as are prac ti cal gu i de li nes for po li ti cal ac tion and re-
pre sent a for ma li sa tion of the first two le vels of ide as – po li ci es and 
pro gram mes. Cog ni ti ve ide as are ex pec ted to pro vi de ef fi ci ent so lu tion 
to the pro blem and they are of ten ba sed on sci en ti fic know led ge and 
ra ti o nal ex pla na ti ons of the is sue. On the ot her hand, nor ma ti ve ide as 
are ba sed on va lu es and aimed at le gi ti mi sing po li ci es and pro gram mes 
by as ses sing the ir ap pro pri a te ness.

It is im por tant to men tion that, ac cor ding to DI, in sti tu ti ons are not fi xed 
for mal struc tu res, but are mo re open for de ba te (Pe ters 2012). Even tho ugh 
the for mal struc tu res are not ex clu ded from analysis, they are se con dary 
to the less struc tu ral forms of in sti tu ti ons. Ho we ver, ide as and com mu-
ni ca tion wit hin in sti tu ti ons are not suf fi ci ent for in sti tu ti o nal chan ge to 
ta ke pla ce. De ba tes can be in ten si ve and fre qu ent; ho we ver, they can re-
main only what they are – de ba tes (Pe ters 2012). Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o-
na lism aims at ex pla i ning why so me di sco ur ses are mo re suc cessful than 
ot hers; or, why di sco ur ses are mo re suc cessful in so me co un tri es and in 
ot her co un tri es the sa me di sco ur ses fail. The re fo re, this ap pro ach dif fe-
ren ti a tes two sphe res wit hin which di sco ur ses are cre a ted and per for med.

The co or di na ti ve di sco ur se ta kes pla ce in the sphe re of po licy and it has 
the ro le of co or di na ting ide as of po li ti cal ac tors wit hin the in sti tu ti ons 
re gar ding the po licy. In the sphe re of po licy-ma king, co or di na ti ve di sco-
ur se re pre sents the way in which po li ti cal ac tors cre a te, ela bo ra te and 
co or di na te the ir ac tion. Ac tors can ha ve dif fe rent ro les in fa ci li ta ting a 
chan ge from be ing mem bers of epi ste mic com mu ni ti es, to en tre pre ne urs 
and me di a tors. The ot her, com mu ni ca ti ve di sco ur se, ta kes pla ce in the 
sphe re of po li tics, and its ro le is to com mu ni ca te a co or di na ted idea to 
the pu blic. This part of the fra me work has ele ments in com mon with 
the li te ra tu re on agen da set ting and fra ming, as the way an idea is com-
mu ni ca ted to the pu blic can be cru cial in se cu ring le gi ti macy for a new 
po licy. Com mu ni ca ti ve di sco ur se is for ma li sed bet we en the po licy sphe re 
and the pu blic sphe re, and this type of di sco ur se is the me ans that po-
li ti cal ac tors use to pre sent, de li be ra te and le gi ti mi se the ir ide as to the 
ge ne ral pu blic.
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DI aims at ex plo ring how po li ti cal ac tors bring chan ge to in sti tu ti ons. In 
cre a ting and ma in ta i ning in sti tu ti ons, agents use the ir abi lity to ma ke 
sen se of the ra ti o nal or ide a ti o nal ru les wit hin a gi ven set ting, i.e. use 
the ir bac kgro und ide a ti o nal abi li ti es. This con cept had been pre vi o usly 
ela bo ra ted by Bo ur di eu (1994), Ha ber mas (1989) and Gid dens (1984), 
who fo cu sed on how in di vi du als cre a te and de ve lop ide as; they did not, 
ho we ver, analyse „the pro ces ses by which in sti tu ti ons chan ge, which is 
a col lec ti ve en de a vor“ (Schmidt 2008: 315).

The re fo re, Schmidt in tro du ces a com ple men tary con cept of fo re gro und 
di scur si ve abi li ti es, or the lo gic of com mu ni ca tion which, as she ex pla ins 
„ena bles agents to think, spe ak and act out si de the ir in sti tu ti ons even as 
they are in si de them, to de li be ra te abo ut in sti tu ti o nal ru les even as they 
use them, and to per su a de one anot her to chan ge tho se in sti tu ti ons or 
to ma in tain them“ (Schmidt 2008: 314). The con cept of di scur si ve abi li ti es 
ori gi na tes from the idea of com mu ni ca ti ve ac tion (Ha ber mas 1989, 1996) 
and the li te ra tu re on di scur si ve de moc racy (Dryzek 2000), which fo cu sed 
on bre a king the mo no poly of eli tes in na ti o nal and su pra na ti o nal de ci sion-
-ma king, and on en su ring wi der ac cess to the de ci sion-ma king pro cess 
(Schmidt 2008: 315).

It is im por tant to as so ci a te the stu died di sco ur se with spe ci fic po li ti cal 
ac tors, sin ce, in Ber man’s words, „ide as do not ha ve any im pact by them-
sel ves, as di sem bo died en ti ti es flo a ting aro und in a po lity“ (Ber man 1998: 
21). Ac cor ding to DI, the po si tion of po wer in for mal in sti tu ti ons is not 
ne ces sary for the ac tors in or der to bring chan ge suc cessfully. In stead, it 
is the strength of the ir ar gu ments and the con vin cing com mu ni ca tion 
of the ir ide as that em po wer the ac tors (Schmidt 2011b: 59; Pe ters 2012). 
The re fo re, a di sco ur se sho uld be as ses sed with re spect to co he rency and 
con si stency of its ide as, and the strength of its cog ni ti ve and nor ma ti ve 
ar gu ments. The re le van ce of the ide as sho uld be ex plo red, as well as the 
ti ming and vi a bi lity of po licy so lu ti ons. The ide as can al so be as ses sed 
re gar ding the ir ap pro pri a te ness in terms of na ti o nal va lu es, tra di tion and 
cul tu re (Schmidt 2008; Met ha 2010). The analysis can ex plo re whet her 
the di sco ur se re ac hed con sen sus on re le vant is su es, as this can in cre a se 
its tran sfor ma ti ve po ten tial (Pe ters 2012: 158).

Met ho do lo gi cal Li mi ta ti ons

Ac cor ding to Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism, in sti tu ti o nal chan ge is pos si ble 
every ti me when the ac tors in di sco ur se vo i ce the ir ide as and up set the 
equ i li bri um wit hin an in sti tu tion. A ’good in sti tu tion’, ac cor ding to DI, 



230

MARIJA ZURNIĆ  DI SCUR SI VE IN STI TU TI O NA LISM AND IN STI TU TI O NAL CHAN GE

is open to new ide as, fle xi ble and adap ta ble: „if di sco ur se is good, than 
mo re di sco ur se is bet ter“ (Pe ters 2012: 156). Mo re o ver, the re is a type of 
in sti tu ti o nal chan ge wit hin this the o re ti cal ap pro ach na med as bri co le ur 
(Pe ter son 2012), when the po licy so lu tion is not ba sed on an en ti rely new 
ap pro ach to the con te sted is sue; in stead, the exi sting ide as in the de ba te 
are com bi ned and tran sfor med in to a de ci sion. What is im por tant in both 
ca ses, ac cor ding to Pe ters, is that mem bers of in sti tu ti ons with di ver se 
and op po sing vi ews find a com mon gro und. Iden tifying the com mon 
de no mi na tor in cre a ses the tran sfor ma ti ve po ten tial of di sco ur se and ma kes 
it mo re pos si ble to bring chan ge to the exi sting po licy.

Ho we ver, DI lacks a com pre hen si ve ex pla na ti on of the pro cess of in sti tu-
ti o nal chan ge (Low ndes 2013; Pe ters 2012). The the ory ne eds furt her im-
pro ve ment re gar ding the ex pla na ti on of ca u sa lity in in sti tu ti o nal chan ge: 
how chan ge oc curs exactly, un der what cir cum stan ces and when the out-
co me can be ex pec ted. Ac cor ding to She ri Ber man, the se met ho do lo gi cal 
chal len ges are due to the na tu re of ide as which are „va gue, amorp ho us 
and con stantly evol ving […] and ne ver sur ren de red easily to em pi ri cal 
study or qu an ti fi ca ti on“ (1998: 16). Ber man al so po ints out that all ide a ti-
o nal the o ri es fa ce the sa me ob stac le when it co mes to the ir te sting aga inst 
the real-world en vi ron ment: it is the dif fi culty to con cep tu a li se ide as in 
such a way that they can be ob ser ved as „pu rely“ in de pen dent va ri a bles, 
se pa ra te from ot her in flu en ces in a gi ven con text and that the ir im pact 
on po li ti cal be ha vi o ur can be me a su red (Ber man 1998: 15).

Mo re o ver, Pe ters ar gu es that DI de fi nes an in sti tu tion so wi dely and lo o sely 
that the in sti tu tion can not be cle arly de li ne a ted from its en vi ron ment. 
If anyone can join an in sti tu tion, if the re are no exo ge no us prin ci ples of 
hi e rarchy and or ga ni sa ti ons, then anything can con sti tu te an in sti tu tion, 
re gar dless of its or ga ni sa tion, le vel of for ma li sa tion and mem ber ship. 
Mo re o ver, if ide as are in he rent to in di vi du als, and in sti tu ti ons are con tin-
gent for the com mu ni ca tion of ide as by in di vi du als, it is dif fi cult to analyse 
or as sess the se ele ments se pa ra tely. Due to the se short co mings, DI do es 
not ena ble the for mu la tion of a hypot he sis which co uld be em pi ri cally 
te sted with high de gree of ac cu racy and re li a bi lity (Pe ters 2012: 154).

In or der to over co me the se li mi ta ti ons, an ide a ti o nal the o rist, ac cor ding 
to Ber man, sho uld aim at exa mi ning „how dif fe rent con di ti ons ena ble 
cer tain ide as to ta ke on a li fe of the ir own, in flu en cing po li ti cal be ha vi or 
over an ex ten ded pe riod of ti me. If this can be do ne […] then the fact that 
its de ve lop ment was in flu en ced by ot her fac tors is an analyti cally dis tinct 
su bject that is only in di rectly re la ted to the ul ti ma te out co mes be ing 
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ex pla i ned“ (Ber man 1998: 18). An in cre a sing num ber of stu di es ha ve been 
con duc ted with the aim of ex plo ring the ca u sal re la ti on ship bet we en 
ide as and in sti tu ti o nal chan ge by using this ide a ti o nal the ory. For exam-
ple, She ri Ber man used a pro cess-tra cing met hod to ex plo re ide as which 
led to dif fe rent po licy so lu ti ons (Ber man 2010, 1998); Vi vien Schmidt 
ob ser ved matched pa irs of co un try ca ses in which the im pact of di sco ur se 
on wel fa re adjust ment was as ses sed, whi le ot her va ri a bles we re con trol led 
(Schmidt 2002).

Mo re o ver, ot her stu di es ob ser ved the im pact of di sco ur se on po li ti cal 
ac tion thro ugh analysis of the spe ec hes and de ba tes of the po li ti cal eli tes 
(Win cott 2011; Rich 2010; Dob bin 1994; Art 2006). A su i ta ble met hod for 
me a su ring the im pact of com mu ni ca ti ve di sco ur se in clu des opi nion polls 
and sur veys, whi le co or di na ti ve di sco ur se can be as ses sed thro ugh in ter-
vi ews and net work analysis. This body of li te ra tu re sug gests that DI fra-
me work is be ing in cre a singly adap ted in or der to fa ci li ta te em pi ri cal 
stu di es of the ca u sal re la ti on ship bet we en ide as and po li ti cal ac tion. As 
Pe ters ar gu es (2012), DI is an in no va ti ve ap pro ach aimed at in tro du cing 
a sub stan ti ally dif fe rent con cep tu a li sa tion of an in sti tu tion. The in no-
va ti ve ele ment of DI is the fle xi ble and less struc tu ral con cep tu a li sa tion 
of an in sti tu tion. The re fo re, Pe ters po ints out, it is im por tant not to 
wrongly as sess the new un der stan ding of the con cept by the old ru les.

Con clu si ons

This pa per outli nes the re le vant aspects of in sti tu ti o nal the ory in so cial 
sci en ces and gi ves a mo re de ta i led over vi ew of the New In sti tu ti o na list 
ap pro ac hes. Mo re o ver, the pa per ex plo res Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism, 
one of the ne west the o re ti cal ap pro ac hes to in sti tu ti ons, and di scus ses 
its ap pli ca tion in em pi ri cal re se arch. In sum, ba sic as sump ti ons of 
Di scur si ve In sti tu ti o na lism is that de ba tes con cer ning fun da men tally 
im por tant is su es in a so ci ety ha ve a po ten tial to sig ni fi cantly in flu en ce 
in sti tu ti o nal chan ge in re le vant are as. DI fo cu ses pri ma rily on the ro le 
of ide as in po li ti cal pro ces ses and un der stands ide as as a con sti tu ti ve 
part of the con cept of di sco ur se. DI al so ta kes in to con si de ra tion the ro le 
of in di vi du als in the pro cess of in sti tu ti o nal chan ge and vi ews po li ti cal 
ac tors as be ing con cep tu ally in trin sic to the in sti tu ti ons wit hin which 
and abo ut which they think, act and talk. The con cept of an in sti tu tion 
wit hin DI, as both a pro cess and struc tu re, as fle xi ble and con tin gent, 
of fers bet ter in sight in to pu blic de ba tes re la ted to con te sted po li ti cal and 
so cial is su es. Lastly, DI sha res the mul ti-the o re ti cal cha rac ter of New 
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In sti tu ti o na lism and in clu des a wi de ran ge of met ho do lo gi cal ap pro ac hes. 
Li mi ta ti ons of DI in clu de the one com mon to ot her ide a ti o nal the o ri es, 
which is the lack of abi lity to con cep tu a li se ide as in such a way that the ir 
na tu re and im pact on po li ti cal be ha vi o ur is su i ta ble for em pi ri cal analysis. 
The re fo re, DI lacks a com pre hen si ve ex pla na ti on of the ca u sal mec ha nism 
con cer ning the tran sfor ma tion of ide as in pu blic de ba tes in to pu blic po-
licy. What ma kes DI re le vant, ho we ver, is its po ten tial to de ve lop in the 
fu tu re a mo re dyna mic ex pla na ti on of in sti tu ti o nal chan ge than ot her 
in sti tu ti o na list ap pro ac hes can of fer.

Pri mlje no: 15. apri la 2014.
Pri hva će no: 20. ju la 2014. 
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Ma ri ja Zur nić
Dis kur ziv ni in sti tu ci o na li zam i in sti tu ci o nal ne pro me ne

Ap strakt
Rad raz ma tra naj va žni je aspek te in sti tu ci o nal ne te o ri je u dru štve nim na u-
ka ma i de talj ni je obra zla že pri stu pe u okvi ru No vog in sti tu ci o na li zma. Osim 
to ga, rad is tra žu je osnov ne pret po stav ke dis kur ziv nog in sti tu ci o na li zma, 
naj no vi jeg te o rij skog pri stu pa in sti tu ci ja ma, i raz ma tra pri me nu ove te o ri je 
u em pi rij skim is tra ži va nji ma. Cilj ra da je da pri bli ži ovaj ino va tiv ni te o rij ski 
okvir aka dem skoj za jed ni ci i struč nja ci ma, ko ji su za in te re so va ni za is tra ži-
va nje jav nih de ba ta u in ter ak ci ji sa in sti tu ci ja ma.

Ključ ne re či: te o ri ja in sti tu ci o na li zma, dis kur ziv ni in sti tu ci o na li zam, Vi vien 
Smit


