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Abstract

Crises bring about a potential to refocus policy debates and to catalyse decisive interventions (Hay,
1999) towards structural reforms. Comparing the political debates related to education in the COVID-
19 pandemic in Hungary and Romania between March 2020 and July 2021, we explored the dynamics of
the education policy discourse and how these political narratives approached educational and health-
related inequalities brought forth by the crisis. By performing critical frame analysis (Dombos et al.,
2012) on policy debates concerning crisis management in education, we show how the crisis first be-
held the potential for decisive intervention and how this potential was deflected. The deflection of
this potential reinforced the dominance of economic crisis framings that disregarded the educational
and/or health needs of the most marginalised in both countries. Thus, the educational and health con-
sequences of the pandemic for the most marginalised subjects in the educational systems were progres-
sively rendered invisible in policy debates. The most marginalised subjects were socio-economically
disadvantaged students with little or no access to digital learning infrastructures in Romania and teach-
ers and educational workers with health risk conditions in Hungary. Deflection as a dual movement
operated both as a social mechanism of inequitable burden redistribution of the consequences of the
pandemic within education, and as a discursive mechanism reproducing the dominance of economic
reasoning, limiting potential for transformative educational possibilities.

Keywords: COVID-19, crisis, crisis management, policy frames, Central and Eastern Europe, equity, edu-
cation

1 Introduction

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic brought about drastic restrictions in face-to-face edu-
cation across the globe. These measures catalysed broader policy debates between govern-
ment and non-governmental actors about the responsibilities of ensuring the preservation of
the health of citizens and workers in education and equal access to quality education for all.
However, several years after the pandemic, these concerns no longer take centre stage in pol-
icy debates, despite the potentially ravaging consequences of both the COVID-19 pandemic
and crisis management policies for marginalised populations in education. In this paper, we
trace the shifts in the policy debates concerning education by looking at how a moment of
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decisive intervention (Hay, 1999) towards structural transformation emerged and was then
deflected, reinforcing dominant economic understandings of crisis and crisis management.
Thus, the objective of our enquiry is to contribute to the literature on the transformation of
the state during crises as well as to studies on the importance of and policy responses to so-
cial inequalities in major crises (Béland and Ramesh, 2022; Capano et al., 2022; Segatto et al.,
2022).

While education research typically restricts its focus to the impact of COVID-19 pandemic
within the education sector, the novelty of this study is that we aim to highlight the inter-
dependence of the education sector with other policy domains and situate it within broader
processes of state formation and crisis management. We do this by looking at how policy de-
bates between non-governmental and government actors evolved during the first three waves
of the COVID-19 pandemic in two Central and Eastern European countries, with a special
focus on the normative justification of policy proposals and measures. We argue that akin to
previous crises within capitalism (Hall et al., 2013, p. 310), the health and equity aspects of
the COVID-19 pandemic have been initially timidly recognised publicly as a crisis affecting
education, only for this potential to be deflected later on, causing the negative consequences
of the pandemic in terms of educational equity and health to be displaced onto marginalised
groups. In the two countries studied here, these were socio-economically disadvantaged
students and teachers with health risk conditions. This deflection occurred through the cir-
culation of crisis frames that have refocused the policy debate primarily around economic
questions and diverted attention away from other crises affecting education.

2 Theoretical framework: Crises as opportunities for structural reform

Pivotal classical theories of Marx (1981), Gramsci (1971) and Habermas (1975) posited crises
as critical conjunctures undermining the authority of the state and opening up the opportu-
nity for change. As such, crises are read as ‘moments of decisive intervention’ (Hay, 1999)
that hold the potential for structural transformation and more recently as significant learning
moments that shape future processes of government (Jessop, 2018). Reading the COVID-19
pandemic as a crisis in education through the lens provided by this literature signals the pos-
sibility for structural transformation. However, recent empirical studies seem to disprove
this argument. Discussing the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on education policy in Lan-
dri (2025) has shown that treating this crisis as a ‘tame’ and not a ‘wicked’ issue enabled the
government to return to previous forms of ‘school normality’ once the emergency context
could be declared to be over and alternative ways of thinking about schooling and expertise
soon disappeared. In the same vein on a more general note, Hogan et al. (2022) find that,
in most cases, crises tend to be followed by policy continuity and do not result in signifi-
cant policy shifts. Specifically, when studying post-pandemic education policy and delivery
in selected European countries, Zancajo et al. (2022) find that long-term responses in most
countries led to partial reforms or new investments in already running programmes and have
not constituted path-departing policy change. However, while some collective and collabo-
rative initiatives reorganised day to day schooling and social relations (Safta-Zecheria et al.,
2021), these initiatives were mostly short-lived and the acceleration of digitalisation of edu-
cation (Landri, 2021) became the main way forward. Digitalisation of education systems was
a rapidly strengthening policy area before the pandemic. The pandemic served as a catalyst
that accelerated pre-existing trends and amplified voices calling for the digitalisation of teach-
ing and learning and teachers’ digital training leading to problematic outcomes (West, 2025).
These findings suggest that not all crises materialise into structural transformation and that
questions of inequality are likely to be ignored in moving beyond initial crisis management
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measures.

Borrowing Gramsci’s concept of catastrophic equilibria, Hay (1999) notes that in cases
where there is no decisive intervention, even though crisis symptoms are apparent and widely
recognised, crisis is not constructed in the political discourse and decisive interventions are
not made. In this vein, Boin et al. (2020) suggest using the ‘creeping crisis’ concept. According
to their definition, in contrast to ‘fast-burning’ crises, the threat of such slow-burning crises
lurks in the background, may be recognised by certain experts or politicians, but for long fails
to generate a sense of urgency among the wider public. It plays out in slow motion, its symp-
toms may be addressed, but its underlying causes escape treatment. Initial reviews point to
the fact that learning losses due to school closures have disproportionately affected vulnera-
ble students worldwide (Spiteri et al., 2022). (Cross) national data documenting the changes in
educational outcomes have only started to appear recently (Di Pietro, 2023; Gajderowicz et al.,
2025; Jakubowski et al., 2025), however, it will most likely take many years if not decades
before the inequalities resulting (e.g. in wage-losses of the cohort affected) become truly
visible in big data (Blask¢ et al., 2022), which makes it easier for both governments and the
wider public to ignore the problem of mounting structural inequities in education altogether.
Moreover, although aggravating educational inequalities have received more attention and
resources in some countries and contexts but in this area, novel policy approaches did not
appear. Moreover, even though educational equity questions were addressed in several stud-
ies on the COVID-19 pandemic (Darmody et al., 2021; Hill and Reimer, 2023; Mitescu-Manea
etal., 2021), bibliometric analysis of COVID-19 related research on education showed that so-
cial justice informed research was at best a marginal occurrence (Durrani and Ozawa, 2024).
This points to the fact that academic debate has come to mirror, at least in part, the public
invisibility of the crisis of equity in education enabled by the COVID-19 pandemic.

In this paper, we want to explore how the potential for a moment of decisive intervention
appeared to emerge in policy debates at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and how this
momentum disappeared from policy debates. This is why, following Knio (2018, p. 12) we
read crises as ‘processes that unfold through the various attempts at managing them’. Fur-
thermore, following Mellamphy et al. (2022, p. 1), we argue that the (initial) uniqueness of
the situation brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic ‘rendered traditional crisis narratives
inappropriate and led to an ongoing process of narrative construction by a wide range of ac-
tors’ Nevertheless, to a significant extent, not all framings have been translated into policy
responses. Our work shows how initial potentialities disappeared in attempts at managing
the crisis in both countries, reinforcing economically dominated crisis framings.

This call to revisit the pandemic as a significant moment of possibility of structural and
systematic change in education is not new, as children’s rights scholars (Colucci-Gray, 2022),
educational temporality scholars (Landri, 2025) as well as equity scholars more broadly (Cair-
ney and Kippin, 2022) have already pointed to this (lost) potential. What our paper adds to
this scholarship is the tracing of both the emergence and the disappearance of this potential
in the concrete policy debates in education in two Central East European countries, as well
as enabling thought of the movements of crisis recognition and deflection from within to the
outside of the field of education.

2 Methodology

We draw on policy debates in Romania and Hungary throughout the first three waves of the
COVID-19 pandemic (mid-March 2020 to July 2021). We have chosen these two countries
because, despite a similar approach to governing education during the pandemic’s first wave

INTERSECTIONS. EAST EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SOCIETY AND POLITICS, 11(4): 1-16. (2024)



SAFTA-ZECHERIA, MITESCU-MANEA, & NEUMANN

(Mitescu-Manea et al., 2021), later policies strongly diverged, with Hungary choosing to keep
schools open for the majority of time, while face-to-face school education remained largely
suspended in Romania. In comparing two markedly different contexts of crisis governance,
we show how similar dynamics of deflecting the crisis are at work in both contexts. The
assumption underlying our enquiry is that an analysis comprehensively addressing these
two diverging contexts is likely to offer insight into present discursive transformations in
education policy in other countries too.

The research question that informs our enquiry is: how have crises in education been dis-
cursively framed by governments and non-government actors during the COVID-19 pandemic?
To answer this, we analysed policy documents and policy-related statements issued by gov-
ernment and opposition actors, relevant local authorities and school administrators, as well
as non-state actors: NGOs, trade unions, parent and student associations, experts and mar-
ket actors. Our database was compiled manually by searching relevant outlets in the two
countries and putting together the information into common hyperlinked excel sheets. By
specifically focusing on comparing governmental and non-governmental policy framings of
the crisis, the study aims to shed light on how the crisis was being managed, and how non-
governmental actors offered a counterpoint to the limitations of policy frames used by na-
tional governments, showing how specific issues were raised publicly but never came to be
translated into government policies. This allowed us to explore how a crisis of education was
both partly and feebly recognised and how it progressively stopped being recognised thus
pointing to how and by which means the moments of ‘decisive intervention” were missed.

As we chose to focus on publicly visible NGOs, trade unions and other social movement
and economic actors, we have likely included in our analysis positions stemming from the di-
rect experience of these organisations with their users and members. Consequently, a notable
limitation of the study is that the positions of school-aged children in socio-economically
marginalised remote rural communities with no access to NGO services are likely to be ab-
sent from our approach but truly significant. However, due to the digital poverty of such
communities (that underpins their very educational marginalisation), these accounts would
have only been accessible through face-to-face ethnographic or interview research that was
largely suspended for much of the timeframe under analysis here. We hope that our argu-
ment helps to open a discussion on these topics and situations, despite not claiming to offer
a comprehensive account of positions that have been rendered invisible in policy debates.

Following Bacchi (2000)’s understanding of policy-as-discourse, the study aims to prob-
lematise the categories and frames that guided education policy debates during the COVID-
19 pandemic. We conceptualise individual policies in a similar manner to Ball ([1993] 2006,
p.12), seeing them as ‘textual interventions into practice’ that give rise to reactions and in-
terpretations from sets of actors affected by these policies. We aim to go beyond ‘mere’
textual analysis into a discursive analysis of policy as ‘how [policy] statements are formed
and made possible’ (Ball, 2015, p. 311). Being primarily concerned with the discursive dimen-
sion of policies, we explored how ‘policy ensembles, collections of related policies, exercise
power through a production of “truth and knowledge”, as discourses’ (Ball, 1993, p. 14). We
have complemented the critical readings of policies with the analysis of framings employed
by non-governmental actors, akin to Benford and Snow (2000), we looked at how policy
framing is carried out outside of government institutions by NGOs, trade unions and other
stakeholders seeking to produce a change in education during this time.

In order to combine these approaches and render a comparative analysis of two national
contexts workable, we employed Critical Frame Analysis (Dombos et al., 2012). CFA has its
origins in both social-movement framing (Benford and Snow, 2000), and policy-as-discourse
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approaches (Bacchi, 2000), and was specifically designed with the analysis of gender equality
policies in mind. However, recently it has been used to understand the framing of teacher
education (Fernandez, 2018) and educational (Mitescu-Manea et al., 2021) and health related
inequities in education (Safta-Zecheria et al., 2022).

Following the CFA method, we sampled all legislative and policy documents related to
compulsory education (laws, decrees), as well as general legislative and policy documents
that indirectly impacted education (e.g. declaring a state of emergency) issued in the period
between mid-March 2020 to July 2021. Furthermore, extending the method, we included
public statements delivered by the government’s executive bodies with direct reference to
education. Moreover, by conducting a media analysis and analysing the websites and social
media communications of non-state actors occurring in the media, open-letters, open access
reports containing policy recommendations, press releases, petitions and other policy-related
statements by non-state actors and opposition party representatives were also included. The
final sample consists of 277 documents in the Hungarian case and 148 documents in the
Romanian case. The material was then coded manually. As in CFA, recurrent cycles of in-
ductive coding were carried out to identify common meta-frames related to the construction
of crises in the two national contexts. The analysis of meta-frames focuses on ‘overarching
frames of a higher-level of generality that stretch over different policy issues and can be op-
erationalised as the normative aspects of issue frames’, thus enabling us to identify common
normative claims across policy issues (Dombos et al., 2012, p. 6). CFA is a particularly astute
methodology in bringing out specific relevant aspects of policies, rather than describing these
exhaustively, a point also stressed by some of its proponents (van der Haar & Verloo, 2016).
In this vein, we looked at how the language of crisis warranted the recognition of certain
calls for action while rendering others invisible. The language of meta-frames allows us to
see how different calls for action were prioritised over others within policy frames, enabling
us to connect different loosely connected policy documents. In this respect, meta-frames
allow us to engage with discourses that assemble policies and make them possible, bringing
us closer to Ball (2015)’s understanding of policy as discourse.

In our analysis, we identified three main meta-frames that drove the normative underpin-
ning of education policies in the two countries by constructing the COVID-19 pandemic in
education crisis as: (a) a health crisis in education, (b) a crisis of education, and (c) an economic
crisis connected to education.

3 Analysis

3.1 The three meta-frames, their relationship and representation in policy documents and
policy debates in Hungary and Romania

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in early spring 2020 saw the suspension of face-to-face
activities in schools as preventive health measure in both countries. As such, the initial policy
measures were explicitly directed towards securing the right to health through proclaiming a
state of emergency brought about crisis management policies. As shown in Table 1, securing
the right to health meta-frame was clearly present throughout the first three waves of the
pandemic in both countries. Nevertheless, it came to be articulated differently in concrete
policy measures and progressively lost its importance. By the second pandemic wave in both
countries, the framing of the context as an economic crisis became prevalent in crisis manage-
ment and gradually replaced the initial health framing. While first health and then economic
concerns dominated the governments’ approaches to crisis management, non-governmental
actors signalled that a very different crisis was being produced by the pandemic crisis man-
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agement policies, namely a crisis of education. This crisis never took the central stage in
government policy frames, attesting to how the crisis of education came to be regarded as
collateral damage in the process of pandemic crisis management (Saito, 2021). However, to a
greater extent in Romania, this framing was dominant in non-governmental actors’ framing
of the crisis in policy terms — pointing to the opportunity of taking the present moment as
one of raising awareness about aggravating structural educational and health risk inequities
in education. Thus, although crisis management policies in both countries centred first on
health and then on economic matters, the policy debate brought the crisis of education in
both countries into a new light. In the following, we will engage with each of the identified
meta-frames and show how they played out in the policy debates in both countries.

Table 1 Percentage of documents addressing each of the three meta-frames. The
percentage is given in relation to the type of document (government / non-government)
and the country (Hungary/ Romania)

government documents  non-government documents

Hungary  Romania Hungary = Romania
Health crisis in education 79% 49% 63% 30%
Crisis of education 6% 22% 34% 90%
Economic crisis connected to education 16% 15% 17% 7%

Source. : Author’s compilation.

3.2 Health crisis in education meta-frame

During the initial wave, administrations in both countries stated that strict lockdown mea-
sures including school closures were the only measure that could secure the health of citizens.
At the time of the following two pandemic waves, both governments promoted a more nu-
anced approach to opening schools, declaring that they intended to keep them open for face-
to-face education as much as possible. However, in Romania, this was barely realised since
schools remained closed for long periods, most notably from November 2020 to February
2021, and in April 2021. When schools were reopened it was promoted by the government
as an equity measure aimed at ensuring the right to education, until the end of the second
pandemic wave when the opening of schools became linked to the reopening of the econ-
omy. This was also connected to different measures of economic support for parents that
were more readily available during the first two waves of the pandemic.

By contrast, in Hungary primary schools and kindergartens remained open throughout
most of the school year (with the exception of April-May 2021), whereas face-to-face sec-
ondary education was suspended for several months (mid-November 2020 to early May 2021).
Keeping schools open was justified by the government not as an equity- but as an economic
measure that enabled ‘the economy’ to function by ensuring that parents could return to work
as soon as possible and avoiding crises at home, where women could feel overburdened by
working while caring for children.

Throughout the three pandemic waves, government actors in Romania repeatedly justi-
fied keeping schools closed as a health measure. However, by the second pandemic wave,
Romania’s policy started favouring a relaxation of health-related restrictions for commercial
agents, allowing shopping malls to reopen before schools opened for face-to-face education.
This marked a turning point, as health measures applied predominantly to restrictions within
education (e.g. restricting the reopening of schools for face-to-face education) but not to
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commercial agents. This pointed to the fact that quality face to face education was readily
sacrificed to protect the health of citizens without putting strain on a consumption driven
economy.

Governmental actors in both countries downplayed the extent of the public health crisis
when permitting schools to open by presenting schools as ‘safe’ places and urging parents
to send their children to school. This often went hand in hand with performative practices
aiming at demonstrating schools’ safety from a public health perspective. Most notably in
Hungary, starting with the second wave and sharply contrasting to the first wave, govern-
ment communication systematically downplayed health risks. The government was firmly
committed to keeping schools open through the 2020/2021 school year as long as possible.
Expanding the ‘war against the virus’ metaphor (Wodak, 2021) to education, the government
portrayed schools as the first line of defence (the warranties for the continuity of life and
economic production in the hinterland), and schools were expected to implement ‘defence
operations’, sanitary and social distancing measures. This approach to keeping schools open
underscores ways in which from the onset of the second wave the economic crisis framing
started to predominate in the Hungarian case.

In this context, non-state actors (most importantly trade unions) and oppositional parties
also constructively engaged with the health crisis meta-frame. However, these utterances
predominantly focused on stressing the health risks of continuing face-to-face education. In
this framing, the government, failing to act in time and protect teachers and students with
effective measures, was presented as the main threat to teachers’ and students’ health and
safety that should be held responsible for risking human lives. In response, the government
applied a ‘reversed form of politicisation’, any criticism of the government’s measures com-
ing from the opposition, experts or non-governmental actors were labelled as ‘political” at-
tacks (Bene and Boda, 2021). The Democratic Union of Teachers (PDSZ) in particular, was
frequently accused of making false claims to gain political benefits.

In the Romanian case, the national trade union federation in education (FSLI) repeatedly
raised the issue of teachers’ right to health. Especially during the short periods when schools
reopened, they publicly raised the question of how teachers with underlying health condi-
tions were required to teach, requesting special regulations that would allow them to keep
working from home. Moreover, before the COVID-19 vaccines became available requested
priority for teacher to get flu jabs that were considered to offer some protection. Later, trade
unions together with UNICEF requested teachers become a priority group in vaccination, a
point that was also translated into policy.

In short, stakeholders in both countries, especially teacher unions, responded with an
argument emphasising the health risks of face-to-face education, with the aim of putting
the issue of teachers’ right to health and safe working conditions on the political agenda.
They also raised concerns about the insufficiency of preventive health measures, the lack of
human and material resources for effective sanitary measures, and the spatial and physical
constraints of social distancing in schools. Most prominently in Romania, this went hand in
hand with experts bringing data showing differences in overcrowding and lack of sanitation
in schools into the public debate — pointing to decades of growing inequity in sanitary school
infrastructures between rural and urban schools. They called for the schools to be opened
and for a governmental plan to address educational inequities by investments in sanitary
infrastructures and in reducing overcrowding in schools. Hence, while in Hungary, the argu-
ment emphasising health risks was used to advocate for closing schools down, in Romania,
stakeholders demanded investment in reducing the health risks and open the schools kept
closed by the government.
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The debate about vaccination priorities starting in early 2021 marked another impor-
tant moment in the development of the health crisis meta-frame. In the Romanian case,
the government presented vaccinations for teachers, educational staff and later school-aged
teenagers as essential pathways to returning to face-to-face education and associated eco-
nomic activity. Nevertheless, these measures were not prioritised either early on or thor-
oughly enough. Teachers and other workers in education were given second-degree priority
in vaccination early on. Yet, the challenge was, as non-governmental actors highlighted,
the low vaccination participation that was attributed to the lack of media and science lit-
eracy among teachers and school workers. NGOs, in partnership with public institutions,
started vaccination information campaigns and media literacy campaigns to debunk COVID-
19 -related conspiracy theories. In turn, the government publicly blamed teachers for the
difficulties in ensuring a return to face-to-face education. In Hungary, the government re-
fused to prioritise the vaccination of people working in education, not considering them as
priority groups until the end of March 2021, and only when vaccinations became widely
available did it frame the acceleration of vaccination as the only way to release restrictions
arguing that sole lockdown measures were not effective. This was done despite the fact that
non-governmental actors argued for the prioritisation of workers in education.

At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, governments appeared willing to prioritise
health concerns over economic and educational priorities. This willingness faded progres-
sively and was replaced by economic concerns in both contexts. As such, the most obvious
consequence was putting at risk the lives of teachers and other educational workers with
health conditions, as well as those of students and their families. Mitigation measures such as
quick and effective quarantining, regular testing and priority vaccination could have helped
to ease the health burden on educational actors. However, these were either put in place in a
delayed way or overly focused on individual cases (in Hungary) or proved to be unsuccessful
(in Romania). Finally, non-governmental actors that signalled concerns for infringements
on teachers’ right to health were discursively marginalised by governments through public
discrediting, most notably in Hungary.

3.3 The crisis of education meta-frame: a missed moment of decisive intervention?

Non-government actors were the leading proponents of addressing the pandemic as a ‘mo-
ment of decisive intervention’ in education through policies that would start with but also go
beyond crisis management. The main concern of such proposals was ensuring educational
equity during remote education but also pointing to the structural inequalities in education
that would need to be addressed in order to move towards quality digitised education that
could also secure basic health rights. Most non-governmental organisations when signalling
this crisis pointed out the immediate need to act, while a minority pointed to the potential for
structural transformations in the mid- and long term. We distinguish between two aspects
of this meta-frame: the crisis in education (as an ongoing urgent short-term call for action)
and the crisis of education (as a crisis made visible and exacerbated by the pandemic, but
by no means reducible to the pandemic context).

In terms of government positions, the meta-frame was underrepresented (see table 1). The
Hungarian government entirely denied and neglected the crisis of education. In contrast, in
Romania, it only partially or inconsequentially recognised it.

At the onset of pandemic crisis management policies, the lack of governmental recog-
nition of the existence of a crisis in education was visible in the reluctance to address the
new remote teaching and learning contexts. Neither resources nor guidelines were available
for teachers working under special conditions in Hungary. In Romania, the government, at
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first, misrepresented the existence of a crisis in education by focusing on the extraordinary
features of the health crisis — the right to education was suspended and remote education
recommended but not set out in terms of concrete practice recommendations. Several weeks
into the pandemic, the shift to online education was declared mandatory by the Ministry
of Education, despite numerous calls from NGOs, teacher unions, student councils and par-
ents’ associations to address the various educational inequities this entailed. The government
only recognised and addressed specific adverse unequal effects the shift to online education
would generate (such as recognising that students in low-income households would lag be-
hind for lack of access to educational activities) but withheld from addressing structural in-
equities resurfacing in the context of the pandemic which had the potential to elicit deeper
discussions about curricular and educational reforms. For example, in the Romanian case
national examinations (such as the National Assessment at the end of 8 grade) have been
proven to underscore the reproduction of socio-economic inequalities (especially between
urban and rural, as well as between poor and wealthy students) through de facto enabling
performance-based segregation (Toc, 2018). Inequalities were expected to be strongly exac-
erbated by school closures that would widen the achievement gap and its individual conse-
quences in terms of high school placement and possibility of passing the Baccalaureate at
the onset of the pandemic (Florian and Toc, 2020). This prompted experts to advocate an
annulment of these measures for the 2019/2020 school year and a fundamental replacement
of these examinations with formative assessments (Florian and Toc, 2020). Such proposals
recognised that the pandemic did not hit education in a vacuum but only underlined already
operating trends of educational inequity and used the context to propose more socially just
alternatives. However, even though in Romania these proposals were an integral part of the
policy debate they never materialised into policies taken up by the government.

Romanian and Hungarian NGOs working with vulnerable groups and marginalised com-
munities, experts and oppositional parties raised concerns about the right and access to edu-
cation of disadvantaged and Roma communities, and of students with special education needs
during remote education. They repeatedly underlined the aggravating equity crisis in educa-
tion that surfaced as an outcome of the inequitable impact of public health measures on the
access to quality education for vulnerable and marginalised groups. During the second wave
in Romania, these NGOs continued to problematise the lack of access to online education for
the most vulnerable and the problems involved in effectively ensuring physical distancing
in the present infrastructure during face-to-face activities, thus pointing to the relationship
between a hard to manage health crisis and a de facto equity crisis in education aggravated
by the suspension of face-to-face activities in schools.

As suspending face-to-face education was one of the key strategies for managing the
health crisis in Romania, the unequal consequences for educational actors remained largely
unaddressed and unrecognised by government actors. Exceptionally, access to education
was discussed as a critical priority by government actors during the periods in which the de-
centralised system allowed certain schools to be open. However, once schools were closed,
the issue of access to education became secondary to managing health concerns again. Nev-
ertheless, mainly during the third wave, the government took limited, targeted measures
to reduce learning gaps. For example, it introduced remedial classes during the summer, a
measure that remained largely underfunded.

In Hungary, the government had never planned significant interventions to tackle equity
issues or unequal access to education and to support those missing out from education be-
cause of ‘pandemic education’. While equity concerns were at the centre of the criticism of
the government’s crisis management during the school closures in the first wave, such con-
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cerns were much less emphasised during the 2020/2021 school year when schools partially
remained open.

The pandemic opened an opportunity to reveal underlying systemic contradictions in the
education sector. In both countries, at the onset of pandemic management policies, experts
and NGOs discussed the resurfacing structural inequalities in the educational system, point-
ing to the possibility of introducing short-term, pandemic-related changes with a long-term
beneficial impact on education through systemic transformations. This frame was underrep-
resented in the overall sample. However, it is of critical importance for understanding how
the COVID-19 pandemic could have offered a moment of decisive intervention.

In Hungary, experts and NGOs working in marginalised communities were actively shap-
ing the public debate during the first wave highlighting that remote education will increase
the learning gap of disadvantaged and at-risk students and urging the government to plan
for long-term action to address these issues. However, after reopening schools in September
2020, such calls for systemic policy interventions faded away.

In Romania, these proposed measures aimed at limiting the spread of the virus in ed-
ucational settings, alongside achieving different long-term goals, among which increasing
equity (e.g. by redesigning national evaluation procedures), access and quality in education
(e.g. by decreasing class sizes) beyond the pandemic, implementing blended education on a
mass scale, including in marginalised communities, allowing for open sharing of resources
between educators using digital platforms. During the second and third waves, alarm sig-
nals regarding the growing learning gap continued to appear in policy debates promoted
mostly by NGOs working with marginalised students. These calls lost the comprehensive
and systemic edge they had during the first wave.

3.4 Economic crisis connected to education meta-frame

Initially, the two governments addressed the relationship between the economy and school-
ing very differently, yet their framings converged briefly before the third wave. In the Hun-
garian government’s communication, the goal of saving workplaces and mitigating the eco-
nomic crisis was a paramount concern in relation to education all along. In the first wave,
the government communication primarily featured the locus of crisis in family homes. The
Prime Minister repeatedly urged parents to use free childcare services offered at educational
institutions and posited the lockdown as a source of crisis in the family. From August 2020
onwards, the government explicitly proclaimed that its foremost goal was to mitigate the
economic consequences of the pandemic. Within this meta-frame, the education system
was viewed as an auxiliary to keeping the country’s workforce, parents with young children
in particular, at work. This was of such paramount importance that even during the total
school closure in April-May 2021, daycare was provided in schools in justified cases. Non-
governmental actors and oppositional parties advocated for welfare measures, such as paid
care and sick leave for parents.

In Romania, during the first two waves of the pandemic, the macro-economic impact
of pandemic mitigation measures was not presented as a primary concern neither by the
government nor by non-state actors. The government introduced paid care leave for parents
staying at home with their children, a policy marred with uncertainties and that focused on
tax-paying individuals only. NGOs drew attention to the difficulties experienced by families
in securing basic food and hygiene needs and to the growing costs of education for families
(that of technological devices, internet connectivity, and, in some cases, the fees of afterschool
activities). At the very end of the second wave and during the third wave, the reopening of
schools was presented as a vital part of the full re-launch of the economy. Schools were thus,

INTERSECTIONS. EAST EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SOCIETY AND POLITICS, 11(4): 1-16. (2024)



DEFLECTING THE CRISIS OF EDUCATION 11

for the first time, related to economic operational capacities rather than access to education
and health issues. This continued implicitly during the third wave, when care leave was
no longer provided to parents and measures directed at closing schools were organised as
exceptions to the rule (e.g. extending the Easter holiday).

In summary, while the economic crisis meta-frame became the main driver and dominant
narrative of the Hungarian government’s interventions regarding schooling from the second
wave onwards, in Romania, the macro-economic impacts of the pandemic only became a
core issue by the third wave. While in Hungary, the meta-frame of an economic crisis con-
nected to education was used to justify the continuity of face-to-face education, in Romania,
where face-to-face education was suspended for the most time, the government gave exemp-
tions to private providers and thus favoured access to non-compulsory education for children
from high-earning households that could afford private afterschool education. Nevertheless,
both governments paid special attention to the effects of school closures on the availability
of workforce and therefore prioritised opening care services for younger children. While
the Hungarian government was concentrating on workfare measures and provided little so-
cial protection in a regional comparison (Aidukaite et al., 2021), the Romanian government
provided economic support for parents who could not go to work due to childcare responsi-
bilities in the periods when face-to-face education was suspended and increasingly capped
this form of protection as the crisis progressed. What is common, however, is that the ra-
tionale of these government actions targeted households with tax-paying, working parents,
whereas precarious households were much less or not at all supported.

Finally, mitigating the effects of the economic crisis became the main concern of govern-
ments in both countries by the third wave. This served to deflect both the focus on securing
citizens’ health and that of structurally transforming education.

4 Discussion

In this paper, we analysed how the COVID-19 pandemic could be read as a ‘moment of de-
cisive intervention’ in education policy debates in Romania and Hungary and have shown
how the emancipatory potential of the crisis (Jessop, 2018) has been missed.

We found that non-government actors in Hungary and Romania recognised structural
health and equity crises in education related to the ways in which the COVID-19 pandemic
was managed by the governments. These crises have not been fully acknowledged publicly
by either of the two national governments during the first 15 months of the pandemic. Thus,
the crisis context failed to materialise as a ‘moment of decisive intervention’ towards health
and educational reforms. Instead, by addressing the pandemic as an economic crisis, the gov-
ernment contributed to the consolidation of the structural health and educational inequality
in the educational systems. In Romania, the use of the economic meta-frame involved closing
schools as one of the main instruments to controlling the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus,
in sharp contrast to a more flexible and relaxed restriction policy on economic activity. In
Hungary, the government’s insistence to keep primary schools and kindergartens open was
justified by the need to ensure that parents could continue working and need not remain at
home to care for their children. In both countries, the ‘economy’ was prioritised over edu-
cation or health concerns, even when this approach endangered fundamental rights or even
lives.

In a nutshell our research shows how social justice policy issues, such as educational and
health equity in schools, can point to larger structural inequalities that briefly become visi-
ble and appear addressable in policy making during the peak of a crisis only to vanish before
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they become translated into transformative practices. Akin to what Paolo Landri (2025) has
described as ‘tame problems’ educational policies in Italy during the pandemic as problems
inscribed with a ready-made solution without transformative potential, in Hungary and Ro-
mania health and educational equity in schools were also ‘tamed’ into a neoliberal outlook on
education that emphasizes strictly maintaining as much economic activity as possible as the
dominant raison d’étre for the state. This overpowering of ‘the economy’ as an undisputable
and unchallengeable priority in dealing with the crises is reminiscent of Massey (2013)’s ear-
lier warning that the ways in which the economy is politically constructed as the creation
of wealth through growth have erased imaginaries for calling into question the constitution
of social relations. In this case, the reading of crisis as foremost an economic crisis signals
the closing of the window for decisive intervention that would allow for a policy otherwise
(Clarke et al., 2015); one that would address both educational and health inequities in educa-
tion and that had, if only briefly, at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, opened the space
for contesting structural inequities. This opening of policy debates on issues of structural in-
equities was a crucial moment in creating a space where a new consensus around democratic
values and against dominant framings of economic priority could begin to be built. While
the moment of decisive intervention for governments may have passed, the creeping crisis
may still hold the potential for the emergence of a new consensus if we work to acknowl-
edge the momentary emergence of alternative framings of potentialities for recognising the
COVID-19 pandemic as a crisis of education. In this regard, while the present crisis has yet
again been ventriloquised (see Clarke, 2023, Chapter 6) by governments to support the polit-
ical primacy of growth-oriented economic goals, there is still a space open to make the crisis
speak on behalf of the needs and interests of marginalised populations.

Nevertheless, governments’ denial of a health and equity crisis of education turns the
present conjuncture into a creeping crisis on a path towards more structural contradictions
and less equity - stabilising what Hay (1999) has termed catastrophic equilibria. This devel-
opment is visible in the fact that during the winter of 2021/2022, schools in Romania started
using remote education as an alternative to heating the schools for face-to-face education
because of the rising costs, further aggravating educational inequities associated with dig-
ital poverty. In a next step, the austerity measures proposed by the Bolojan government
in 2025 were directed at reducing the education budget especially downsizing programmes
geared towards marginalised students, restricting access to scholarships and warm meals in
school as well as increasing the teaching load of all teachers. These measures can be read as
a continuation of the economic crisis framing materialised during the pandemic.

5 Conclusion

Through the over-emphasis of an economic framing of the crisis by governments, correspond-
ing measures were aimed at resolving these crises through interventions. Consequently, the
locus of the crisis moved from education to maintaining the capitalist economic structures.
Through this, what Saito (2021) has termed COVID-19 related collateral damage in education
was perpetuated and solidified in the studied countries. This displacement unequally affects
participants in the educational process: teachers with health conditions in Hungary who
needed to continue working throughout several waves of the pandemic without receiving
priority in the vaccination campaign for months in order to ensure that parents with care
responsibilities can continue working through the pandemic, or economically and digitally
marginalised rural students in Romania who may not have had de facto access to school for
more than a year during the period studied here, who could not return to school in order to
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prevent health risks despite commercial activities resuming as a priority activity despite the
health risks. This discursive shift addresses the crisis symptoms recognised by governments
by moving the consequences of the crisis onto marginalised groups that are also discredited
in the policy debates (e.g. the teacher union in Hungary that was accused of making false
claims for political benefits) — thus the crisis as a moment for decisive intervention is deflected
and the most marginalised members of society are left to deal with the unequally distributed
consequences of the pandemic on their own while remaining increasingly invisible in the
policy debates. Through this deflection, the present contradictions in the education system
are rendered invisible and irrelevant, and the transformative momentum of the crisis is lost.

The loss of momentum is connected to the question of how structural transformation to-
wards (health and educational) equity in education is seen by governments and how much of
this recognition is translated into interventions directed to practice. In education, as opposed
to public health, equity still appears as a contested term by scholars and international actors
alike (Cairney and Kippin, 2022, p. 4), the pandemic seemed to bring this debate to the centre
stage of educational policy making worldwide, if only for a relatively brief moment. Marking
this moment is of political significance for how future crises and their impact on education
should be managed. Nevertheless, at present the pandemic seems to have catalysed neolib-
eral oriented proposals for education (Fleming, 2023), rather than equity-oriented ones. At
the same time, in the wake of the pandemic, technology rather than democracy has come to
dominate the public education related policy imaginary (Norris, 2023). In view of these points
refocusing the potential for structural transformation in education as a reparative modality
of post-pandemic future making is of paramount importance.

Whereas Romania and Hungary had a similar starting point at the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic, their crisis management trajectories diverged. This led in turn to different ways in
which the unfolding crisis affected different marginalised subjects. Yet, what the two trajecto-
ries shared was a reproduction of neoliberal capitalist economy through educational policies
to the detriment of educationally or health-wise vulnerable subjects. In future studies, the
question of whether the COVID-19 pandemic related crisis management policies worked to
reproduce neoliberal economic policies through education and what the local and national
particularities of these policies were and how these came about and which actors had to
shoulder the unequal consequences of the pandemic, and its management should be inves-
tigated. Investigating these questions more broadly could help overcome the limitations of
the present study that is focused on a relatively brief period at the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic in two Central and Eastern European countries and offer a more comprehensive
overview of how crisis narratives unfolded during the pandemic and which groups are poten-
tially exposed to the unequally distributed consequences of the pandemic. Practically, this
approach could help inform transformative interventions in future educational policies, as
well as direct reparative efforts.

Finally, from a theoretical perspective in a time of rapidly unfolding crises narratives that
have become an instrument of global governance (Aul, 2024) that seeks to govern through
anticipation (Elfert and Ydesen, 2024), pointing out how social justice informed transforma-
tive policy imaginaries vanish by being deflected to make room for government supported
economic measures is of paramount importance.
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Abstract

This paper reviews the empirical applications of the concept of instrument constituencies. Instrument
constituencies comprise diverse actors (academics, bureaucrats, consultants, and practitioners) whose
common interest is the promotion of a particular policy instrument or a set of instruments. Building
on the seminal work by Voss and Simons (2014), the paper surveys existing case studies and exam-
ines empirical observations that support the propositions associated with the concept. The analysis
connects the empirical observations to the propositions associated with the concept and reflects on
their distinctiveness relative to other collective entity concepts in the policy process. Through an
assessment of the theoretical uniqueness of the empirical predictions, the paper demonstrates that
while some case studies identify empirical patterns consistent with the propositions, the confirmatory
power of the observations varies. The paper concludes by arguing that future research on instrument
constituencies should more consciously focus on predicted observations with stronger discriminatory
power in relation to other established concepts. The analysis also demonstrates the general value of
assessing the theoretical uniqueness of predicted evidence as described by Beach and Pedersen (2016)
for case studies that rely on theories of the policy process.

Keywords: instrument constituency, policy process, case study methodology, expert networks, theories of
the policy process

1 Introduction

The concept of instrument constituencies is a recent innovation in public policy process schol-
arship. Instrument constituencies are collective entities comprising diverse actors who share
an interest in the development and advancement of a policy instrument. They consist of ex-
perts and specialists who are diverse in their roles related to the policy process: they can be
academics, bureaucrats, consultants, managers of the implementation, etc. The only attribute
they all necessarily share is their special interest in a policy instrument or a set of policy in-
struments. This common interest fosters cooperation and, over time, leads these actors to
form an ‘instrument constituency’ that exhibits collective actor qualities.

The concept was proposed in the seminal article by Voss and Simons (2014). It can explain
some common observations that relate to how preferred policy solutions become attached to
various policy problems over time or how expert communities may ‘lock in’ the usage of their
preferred policy instrument for prolonged periods. The presence of instrument constituen-
cies in the policy process can have important implications. The latter’s concerted efforts
to promote a particular policy instrument can result in the ‘oversupply’ of that instrument,
because as a constituency of experts becomes increasingly focused on advancing a specific
instrument, less attention may be devoted to exploring alternative policy solutions.
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The concept of instrument constituencies fits within a broader trend in policy process
scholarship that focuses on groups or networks that display collective actor qualities. Other
theorized collective entities in the literature include advocacy coalitions, epistemic commu-
nities, policy communities, and discourse coalitions (Simons and Voss, 2017). Compared to
other theorized collective entities in the policy process, the key difference is that for instru-
ment constituencies, the interest in a particular policy instrument is the source of the group’s
cohesion. For instance, advocacy coalitions are unified by shared beliefs and epistemic com-
munities by common concerns about specific problems. In the case of instrument constituen-
cies, they do not have a shared belief system or clear shared convictions about how to solve
a particular problem (Voss & Simons, 2014, pp. 741-742).

Since the seminal articles, the research connected to the concept of instrument constituen-
cies has continued to develop, enabling some new reflections. With new case studies now
available, it is now possible to reflect on how prior empirical case studies operationalize
the collection of relevant empirical observations. Since a relatively wide array of empirical
expectations can be derived from the propositions attached to the concept, it is useful to
take a closer look at which of these can provide the strongest inferences that reinforce the
explanatory relevance of the concept. This assessment can also include how it is possible to
distinguish instrument constituencies from the other relevant collective entity concepts with
which they were compared early on in the literature.

To contribute to this aim, this paper addresses the following question: What forms of
empirical evidence support the conceptualization of instrument constituencies as a distinct
type of collective actor in the policy process, and which observations are most useful in
distinguishing them from alternative collective actor concepts?

In order to answer this question in a structured manner, the analysis draws on the concept
of the theoretical uniqueness of empirical observations by Beach and Pedersen (2016, p. 182-
184). In the analysis, the propositions associated with the concept of instrument constituen-
cies are linked to the corresponding empirical observations from existing case studies. For
each proposition, reflections on the theoretical uniqueness of the associated empirical obser-
vations are also added to assess which of the associated empirical predictions have stronger
discriminating power vis-a-vis other collective entity concepts in the policy process.

In the discussion section, it is noted that while the case studies have established that their
findings are in line with empirical expectations and can have important practical implications,
a more consistent approach to the case studies could better accelerate the development of the
concept.

The conclusion highlights that not all of the empirical expectations related to the proposi-
tions can produce observations with the same degree of theoretical uniqueness. Based on the
analysis, the propositions by Simons and Voss (2018) that can generate the most theoretically
unique expectations are Proposition 8, which refers to the disconnectedness of solutions from
problems in the policy process, and Proposition 9, which refers to the spread of instrument
constituency activities across the policy process. Case studies should more uniformly reflect
these expectations to produce stronger inferences.

2 Scholarly context

2.1 Theories of the policy process

The concept of instrument constituencies is situated within the broader field of policy pro-
cess scholarship. Voss and Simons (2014) themselves also located their work within the policy
process scholarship, while the concept of instrument constituencies builds upon earlier work
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on policy instrumentation as well—notably the work of Lascoumes and Le Galés (2007). Pol-
icy process scholarship in general seeks to provide better and more detailed explanations
for real-world policy outcomes than those offered by functionalist models such as the ‘pol-
icy cycle’—which tend to depict public policies as calculated governmental responses aimed
at mitigating clearly defined societal problems (Weible, 2023, p. 8—10). More developed pol-
icy process theories offer theoretical propositions that aim to better capture the inherently
complex interactions of policymaking, thereby accounting for outcomes that diverge from
functionalist expectations.

The functionalist line of thinking can be traced back to Harold D. Lasswell’s works in the
1950s (Weible et al., 2022), yet in the form we are now familiar with, it was introduced in
later works such as Brewer (1974). The functionalist approach to policymaking describes a
normative ideal: that at each decision function related to a public policy, the processes should
conform to the requirement that the decisions support the public policy alternative that best
delivers the desired public benefits (Lascoumes & Le Galés, 2007, pp. 2—3). The strong norma-
tive appeal of this functionalist approach makes it suitable for public institutions to promote
it as a processual goal. We can indeed find the approach in the guidelines issued by public
bodies (European Commission, 2021; HM Treasury, 2022)

We can also position the concept of instrument constituencies in relation to earlier liter-
ature on the theories of the policy process. Voss and Simons (2014) reflected on some of the
observations of John Kingdon, whose seminal work (Kingdon, 2014) established the Multi-
ple Streams Framework, one of the most commonly applied theoretical frameworks in the
field. Kingdon recognized that ‘policy entrepreneurs’ push their preferred policy solution
and try to attach it to different problems, an observation that is a key starting point for the
concept of instrument constituencies (Voss & Simons, 2014, p. 740). Further connecting in-
strument constituencies with MSF, Mukherjee and Howlett (2015, p. 70) also theorized that
instrument constituencies represent the agency behind the policy stream of the framework.
This differentiation among the three streams is also used to theorize the relations between
instrument-constituency activities and the broader policy process (Simons and Voss, 2018,
p- 27-29). The authors also reflect on how other ‘types of social formations’ in the schol-
arship relate to instrument constituencies (Voss & Simons, 2014, pp. 740-741). These are
notably advocacy coalitions, epistemic communities, discourse coalitions, and other types of
theorized collective entities in the policy process that instrument constituencies need to be
differentiated from.

2.2 Case study literature

To provide meaningful reflections, in the analysis I follow Beach and Pedersen’s logic (2016,
pp- 171—-176), which details how empirical evidence from within-case studies can differ in its
confirming or disconfirming power regarding the tested theoretical explanations.' Theoreti-
cal weight hinges on the certainty and the uniqueness of the empirical evidence. Theoretical
uniqueness describes the ‘expected probability of finding the predicted evidence’ (p. 182) in
the case that a proposition is not true. In other words, theoretical uniqueness describes the
discriminatory power of the predicted observation against alternative explanations.
Uniqueness is important because finding theoretically predicted evidence that is also dis-
tinct provides stronger confirmation. Causal case studies, therefore, should aspire to find
empirical evidence that is also more unique to strengthen inferences. This is why Beach
and Pedersen (2016, p. 184) call for ‘assessing theoretical certainty and uniqueness for each

! Beach and Pedersen (2016, p. 169-171) advocate a ‘Bayesian logic’ for drawing inferences from case studies. In this
understanding, both confirmation and disconfirmation can be understood as ways to make inferences from observations.
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proposition’. Assessing uniqueness can help us to understand which properties attached to
the concept of instrument constituencies discriminate it from the above-mentioned rival col-
lective entity concepts in the policy process.

2.3 Distinguishing the concept

Situating the concept within broader scholarship also highlights which other theoretical con-
cepts the instrument constituencies need to be distinguished from. The concepts described
above are situated on different levels of the ‘ladder of theoretical abstraction’ (Sartori, 1970);
thus, first, some clarifications are necessary in this regard.

The functionalist approach is on a higher level of abstraction than a potential explanation
that applies the concept of instrument constituencies. While these two terms are correctly
contrasted, it should be noted that the distinction that is made here is in fact between the
functionalist approach and all the ‘more developed’ theorized policy process explanations.
That is a broader category, and within it, explanations that use the concept of instrument
constituencies are only a subset. This is because, while functionalist explanations and instru-
ment constituency explanations are mutually exclusive, they are far from exhaustive together,
as there can be many other observable cases that neither explanation can account for.

Since the concept of instrument constituencies is a lower-level concept within the realm
of these ‘advanced frameworks’, whenever a functionalist explanation of an empirical case
is proved to be false, that inference alone would still mean the same for all of the ‘developed’
theoretical explanations. Disproving a functionalist explanation alone has little to say about
whether an instrument constituency explanation is true.

To achieve more meaningful distinctions, the analysis needs to focus on that lower level
of abstraction where the concepts, including instrument constituencies, can be both mutu-
ally exclusive and also jointly exhaustive. This lower level is where the already mentioned
discrimination between the different collective entities in the policy process is situated.

Instrument constituencies and other conceptualized collective entities (advocacy coali-
tions, epistemic communities) are mutually exclusive denotations, in that the same collective
entity cannot belong to multiple categories simultaneously. While it can be envisaged that
their ‘membership’ can partially overlap, as a collective entity, they cannot bear the exact
same characteristics, because that would make any meaningful distinction impossible. These
different collective entity explanations can also be collectively exhaustive in the sense that
each group that bears the characteristics of a collective entity must belong to one of these cat-
egories. While I do not intend to claim that the existing concepts in the literature are already
developed well enough to exhaustively cover all the relevant cases of policy processes in the
real world, it is at least theoretically possible to establish such an exhaustive classification.

Following a case study methodology that calls for evaluating the theoretical uniqueness
in empirical observations can help to clearly define some important focal points for assessing
the relevant case studies. In the following parts of the paper, I detail how theoretical unique-
ness can be understood for the observations associated with each proposition on instrument
constituencies, and also examine what empirical observations prior case studies have found
so far.

3 Analysis of case studies

To review how the concept of instrument constituencies has been utilized in existing case
studies, I conducted a structured search of scholarly articles that engaged with at least some of
the propositions related to instrument constituencies. The criteria for including articles were
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(i) that they contained reflections on one or more of the propositions described by Simons
and Voss (2018) and (ii) that they contained a description that could be used to reconstruct
how empirical observations were connected to these propositions. The search strategy first
involved identifying all articles from the Web of Science database citing either of the two
foundational articles by the original authors (Simons and Voss, 2018). To identify articles
that treated the concept of instrument constituencies as a main theme of the study, I further
narrowed the selection to those articles that contained a reference to the concept in their ab-
stract or title. From this selection, the articles were assessed one by one to identify whether
they engaged with the propositions and through what empirical observations. Finally, I in-
cluded the seminal paper by Voss and Simons (2014), which is a case study that meets the
criteria. Through this screening process, 17 articles emerged as detailed case studies that met
the criteria. These articles are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 Summary of the reviewed case study articles

Authors Year Title Policy Theme Policy
Instruments
Voss & Simons 2014 Instrument Constituencies Environmental Emissions trading
and the Supply Side of Policy

Policy Innovation: The
Social Life of Emissions

Trading

Béland & 2016 How Solutions Chase Social Policy Social insurance,

Howlett Problems: Instrument pension
Constituencies in the Policy privatization
Process

Mann & Simons 2015 Local emergence and Environmental Conservation
international developments  policy trading schemes

of conservation trading
systems: Innovation
dynamics and related
problems. Environmental

Conservation

Perl & Burke 2018 Does institutional Transportation Fuel taxation
entrenchment shape policy / Fiscal
instrument adjustment?: policy

Assessing instrument
constituency influences on
American and Australian
motor fuel taxation.

Foli et al. 2018 How instrument Social Policy Cash transfers
constituencies shape policy
transfer: A case study from

Ghana

Zito 2018 Instrument constituencies Environmental Multiple
and epistemic community policy instruments
theory

(Continued on next page)
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(Continued)
Authors Year Title Policy Theme Policy
Instruments
Fitch-Roy et al. 2019 Policy Instrument Supply Environmental Renewable energy
and Demand: How the policy / Energy auctions
Renewable Electricity policy
Auction Took over the
World
Saguin & 2019 Policy Transfer and Social Policy Cash transfers
Howlett Instrument Constituency:
Explaining the Adoption of
Conditional Cash Transfer
in the Philippines
Pischke & 2020 Reimagining instrument Environmental Payments for
Wellstead constituencies: The case of  policy ecosystem services
conservation policy in
Mexico
Bliimel 2021 Innovations in Innovation Innovation policy  Cluster policies
Policy: Reconstructing the
Emergence, Legitimation,
and Dynamics of Cluster
Policies in Germany
Grashof 2021 Who put the hammer in the  Environmental Renewable energy
toolbox? Explaining the Policy auctions
emergence of renewable
energy auctions as a
globally dominant policy
instrument
Nicholls & 2021 Dynamic persistence in UK Regional/ local Social investments
Teasdale policy making: the development policy
evolution of social
investment ideas and policy
instruments.
Simons & 2021 The Neglected Politics Public Evidence-based
Schniedermann Behind Evidence-Based administration policy(‘meta-
Policy: Shedding Light on reform instrument’)
Instrument Constituency
Dynamics
Strassheim 2021 Who are behavioural public ~ Public Behavioral policy
policy experts and how are ~ administration
they organised globally? reform

(Continued on next page)
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(Continued)
Authors Year Title Policy Theme Policy
Instruments
Falkenstrom & 2022 The Health care policy  Evidence-based
Svallfors Knowledge-Management policy
Complex: From Quality
Registries to National
Knowledge-Driven
Management in Swedish
Health Care Governance
Svallfors et al., 2022 Networked reports: Health care policy = Multiple
Commissioning and instruments
production of expert reports
on Swedish health care
governance
Ekstedt & 2024 Wanted Refugees: The Immigration/ Third-country
Lundstedt Forming of an Instrument refugee policy resettlement
Constituency for Refugee system

Resettlement in the
European Union

Articles that did not include clear descriptions of how empirical observations were con-
nected to specific propositions were excluded from further analysis, even if they contained
some reflections on the concept of instrument constituencies. Some of these articles con-
nected policy diffusion to instrument constituencies (Béland et al., 2018; Demirbilek et al.,
2020), while Weible (2018) offered primarily theoretical reflections. A recent study that ap-
plied collective entity theories to analyze public administration reform networks in Italy (Ca-
pano et al., 2024) reflected on an instrument constituency explanation as well, yet the text
did not contain much detail about the relevant propositions, as the study’s findings did not
support the presence of an instrument constituency.

The number of case studies that relied on the concept of instrument constituencies is
still limited. Nevertheless, despite the literature’s slow development, it continues to attract
interest. The majority of articles were published in journals with a general public policy ori-
entation, but articles have also been published in journals with more specialized thematic
orientations. The case studies have covered different policy themes, such as social policy, en-
vironmental policy, immigration policy, administrative reform, fiscal policy, transportation
policy, and innovation policy. Most case studies have focused on a single case, but Béland and
Howlett (2016) analyzed two cases (social insurance and pension privatization), and Perl and
Burke (2018) compared two parallel cases—motor fuel taxation policies in the United States
and Australia. In terms of policy outcomes, most case studies focused on national-level anal-
ysis covering a diverse range of countries—including various European nations, the United
States, Australia, the United Kingdom, Ghana, and the Philippines. Additionally, there are
case studies that focus on policymaking at the level of the European Union (Ekstedt and
Lundstedt, 2024), and others that focus primarily on the transnational dimension of instru-
ment constituencies (Béland and Howlett, 2016; Grashof, 2021). Furthermore, Bliimel (2021)
reflected on regional and federal aspects of policymaking through the analysis of regional
cluster policies in Germany.
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4 Theoretical propositions and empirical observations

After its initial introduction into policy process scholarship, the concept of instrument con-
stituencies was further clarified by the original authors. In their 2018 article, Simons and Voss
provided additional details by identifying ten distinct propositions. This structured presenta-
tion of the key mechanisms is a valuable guide for further work on instrument constituencies.
Detailed empirical expectations can be derived from these propositions in a structured man-
ner and can be examined in detail through case studies.

In the following sections of the paper, I provide an overview that reiterates each of the
propositions outlined in the Simons and Voss (2018) article, supplemented by my own re-
flections on their existing and potential empirical operationalizations in case studies. In line
with the case study methodology of Beach and Pedersen (2016), I pay special regard to the
theoretical uniqueness of the different empirical expectations.

4.1 Emergence of a social life and prospective structures

Simons and Voss (2018) proposed that following the introduction of a new policy instrument,
a distinct ‘social life’ can emerge around it. The involved actors begin to interact and start to
form interdependencies in their work, laying the foundation for an instrument constituency
characterized by collective actor qualities. The empirical expectation associated with this
proposition is that during the initial phase of a novel instrument, one should observe the
emergence of a new social network—a network assembled around the instrument itself. The
group does not need to be ‘entirely new’, as it can contain members from a previously exist-
ing collective entity, yet they must display changes in their characteristics. Zito (20138), for
example, noted that an epistemic community can transform into an instrument constituency
over time. Even if the instrument constituency has some sort of predecessor, there needs
to be a marked shift in the focus of the network, and changes in the participating actors
can also be expected. The second expectation is that this social life should be linked to the
instrument, distinguishing these networks from those whose cohesion stems from other fac-
tors. The uniqueness of the empirical evidence that supports this proposition is dependent
on whether it can prove that the observed social life is ‘instrument-centered’.

The second proposition posits that the design of a new policy instrument includes prospec-
tive structures that align the interests of different actors (Simons and Voss, 2018). The tech-
nical design of the policy instrument can lay down the foundations of new practices in the
implementation and analysis of public policy. These can later create opportunities in the form
of new institutional arrangements, new appointments, new consultancy or analytics oppor-
tunities, etc. Promoting a particular policy design thus becomes in the interest of those who
expect that a new instrument will lead to desirable developments.

The observation of prospective structures alone provides limited uniqueness for instru-
ment constituencies. It is the relative importance of these prospective structures for the
group’s cohesion and the group’s heterogeneity that can provide stronger inferences, help-
ing confirm the characteristics of instrument constituencies. Relative importance can be
observed through the lack of other factors that could align actors’ agency. A lack of shared
convictions among actors can increase confidence that an observed ‘nascent’ collective actor
is an instrument constituency rather than an advocacy coalition or an epistemic community.
The heterogeneity of the available prospective structures is another factor that can increase
confidence in an instrument constituency explanation. If the prospective structures are lo-
cated across different policy domains and ranges of functions across the policy process, this
is a more unique observation, as other theorized collective entities are expected to be active
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in a narrower, more specific policy setting (Weible, 2018, p. 65).

The first two propositions about the emergence of instrument constituencies were among
the most consistently analyzed and largely confirmed in the case studies. The latter found
evidence of emergence dynamics as well as the heterogeneity of the actors brought together
by a newly forming instrument constituency. Perl and Burke (2018, p. 93) described the be-
ginning of the US fuel tax instrument constituency, pointing out how it consisted not only
of road engineers but also of automobile manufacturers and members of the industry. The
study by Falkenstrom and Svallfors (2022) about the Swedish health-care knowledge man-
agement complex is another good example for describing this aspect in detail. The authors
highlighted both the heterogeneity of the actors and the factors that brought them together:
‘Since the instrument constituency is so heterogeneous and potentially unstable, efforts have
to be made to ensure some semblance of coherence’ (p. 1061).

Zito (2018, p. 51) also used the diversity of the forming instrument constituency for the
‘Energy Star’ ecolabel as evidence to support the claim that the observed network is an in-
strument constituency rather than an epistemic community. When Foli and Fenwick (2018,
p. 113—-114) described a group of transnational actors who emerged as an instrument con-
stituency around conditional cash transfer programs, they also demonstrated that while the
first members were mostly international organizations, research institutions also became in-
volved in the constituency at the national level.

4.2 Connecting modelling and implementation

‘Proposition 3’ reflects the connectedness of modelling and implementation (Simons and Voss,
2018). Policy instruments are grounded in ‘abstract functional models’ which are ‘blueprints’
and guide the implementation of policies. Instrument constituencies connect modelling and
implementation, with members involved in both. Once they gain agency, instrument con-
stituencies are expected to actively nurture linkages between these functions. The creation
of models, guidelines, supporting studies, and related materials is done by the same intercon-
nected network of experts. Since the degree of connection between the actors in modelling
and implementation can be ‘trivial, the theoretical uniqueness of evidence here hinges on
the intensity and exclusiveness of these linkages. A narrower, ‘myopic’ focus of the theoret-
ical modelling that is closely related to the implemented instrument and largely disregards
alternative solutions as relevant alternatives can yield stronger observational evidence. In
that scenario, the strength of evidence can also depend on the observations made about what
is ‘left out’ from the models. A detailed inclusion of alternative solutions in the discussion,
framed as viable and reasonable, can even bear disconfirmatory power in this case.

Saguin and Howlett (2019) detailed how the transnational instrument constituency
around conditional cash transfers produced important ‘knowledge products’ near the
beginning of the implementation, reflecting also the connectedness of modelling and imple-
mentation. They also found proof that the design of the cash transfer program was largely
influenced by these (Saguin and Howlett, 2019): “The resulting design of the Philippine CCT
program highly resembled the stories codified by the instrument constituency’ (p. 360).
The close connectedness of modelling and implementation was also analyzed by Bliimel
(2021, p. 549) in the case of cluster policies in Germany, and for evidence-based policy by
Simons and Schniedermann (2021, p. 518). In the case of behavioral public policy, a related
subject, this was also reinforced by the analysis of Strassheim (2021): ‘They establish a
kind of politico-epistemic interlinkage in which actor groups, behavioural evidence[...] and
practices of validating and implementing indeed exist “for and by” (Voss & Simons, 2014: 4)
behavioural instruments’ (p. 12).
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4.3 Source of stability: Structural promises

The original authors of the concept differentiated between the functional and structural
promises of the instrument constituencies (Simons and Voss, 2018). They argued that while
functional promises—expectations about the policy instrument’s societal benefits—are valued
by those outside the policy community, structural promises provide stability for the instru-
ment constituencies. While constituency members may be driven by both types of promises,
structural promises offer distinct incentives to promote and sustain the instrument. These
are manifested as specialized institutional arrangements for planning, analysis, and imple-
mentation of the instrument, a demand for specialized expert services, or the expansion of
research related to the policy instrument.

What I have noted about the empirical testing of the initial prospective structures also
holds true for this proposition. The existence of structural promises alone does not strongly
rule out other explanations. The additional observation that members of the instrument con-
stituency actively promote arrangements that support and maintain these structures can in-
crease confidence in the explanation. Although such effects may be difficult to observe di-
rectly, qualitative ‘confessionals’ obtained through interviews might reveal that certain struc-
tures were created or maintained even when not necessary from a functionalist perspective.
The heterogeneity of the structures can also strengthen the uniqueness of the related obser-
vations. Some of the prior case study observations focused on this aspect. Perl and Burke
(2018, p. 92) described the ‘highway beneficiaries’ as a diverse group that formed the instru-
ment constituency advocating for fuel taxation earmarked for building roads. Blimel (2021,
p- 547-548) gave a detailed description of the proliferation of new roles and tasks connected
to the implementation and modelling of cluster policies created in Germany, both at the level
of project consortia and at the federal executive agency that oversaw implementation.

4.4 Sources of strength: Functional promises, reflexive coordination, and socio-material
infrastructure

Simons and Voss (2018) grouped three propositions together as sources of strength for the
instrument constituencies. These three propositions also share the characteristic that related
empirical observations are associated with relatively low levels of theoretical uniqueness.
Most of the empirical expectations derived from these propositions also hold for other collec-
tive entities, such as advocacy coalitions and epistemic communities. To make stronger infer-
ences in a case study, more unique evidence first needs to show that the observed collective
entity can be treated as an instrument constituency, and only then can these propositions be
interpreted in a way that supports an instrument constituency explanation for the concrete
case.

‘Proposition 5’ is connected to the functional promises that create acceptance for the in-
strument by the public and the decision makers (Simons and Voss, 2018). The instrument
constituency relies on these functional promises for necessary external support that backs
the instrument. Functional promises were not always addressed in case studies, but there
are some good examples for the observations. Saguin and Howlett (2019, p. 361) described
how the functional promise linked to the conditional cash transfer was not just to support
the short-term alleviation of dire needs but also to contribute to the long-term eradication of
poverty. Foli and Fenwick (2018) detailed how the studies created by members of the instru-
ment constituency influenced expectations associated with the instrument concerning the
provision of sufficient backing:

As the minister in charge of social protection at the time mentioned during an interview,
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several publications, including by the DFID, the World Bank and other international organi-
zations, provided critical information on cash transfers and the Latin American experience.
This was used to support the argument that the program would ‘contribute to economic
growth and [was] not a disincentive’ (p. 118).

‘Proposition 6° asserts that instrument constituencies over time can display active coor-
dination, which is also another process that makes them stronger (Simons and Voss, 2018).
Following their initial evolution, these constituencies begin to exhibit reflexive collective-
actor qualities with a nontrivial degree of coordination. Empirically, this implies that one
should observe specific activities—such as organizing events, creating platforms, forming
associations, or holding meetings—that foster joint action in favor of the instrument. The
empirical expectations here are relatively straightforward, and the proposition indeed was
widely confirmed by the case studies. Foli and Fenwick (2018, p. 117) described the ‘transfer
project’ as a platform that was developed in relation to conditional cash transfers to dissemi-
nate information and connect actors. They also gave details of the international conferences
that were organized by the World Bank that promoted cash transfers as an instrument (Foli
and Fenwick, 2018, p. 119).

Simons and Schniedermann (2021, p. 518) described how the instrument constituency
around evidence-based policy (understood as a ‘meta-instrument’) fostered the creation of its
own journals and the formation of the ‘Evidence-Network’ that linked researchers and prac-
titioners worldwide. Nicholls and Teasdale (2021, p. 805-806) noted that the establishment of
the ‘Social Investment Task Force’ in the UK marked the birth of an instrument constituency
that promoted social investment in a changing political landscape over the next 20 years. In
this case, the instrument constituency was found to be more formalized from an early stage
and was not just a loose network but one with a clear agenda and reflexive activities.

‘Proposition 7° concerns the development of ‘socio-cognitive’ and socio-material infras-
tructures fostered by the instrument constituencies (Simons and Voss, 2018, p. 25-26). Socio-
material infrastructure contains those structures that emerge from the implementation of
the instrument, such as databases, metrics, technical infrastructures, trading platforms, spe-
cialist software, legal structures, etc. These non-argumentative elements, on the one hand,
can provide additional work for members of the instrument constituency, and beyond that,
they can also exacerbate the path dependence associated with a given instrument (Voss and
Simons, 2014, p. 742). The production of specific statistics, metrics, or scorecards, for exam-
ple, might significantly reinforce prevailing interpretations in public policy. Furthermore,
the material infrastructure may be tangible, reinforcing the reliance on the cognitive con-
structs developed by the instrument constituency, such as models, guidelines, or evaluations.
This may be particularly evident in cases where transnational or federal initiatives foster the
development of shared infrastructure across different jurisdictions, reinforcing a particular
kind of interpretation of policy activities and policy outcomes.

Mann and Simons (2015, p. 328—329) described the emergence and spread of conservation
trading, including the development of the extensive financial-legal infrastructure that is re-
quired for these trading schemes. Ekstedt and Lundstedt (2024) offered a detailed account of
the socio-material infrastructure of a policy instrument, which also took form in the ‘resettle-
ment support facility in Istanbul’ as a form of physical infrastructure (Ekstedt and Lundstedt,
2024, p. 383). While this paper did not offer details on the evidence for the more distinctive
expectations associated with instrument constituencies (independence of solutions, hetero-
geneity of the constituency, etc.), it nonetheless provides a good example of what can be
considered socio-material infrastructure.
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4.5 Relationship of instrument constituencies with the policy process

A central proposition related to the concept of instrument constituencies is that they advo-
cate for their preferred policy solutions independently of specific problems (Simons and Voss,
2018). This means that in order to sustain or expand the implementation of a policy instru-
ment, an instrument constituency is expected to actively try to attach its favored solution to
different policy problems as circumstances change.

Empirically, one would expect that a mature instrument constituency—one that has ex-
isted for an extended period—has already adjusted the framing of its instrument at some point
to attach its solution to new problems that became salient over time. This can be observed
through the changed framing of the instrument’s rationale over time by the instrument con-
stituency. Stronger evidence for this proposition can emerge from confessional accounts
provided by participants in the policy process, detailing how certain actors have deliberately
reattached their preferred solution to varying problems over time.

Evidence that the constituency actively tried to attach the solution to different problems
is important for its higher levels of theoretical uniqueness. Béland and Howlett (2016, p. 394-
396) offered detailed reflections on the theoretical relevance of problem independence, reflect-
ing on how instrument constituencies differ in this regard from advocacy coalitions and epis-
temic communities. On the other hand, if there are no attempts to reframe solution-problem
connections over a longer period of time and amidst changing conditions in the ‘problem
stream’ (of a multiple streams framework understanding), this may weaken the relevance of
an instrument constituency explanation.

The case studies provide good examples of this point, which is important, as ‘solution in-
dependence’ is one of the most distinctive empirical predictions of instrument constituencies.
Nicholls and Teasdale (2021) provided detailed reflections on how social investment in the UK
over time was reframed by the instrument constituency: ‘However, it soon became apparent
that the policy instruments remained remarkably consistent. Instead, change concerned the
meaning of social investment (the policy solution) and the policy problems to which social
investment became a response to’ (p. 805).

Bliimel (2021, p. 551) described how assigned problem definitions have changed in the case
of Germany’s cluster policies, as the regional economic development rationale was replaced
with internationally competitive research as the ultimate goal of the programs. Pischke and
Wellstead (2020, p. 375) also convincingly presented how, in Mexico, the payments for the
ecosystem services program’s goals changed over time. While the policy instrument initially
had an environmental focus, it later shifted to poverty alleviation, a markedly different prob-
lem. In a different approach, Svallfors et al. (2022) emphasized the vague and elusive nature
of problem definitions in the analyzed Swedish health-care reports: “‘What is being pushed in
this networking of reports are instruments, particular policy solutions—such as “knowledge
management” or “person-centered care’—while problems are often ill-defined backgrounds
to the real issues in the reports’ (p. 588).

‘Proposition ¢’ posits that instrument constituency activities are expected to extend to
all of the different parts of the policy process (Simons and Voss, 2018). In addition to their
roles in modelling and evaluation, instrument constituencies are expected to be active across
other phases of the policy process—often simultaneously in multiple venues—thereby creat-
ing ‘trans-local and trans-temporal linkages’ (Simons and Voss, 2018, p. 29). Their activities
can cross many boundaries, and they can become active in different policy domains, promot-
ing their favored instrument.

This proposition is also distinctive for instrument constituencies. This is because, in ad-
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vocacy coalitions, coalition activities are not expected to span multiple policy subsystems
and different stages (Weible, 2018, p. 63). Empirical observations thus can be theoretically
unique as long as they reinforce that suspected members of the constituency are active across
different policy domains in relation to the same policy instrument. Simons and Schnieder-
mann (2021, p. 517-522) provided a detailed analysis of how the evidence-based policy con-
stituency spread in the UK and internationally, also describing how it became connected
to different stages of policymaking. Béland and Howlett (2016, p. 399—401) also provided
good examples analyzing the trans-locality of instrument constituencies by describing the
international spread of social insurance as well as pension privatization. Foli and Fenwick
(2018, p. 118) described how the transnational instrument constituency actively promoted
conditional cash transfers across several different countries to diffuse the instrument, and
the same phenomenon was also detailed by Saguin and Howlett (2019, p. 359—360).

The last proposition addresses the instrument constituencies’ relationships with politics
(Simons and Voss, 2018). Instrument constituency activities can effectively ‘black box’ the dis-
cussion around the instrument into a technical framing to steer the political discussion away
from it. Constituency members, in pursuit of broad support for the instrument’s application,
are expected to shape their activities in ways that promote and reinforce this ‘depoliticiza-
tion’. A more technical and less political discourse can decrease the possible contestation of
the instruments’ implementation. As Simons and Voss (2018) phrased it: “The technical fram-
ing of policy solutions works to carve out apparently “apolitical spaces” of policy design that
provide room for maneuver in political negotiations between antagonistic camps’ (p. 17).

Nonetheless, it remains challenging to determine whether such broad political support
was actually influenced by the actions of the instrument constituency, since the instrument
constituency’s emergence itself may also have been supported by a pre-existing, less politi-
cized environment. Given that depoliticization is endogenous to this mechanism, it is difficult
to establish to what degree the depoliticized nature of a discourse is a precondition for or a
consequence of the instrument constituencies’ existence.

Empirically, we can expect to find that an instrument constituency will keep a distance
from overt politics to avoid interpretations that heighten political tensions or render the ap-
plication of the instrument more partisan. We can expect the instrument constituency to seek
cross-party support whenever possible. Keeping the language of discussions overly technical
and treating different political sides as ‘equally distant’ can be the observed manifestation
of such activities. Even if these expectations are confirmed, the observations still remain
only moderately unique, as they may be true of other kinds of actors as well, like epistemic
communities (epistemic community influence on decision makers in Zito, 2018, p. 47)

Concerning the relative difficulty of empirical operationalization, it is not surprising that
detailed demonstrations of this proposition were not available in all the case studies, but there
are exceptions. Simons and Schniedermann (2021) offered an in-depth analysis of how the
technical framing of ‘evidence-based policy’ practices helped the instrument constituency
to spread its preferred meta-instrument. Perl and Burke (2018) provided insights about the
politics of fuel taxation, connecting the parallel activities of an advocacy coalition and an
instrument constituency: ‘A bipartisan advocacy coalition espoused user fees as a legitimate
and preferred solution to meeting America’s transportation needs. Ideas about mobility, fi-
nance and de-politicized expertise melded easily across subsystem participants’ (p. 94). The
authors found that the initial technicalized framing contributed to the lock-in of the instru-
ment. They also demonstrated that, while the issue was largely depoliticized in the United
States, it was surrounded by greater political conflict in Australia, yet the instrument con-
stituency grew significantly stronger in the United States. It can also be noted that not all
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of the observations that are related to politics are necessarily connected to this proposition.
While Nicholls and Teasdale (2021, p. 803) also analyzed the bipartisan support for social in-
vestments in the UK, their evidence is more related to shifting problem definitions than to
‘black-boxing” and technical framing.

5 Discussion

5.1 Case study findings are broadly in line with empirical expectations

The reviewed case studies found various empirical evidence that supports propositions asso-
ciated with the concept of instrument constituencies. The relevance of the concept was con-
firmed across diverse policy domains, providing evidence for the emergence and influence of
different instrument constituencies. Studies corroborated the emergence of a network with
collective actor qualities, centered around a policy instrument or set of instruments. Theoreti-
cally, more unique empirical expectations, such as problem independence, the ‘trans-locality’
of instrument constituencies, and the heterogeneity of constituent actors and their motiva-
tions, also receive support in most of the case studies.

5.2 More consistent case studies could help theory development

The case studies reviewed here do not uniformly address each proposition; instead, they
typically focus on some propositions in much more detail than others. While a narrow focus
can be justified, it makes it somewhat difficult to compare them and draw inferences about
the advancement of theory. As not all the empirical predictions connected to the propositions
are unique to instrument constituency explanations, case studies should more consistently
reflect on those expectations that are theoretically more unique in order to strengthen their
findings. It would also be desirable for case studies to reflect on how their findings differ from
functionalist explanations and from other explanations that rely on collective-entity concepts
in policy process scholarship. Differentiating the concept from other collective entities can
yield more robust theoretical inferences, and comparisons with a functionalist approach can
further strengthen the practical relevance of the findings, as functionalist interpretations are
widely used in policy-making.

Analysis of the case studies also raises questions about whether the emergence of an
instrument constituency is contingent on certain characteristics of a policy setting and how
different kinds of collective entities might prevail in different contexts. Recent work in policy
process scholarship points towards the so-called ‘toolbox’ usage of different policy process
theories (Weible, 2018, p. 71). In this understanding, different theorized collective entities
can provide useful explanations for different policy outcomes. This can also be an important
future direction for research that can benefit from nuanced comparisons between instrument
constituencies and other types of conceptualized collective entities.

5.3 Practical implications: Oversupply of instruments, locked-in solutions

Most of the analyzed case studies had clear ambitions to apply the concept to provide a use-
ful explanation for their cases, as well as to generate practical implications. In many cases,
they reinforced the existence of negative consequences that instrument constituencies can
generate. The activities of instrument constituencies can be associated with overinvestment
in certain policy instruments that then induce path dependence. As Falkenstrom and Svall-
fors (2022) noted: ‘Substantial resources in terms of tax money and time are now invested
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in “knowledge-driven management,” resources that could have been used for other purposes’
(p. 1054).

Others have reached similar conclusions; for example, Pischke and Wellstead detailed how
the activities of the instrument constituency likely crowded out more effective conservation
programs in Mexico (Pischke and Wellstead, 2020, p. 371). Perl and Burke (2018, p. 93) de-
scribed in detail how instrument constituency activities locked in a solution that, over time,
became increasingly less effective at serving its purposes in the U.S. They compared it with
the Australian situation, where the instrument constituency did not have a similar success
in locking in its preferred solution.

Svallfors et al. (2022, p. 593) also presented another kind of risk that is associated with in-
strument constituencies. The coalescence of actors into an instrument constituency that pro-
duces most of the available expert reports can also provide opportunities for special interests
to infiltrate this network. Special interests can thus more effectively divert the instrument
away from its originally intended purpose. The authors’ notion points to the need to better
understand how instrument constituencies relate to specific interests and lobbying.

Regarding the mitigation of potential negative effects, Zito (2018, p. 48) noted that the
production of epistemic knowledge and influence can be enhanced when the instrument in-
herently incorporates processes of reflection and revision into its implementation. If the
design of the instrument needs to be evaluated from time to time in such a way that alterna-
tive solutions are also broadly considered, this can increase the possibility that evaluations
remain more independent and induce better reflections on instrument effectiveness.

6 Conclusion

This article has provided an overview of how the concept of instrument constituencies was
applied in empirical case studies and what it is possible to say about the theoretical weight of
the empirical evidence they found. To date, the application of the concept of instrument con-
stituencies has been a slowly growing research theme. While case studies are not numerous,
they have already confirmed the causal relevance of instrument constituencies across various
policy topics, including environmental, social, health care, evidence-based, innovation, immi-
gration, and fiscal policy. These cases all offered evidence for assessing the key propositions
of the original authors of the theoretical concept (Simons and Voss, 2018). The case studies
have also reinforced the important practical implication that the presence of an instrument
constituency can lead to path-dependent policy outcomes, resulting in overinvestment in
preferred policy instruments and neglect of other viable alternatives.

Looking at the propositions and the case studies in detail, it can be seen that not all asso-
ciated empirical expectations and observations have the same degree of theoretical unique-
ness, as not all of them are exclusive to explanations that rely on the concept of instrument
constituencies. The confirmatory power of the case studies depends on whether the more
distinctive expectations have proven true. The propositions by Simons and Voss (2018) that
can generate the most theoretically unique expectations are Proposition 8, concerning the
disconnectedness of solutions from problems, and Proposition 9, concerning the spread of
instrument constituency activities across the policy process (trans-local and trans-temporal
qualities of their activities). Other observations with relatively high theoretical uniqueness,
like evidence about the heterogeneity of the instrument constituency and the clear neglect
of other policy solutions as viable alternatives, can further strengthen inferences about the
emergence and activities of instrument constituencies.

Some of the case studies have provided strong evidence for these expectations, with a
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higher degree of uniqueness, along with convincing descriptions of how instrument con-
stituencies influenced policy outcomes. On the other hand, not all case studies establish
equally well how the observations are different from the expectations of other relevant al-
ternative theoretical explanations. A more consistent approach to reflecting on the proposi-
tions and empirical observations can accelerate the development of theory and advance the
broader field of policy process scholarship. This paper also shows that assessing the theo-
retical uniqueness of predicted evidence, as described by Beach and Pedersen (2016), can be
fruitful for case studies that rely on theories of the policy process and add clarity to research
in this line of scholarship.
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Abstract

This article examines the participation of young people in public life. Drawing on expert interviews
and policy analysis, the study explores how institutional frameworks, political culture, and societal
norms shape youth participation mechanisms and influence their ability to move beyond tokenism. In
Finland, the Nordic welfare model, high institutional trust, and established youth policy frameworks
create favorable conditions for engagement, yet reliance on formal representative structures often lim-
its responsiveness to spontaneous or grassroots initiatives. In Poland, the post-socialist legacy of low
institutional trust, political polarization, and weaker traditions of structured civic dialogue contributes
to the marginalization of youth voices. The findings highlight common barriers in both countries, in-
cluding an overreliance on representative mechanisms, insufficient feedback loops, and the exclusion
of marginalized youth. Theoretically, the study reaffirms the relevance of the ‘invited’ versus 'invented’
spaces framework for cross-national analysis and underscores the need for intersectional approaches
to youth participation. Practically, it offers recommendations for policymakers, educators, and partic-
ipation facilitators, emphasizing the need to diversify participatory opportunities, broaden the scope
of youth influence, and foster intergenerational dialogue.

Keywords: youth participation, experts’ views, local governance, recommendations, Poland, Finland

1 Introduction

The contemporary generation of young people is confronted with a constellation of complex
and interrelated challenges arising from global political instability, armed conflicts, and the
enduring effects of neoliberal capitalism. These dynamics have contributed to heightened
levels of precarity, forced migration, and identity disruptions, as youth navigate increasingly
uncertain life trajectories. The neoliberal paradigm, characterized by the valorization of in-
dividualism, economic competition, and consumerist logic, has profoundly shaped the struc-
tural conditions under which youth transition to adulthood (Butler and Coward, 2024). The
COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated existing inequalities and vulnerabilities, par-
ticularly in relation to mental health and socio-cultural development (Radzik-Maruszak and
Szulc-Walecka, 2025). Within the European context, young people face additional ongoing
difficulties such as labor market insecurity, delayed economic independence, and diminished
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prospects for self-sufficiency and psychosocial stability (Berry and McDaniel, 2022; Haikkola
et al., 2022; Honkatukia and Réttila, 2023; Jaatsi and Kymaéléinen, 2023; Mrozowicki and Kajta,
2021). These conditions have prompted an intensified scholarly and policy-oriented focus on
youth well-being and social inclusion, underscoring the necessity of integrating youth per-
spectives into broader socio-political frameworks and decision-making processes.

There is a growing consensus that young people must be heard and actively engaged
in matters that directly impact their lives. However, the recognition of the right of non-
adults to express their opinions on issues affecting their quality of life has been a protracted
process. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), established
in 1989, formally acknowledged the right of children to participate in societal affairs. The
concept of youth participation encompasses a broad spectrum of interpretations, forms, and
opportunities. Interestingly, while some countries adopt a formal approach by developing
public policies and legal frameworks to facilitate youth participation, others favor informal
solutions and democratic experiments (Juusola and Varsaluoma, 2023; Weiss, 2020).

Young people’s experiences of public participation cannot be understood without taking
into account the broader societal and cultural contexts in which they are embedded. This ar-
ticle examines experts’ views collected during focus group interviews on youth participation
in two different settings — Poland and Finland - with particular emphasis on the instruments
for and areas of youth engagement in public life. The experts’ opinions are crucial in this
context because they provide informed, evidence-based insights that can critically assess and
shape effective strategies for enhancing youth participation in public governance, ensuring
that such initiatives are both meaningful and impactful. Additionally, they provide data to
link macro- and micro-level analyses of youth engagement (Von Soest, 2023, p. 278).

Finland and Poland were selected for this study because they represent markedly different
yet comparable contexts for analyzing youth local participation. Finland, as a Nordic welfare
democracy, combines a long-standing culture of citizen engagement, high levels of institu-
tional trust, and well-developed youth policy frameworks (OECD, 2021). Poland, by contrast,
is a transition democracy still in the process of institutionalizing participatory mechanisms,
with lower levels of institutional trust and more fragmented youth policy arrangements. De-
spite these structural differences, both countries maintain formalized mechanisms for youth
engagement, such as youth councils, yet face similar challenges in ensuring that these mech-
anisms move beyond tokenism to have meaningful influence. This contrast-similarity dy-
namic makes Finland and Poland a valuable comparative pairing for examining how political
culture, institutional design, and societal norms shape the level and nature of youth partici-
pation.

The paper is structured as follows: first, we discuss the concept of youth participation
in public governance, presenting arguments both for and against the involvement of non-
adults in (local) decision-making processes. We then provide an overview of the youth par-
ticipation instruments available in Finland and Poland. Subsequently, we introduce our data,
methods, and research findings. We conclude that, while youth participation is officially pro-
moted in both countries, its practical implementation frequently adheres to conventional and
conformist forms of engagement, resulting in ambiguous outcomes. In the context of these
findings, we propose several practical recommendations for policymakers and facilitators of
participatory processes.
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2 Youth engagement in public matters: Overcoming the hurdles

While participation has been a focal point of research for several decades, the study of youth
participation is a relatively nascent field. The issue of public engagement among youth re-
mains neither universal nor a leading topic in public discourse (Bessant, 2004; Tsekoura,
016b). Non-adults are often regarded as peripheral participants in participatory processes
and are less frequently recognized as full-fledged actors in decision-making. Several crit-
ical issues arise within this context. First, it is frequently acknowledged that formalized
decision-making processes, predominantly based on representative democracy, permit legit-
imate democratic participation only to individuals who meet certain criteria, such as age,
experience, or specific types of knowledge. Consequently, the political agency of youth is of-
ten excluded, as their opinions are not deemed politically relevant according to adult-centric
standards (Bosco, 2010; Hakli and Kallio, 2019; Tisdall and Davis, 2004). Second, as a corol-
lary of the above, young people are often perceived as laypersons lacking the requisite social
and political background to effectively articulate their views (McKay, 2014).

Some scholars argue that young people cannot fully exercise rights until they are capable
of assuming responsibility (Matthews et al., 1999, p. 136). This perspective positions them as
objects rather than subjects of policymaking, as evidenced by the fact that most public authori-
ties and NGOs work for young people rather than with them (Lehtonen and Radzik-Maruszak,
2024). Consequently, inclusive governance is significantly constrained. Conversely, involv-
ing non-adults in governance necessitates the careful design of instruments and methods that
enable their meaningful incorporation into decision-making. However, this poses substantial
challenges for elected officials, bureaucrats, and adult citizens, often resulting in a participa-
tory agenda that is built on pseudo forms of involvement, such as manipulation, decoration,
or tokenism. In such cases, young people have little or no control over their participation
(Arnstein, 1969; Hart, 1992).

In recent years, there has been a notable shift in the approach to youth participation. The
influence of international organizations, which have fostered a trend toward the involvement
of young people by grounding their right to participate in public life within the framework
of fundamental rights, has been particularly significant. The academic literature offers nu-
merous arguments in favor of involving youth in decision-making processes. As Mannermaa
(2007, p. 140) notes, ’A person has to train to be a player in democracy at an early age. Each
generation has to study the principles of democracy and civilization right from the basics’
(Gretschel et al., 2011, p. 15). It is unreasonable to expect young people to acquire civic knowl-
edge and skills without practical experience (Hart, 1992). Therefore, fostering citizenship and
creating meaningful forms of involvement are essential for the development of future civil
society (Biesta and Lawy, 2006; Mannermaa, 2007). Young people should have opportunities
to express their views, effect change, and approach issues differently from adults (Matthews
et al,, 1999).

Early inclusion in decision-making processes can contribute to the empowerment, compe-
tence, and connection between non-adults and adults (Zeldin et al., 2007). Additionally, youth
participation may increase their interest in and propensity for community service, political
action, and other forms of public engagement (Bessant, 2004). Youth should be recognized as
a valuable resource for policymakers and regarded as experts who offer unique perspectives
and insights. Moreover, they possess knowledge and competencies that can be crucial for the
formulation, implementation, and evaluation of local policies (Sificzuch, 2015). Furthermore,
youth engagement can lead to more efficient and effective policies, enabling communities to
implement lasting improvements that youth will support (Collins et al., 2016; Frank, 2006;
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Mitra, 2005). Conversely, disregarding the potential of young people as stakeholders in the
public sphere and questioning their role as ‘experts’ in public affairs can adversely affect
the quality of public services and their alignment with young people’s expectations. Addi-
tionally, undermining their social rights may result in the long-term disengagement of this
demographic from public affairs, leading to an irreversible loss of social capital that, if un-
tapped, may accumulate in other areas of public life.

Similar to adult practices, youth participation can manifest in both formal and informal
modes (Bherer et al., 2023). Formal participation is typically associated with institutional
arrangements that are imposed top-down, formalized, and embedded within a specific po-
litical and legal framework. As Juusola and colleagues (2023) observe, most available forms
of participation are tokenistic and, simultaneously, unattractive to young people. According
to these authors, formal participation often serves as a ‘bypass’ to draw attention to partic-
ular groups — most frequently those who are marginalized, underrepresented, ignored, or
diminished. The objective is to create institutional settings, referred to as ‘invited spaces’
within public arenas that address adolescent issues (Cornwall, 2004; Kersting, 2013). The
rules governing these spaces, the degree of openness to young citizens, and, consequently,
the potential for youth to influence the public sphere, are determined by the authorities. As
a result, the functionality of these spaces and the role of young people within them are con-
tingent upon the context and the perception of participation by public authorities (Cornwall,
2008; Tsekoura, 016a).

Therefore, despite the formal existence of participatory institutions for youth, their role in
public life can be diminished or even reduced to a mere facade. Tsekoura asserts that institu-
tions of participation dedicated to young people often replicate the issues found in adult par-
ticipation. They largely ’copy’ solutions characteristic of representative democracy, allowing
only a select few young people who can navigate formal rules to participate in these formal-
ized and institutionalized spaces (Tsekoura, 016a, p. 329). Cornwall (2008, p. 278) emphasizes
that ‘being involved in a process is not equivalent to having a voice’. The mere existence of
institutional arrangements is insufficient to guarantee meaningful participation in decision-
making processes; political will on the part of decision-makers is also essential. Conversely,
informal participation occurs outside the official channels sanctioned by the state, providing
an alternative to institutionalized forms that are often perceived as unwelcome or unfamiliar
by youth. In this way, ’invented spaces’ emerge from bottom-up initiatives that are widely
accepted and preferred by young people. These spaces can encompass a range of activities,
including protests, various forms of resistance to established institutions, and the everyday
routines typical of youth (Kersting, 2013, p. 271). However, Juusola and Varsaluoma (2023,
p- 96-97), drawing on Finnish experiences, note that informal participation, while favored by
youth, is often viewed unfavorably by decision-makers.

3 Youth participation in local governance: The experience of Finland and
Poland

Finnish and Polish self-governments represent distinct governance models: Nordic, and Cen-
tral and Eastern European, respectively (Loughlin et al., 2012). These models differ in terms
of values, traditions, and experiences related to citizen involvement in public affairs (Back
and Kestild, 2009; Lasinska, 2013). These differences are also evident in the realm of young
people’s participation.

Like other Nordic states, Finland has been at the forefront of incorporating youth perspec-
tives into public administration, exemplified by the establishment of the Office of Ombuds-
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man for Children (Law on the Ombudsman for Children 21.12.2004/122). Interest in youth
participation has been prominent in Finland for the past 20 years, driven by two main justi-
fications. First, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations,
1989) grants young people the right to be heard in decisions that affect them. Second, it is be-
lieved that participation experiences at a young age strengthen democratic values and equip
young people with the skills needed to influence politics. Currently, Finland’s structures for
youth participation are outlined and governed by several laws. One of the most significant
regulations is the Youth Act (1285/2016), which seeks to enhance young people’s engagement
in society based on guiding principles such as transnational interaction, cultural diversity,
healthy lifestyles, sustainable development, and environmental respect. The Act mandates
the preparation of a cross-sectoral program for youth work and youth policy, detailing four-
year goals (Juusola and Varsaluoma, 2023). Other laws guarantee the voice and involvement
of young people in welfare and other social activities, including the Basic Education Act
(628/1998, 47a8), which affirms children’s rights to express their views on education, and the
Early Childhood Education Act (36/2016, 7b§), which emphasizes the importance of hearing
children’s opinions in the planning, implementation, and evaluation of early childhood ed-
ucation (Vlasov et al,, 2019). Additionally, the Child Welfare Act (417/2007, 5§) prioritizes
the child’s own opinion (P6s6 and Enroos, 2017). Young people also have the right to voice
their opinions and participate based on the Land Use and Building Act 132/1999 and the Local
Government Act 410/2015. Moreover, the Finnish Government is required to adopt a specific
youth policy development program every four years (Council of Europe, 2011). The National
Youth Work and Youth Policy Programme 2020-2023 (VANUPO) outlines the diversification
of instruments for youth participation and direct democracy for young people (Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2020).

In Poland, the concept of young people’s participation emerged alongside the democratic
transformation and the ratification of the UNCRC in 1989. Numerous initiatives, includ-
ing the establishment of the Ombudsman for Children, have focused on the public rights
of children and young people, although not specifically on their participation in public life
(Brzozowska-Brywczynska, 2021). Unlike Finland, despite the growing emphasis on youth
inclusion and actions taken, for example, by the EU, Poland has lacked strategic solutions and
youth policies that would support public participation (Gasior-Niemiec and Kotarba, 2014).
This omission was also evident in the National Action Plan for Children 2004-2012, 'Poland
for Children’, adopted by the Council of Ministers in 2004 (NPD, 2004). The document did
not address the participation of young people in public life but rather focused on the protec-
tion of their rights, including the right to life and health, education, poverty prevention, and
addressing familial and other life-related risks (Podlewska et al., 2019). Public participation is-
sues were also only minimally addressed in the State Strategy for Youth for 2003-2012 and the
Government’s Youth Social Activity Program for 2015-2016, ‘Active Youth’ (Ggsior-Niemiec
and Kotarba, 2014; Kochman, 2022; Zieliriska, 2009). Slight changes became visible in the
second decade of the twenty-first century when Poland finally developed institutions dedi-
cated exclusively to young people or co-created by them (Rodziewicz, 2016). These include
the Council for Dialogue with the Young Generation, the Youth Climate Council, the Youth
Justice Council, and the Government Plenipotentiary for Youth Policy (Kochman, 2022). In
2022, the Polish government adopted the first national program to promote youth commu-
nity and public activity, as well as bottom-up youth initiatives — the Government Youth Fund
Program for 2022-2033 (Rada Ministrow, 2022).

In practice, youth participation in both countries takes on various, yet at the same time,
similar forms. Finnish and Polish local authorities are required to establish formal participa-
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tory institutions that enable young people to engage in local matters. In both countries, youth
councils (YCs) are the most common and strongly legislated instruments that allow youth to
influence local decision-making. In Finland, YCs represent young people’s views and ensure
their opportunity to influence the planning, preparation, execution, and monitoring of activ-
ities related to the well-being, health, education, living environment, housing, or mobility
of the municipality’s residents (Section 26, Local Government Act 410/2015). In 2017, it was
estimated that 8o percent of Finnish municipalities had such bodies (Valtiovarainministerio,
2017). In Poland, youth councils have been operational since the early 1990s. However, in
2021, the regulations concerning these councils were amended, granting them slightly more
powers. Currently, they consult, advise, and initiate actions at the local level. It is estimated
that around 500 YCs operate across Poland (Wyrzykowska and Zapolski-Downar, 2021). Fur-
thermore, in both Finland and Poland, many municipalities are experimenting with other
democratic innovations dedicated to young people, including youth and school participatory
budgeting (Lehtonen and Radzik-Maruszak, 2024).

4 Methodology

This study employs a comparative qualitative approach to analyze expert perceptions of
youth participation in Poland and Finland. The research is based on two virtual focus group
interviews with eleven experts from both countries, specializing in youth participation, gov-
ernance, and public policy (Appendix). The study follows the Most Different Systems Design
(MDSD) approach, selecting Finland and Poland for their contrasting political cultures, his-
torical legacies, and governance models (Anckar, 2008). While Finland, as a Nordic welfare
democracy, has a well-established participatory culture, Poland, a post-socialist democracy,
continues to face challenges in institutionalizing youth engagement.

For the purpose of this study, ‘experts’ are defined as key informants in the field — in-
dividuals responsible for investigating, developing, implementing, and evaluating policies,
strategies, or solutions related to youth participation (Meuser and Nagel, 2009). Their exten-
sive experience and specialized knowledge provide critical insights into youth engagement
in decision-making processes. This research intentionally focuses on their perspectives to
uncover the complexities and nuances of youth participation, offering a critical evaluation
of existing approaches.

The expert focus group interviews were conducted as an initial phase of the project, serv-
ing as a preliminary exploration before engaging with other stakeholder groups involved
in youth participation. By consulting external specialists (Kallio et al., 2016), the research
team aimed to test and refine initial assumptions, ensuring a well-grounded analytical frame-
work. Each focus group discussion was structured around two core themes: 1) forms of youth
participation — assessing both formal mechanisms (e.g. youth councils, participatory budget-
ing) and informal engagement (e.g., protests, digital activism); and 2) youth autonomy and
decision-making power - examining the extent to which young people influence governance
structures.

Experts were selected using purposive and snowball sampling, ensuring representation
from academia, policymaking, and civil society organizations." Each session lasted 9o
minutes, was transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using qualitative content analysis with
MAXQDA software. The coding process involved an initial set of predefined categories
derived from the literature (e.g., institutional vs. non-institutional participation, youth

! To enhance transparency, an anonymized list of experts, including their country of residence and research field, is pro-
vided in the Appendix.
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autonomy, decision-making power) and was supplemented by inductively generated codes
emerging from the data (e.g., perceptions of tokenism, political engagement, inclusion
and exclusion of marginalized youth). To ensure comparability and reliability, coding was
double-checked by independent researchers from both country teams. Given the scope of
this article, only selected excerpts from the expert interviews are cited in the following
sections to illustrate key findings>.

5 Results and discussion

5.1 Forms of youth public participation

The creation of participatory instruments is determined by the nature of the political system,
the level of institutional trust, the experience of societies in using democratic mechanisms,
as well as other contextual factors (Hruska and Balik, 2025; Willems et al., 2020). At the
same time, experiences across many countries indicate that youth public participation often
mirrors the forms of engagement seen among adults, such as youth councils and participatory
budgeting. The analysis of the interviews revealed differences in the experts’ approaches to
those issues, which translates into different understandings of participation and the use of
participatory institutions.

Experts from both countries agreed on the need for combining formal and informal instru-
ments of youth public participation. In Finland and Poland, youth councils are the primary,
formal mechanism for involving young people in public affairs. At the same time, though
the formalization and institutionalization of participatory instruments may be essential in
democratizing societies, this approach raises questions and doubts. First, one of the Polish

experts drew attention to the purpose of setting up institutions and their role in society. He
asked:

What is the role of the participatory institution designed for young people? Is it meant to be
part of the community or simply a clique that serves to get its foot in the door?

(E2/FGI/PL)

The Poles additionally underline different reasons for creating institutional arrangements.

On the one hand, youth public participation is driven by bottom-up, spontaneous initia-
tives supported by local community leaders, teachers, or local authorities (Vromen and Collin,
2010). On the other hand, top-down and instrumental activities (with political inspiration)
can be observed. Additionally, contrary to Finland, the problem is a lack of a coherent youth
policy in Poland, as one of the experts stated.

In the case of Poland, it is difficult to pinpoint the reasons for institutionalizing participation
mechanisms because there is a de facto lack of a youth policy that addresses participation

issues.

(E2/FGI/PL)

Therefore, there are doubts related to the factual motivation for institutionalization. Sec-
ond, as one Finnish expert pointed out, well-known, formal instruments such as YCs attract
only some ‘types’ of young people. He addressed this problem in the following way:

I also saw that for many people, participants, youth participation actually only accumulates
privileges because they are already very competent young people. They’re very active citi-
zens, they’re engaged in NGOs, in school, student councils, and so forth ... For them, access to

2 Excerpts from interviews cited in this paper have been quoted verbatim, without corrections or editing.
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another channel of participation just means that they’re accumulating political capital, and
social capital and further developing their competences.

(E2/FGI/FI)

In this context, formal public participation includes youth that is already active and ex-
cludes those individuals who are unable to smoothly navigate among established rules and
those who are withdrawn, shy, or come from vulnerable groups and backgrounds (Becevi¢
and Dahlstedt, 2022). Additionally, formal mechanisms can be dominated by a small group of
the most active adolescents, who use them to pursue their own goals rather than those of the
community. Importantly, experts cautioned against treating youth as a homogeneous cate-
gory. Both in Finland and Poland, formal mechanisms of public participation tend to attract
young people with higher levels of social and cultural capital — those from more affluent
backgrounds, with supportive families, or with prior civic experience. Young people from
working-class backgrounds, rural areas, or those identifying ethnic minority communities
often face additional barriers to engagement, including limited access to information, finan-
cial constraints, and experiences of discrimination. Without targeted outreach and support,
participatory processes risk reinforcing existing inequalities by privileging those already em-
powered to navigate formal structures. From this perspective, institutionalized forms of pub-
lic participation may not perform the task for which they were created, e.g., by polarizing
youth, excluding some individuals or groups. Moreover, the institutionalization of forms
of public participation of young people is apparent. Although the number of participatory
instruments is increasing, young people are not involved in decision-making. Youth public
participation thus does not often expand beyond the voicing of opinions. Finally, experts
from both countries are also concerned about the ineffectiveness of institutionalized partic-
ipatory instruments. The instruments are often created for young people without genuine
involvement, leading to their passivity and a lack of youth interest in public issues (Huttunen,
2021). One Finnish expert pointed out in this context:

In some cases, when such venues or activities fail to engage young people, they position
themselves as spectators of society, assuming the role of outsiders.

(E2/FGI/FI)

The above statement pertains to instances in which individuals signal their disapproval
of institutions that they perceive as misaligned with their interests or values. According to
Finnish experts, this dynamic can be observed in the context of electoral cycles: relatively
low voter turnout among young people may, on one level, constitute an act of dissent or
resistance (Antila, 2019; Huttunen, 2021), while on another, it may represent a deliberate and
strategic mode of engagement with public affairs, expressed through the conscious choice of
non-participation (E3/GFI/FI). The search for other, non-formal, and institutionalized forms
of participation may also indicate a lack of agency and the perception that institutional activ-
ities do not produce any results. Another reason is that young people rarely have a chance
to control the outcomes of formal, institutional participation. At the same time, what was
particularly stressed by Polish experts is that both institutional and non-institutional activity
is a prerequisite for young people to be engaged in public life. According to one expert:

If there is no space for activity - institutional or non-institutional - it is hard to look for
activism, or we will simply conclude that young people are not present, disengaged, and they
just do not exist in the public space.

(E2/FGI/PL)
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Finally, the distinction between ‘invited’ and ‘invented’ spaces provides a useful lens for
comparing both countries. Invited spaces — formalized arenas such as consultations or youth
councils — are structured and regulated by public authorities, often reflecting top-down agen-
das. Invented spaces, by contrast, emerge from youth-led initiatives outside institutional con-
trol, including protests, social media campaigns, and grassroots community projects. Finnish
experts noted that municipal authorities occasionally attempt to integrate invented spaces
into formal decision-making, for example, by inviting climate strike organizers to policy dis-
cussions. However, these invitations tend to be selective and often channel activism into pre-
defined, less confrontational formats. In Poland, experts emphasized that invented spaces are
more likely to be ignored or even stigmatized by authorities, particularly when they involve
contentious political issues. This divergence highlights the differing political cultures and
degrees of openness to bottom-up civic energy in the two countries.

5.2 Areas and autonomy of youth participation

The research indicates that not only are forms of participation important, but also the matters
in which one can have a say. In theory, especially in Finland, the legal framework allows
for involving young people in ‘serious’ public affairs. In reality, youth councils have the
right to be heard in various areas of public affairs, rather than influence them (Council of
Europe, 2011; Henriksson, 2020). The analysis of experts’ statements indicates, however, that
in both Finland and Poland, young people are mainly involved in trivial matters. They do
not participate in city planning or designing neighborhood areas, but rather in creating local
playgrounds, planning menus in school cafeterias, or buying equipment for teaching rooms.
One of the Finnish experts addresses this issue in the following way:

We should be able to look more critically at those sectors that young people are able to in-
fluence. Are they the immediate surroundings of young people? Such as schools? And how
well they can influence other issues, for example, urban planning? These are critical issues.
There are limits to what young people can do.

(E1/FGI/FI)
The mentioned Finnish expert added:

I've interviewed mayors [about youth participation], and they usually mention skate parks,
which is an obvious example that young people have expertise in them. But critically speak-
ing, we have talked about skate parks for 15 years. Maybe it is time to talk about other things
as well, such as urban planning, social and health services, museums, and cultural services.

(E1/FGI/FI)
An expert from Poland made similar observations:

If you look at the UN documents on children’s participation, these say that the child has the
right to have a voice. That doesn’t mean ‘childish’ things like playgrounds and so on. But in all
matters like architecture and transportation as well. These are also issues that affect children.
They influence them as citizens, so it’s quite obvious that children should be included. But
here, there are cultural issues and ideas about the child’s place in society, limiting them to
only what they need. So, we limit this participation only to playgrounds. And this is also
important. But that’s not all.

(E3/FGI/PL)

The adult architects of public participatory processes conceive that young people can
only be involved in less important matters (Achremowicz, 2020; Juusola and Varsaluoma,
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2023; Kopinska, 2018) or even discourage them from engaging with public issues (Feldmann-
Wojtachnia et al., 2010). The lack of support for youth participation is expressed, however,
in the immediate environment of young people, such as by family members or teachers. One
Finnish respondent addressed this issue in the following way:

School rules might say that young people can have an influence. But in practice, teachers
might say that, well, you know it’s really important that you participate, but look, we have
the mathematics exam, and you need to study for math. So please don’t do that [get involved
in public matters] and [just] come to the mathematics lesson.

(E1/FGI/FI)

Against this background, experts from both countries emphasize that adults still dominate
the process of youth public participation. In the Polish case, it was additionally stressed that
this is culturally determined, as the division between the worlds of youth and adults has long
been a feature of the country. Such an approach does not build young people’s confidence
or strengthen their sense of agency or ability to influence public affairs. The analysis of
expert interviews also indicates the importance of ensuring the autonomy and transparency
of institutions that allow youth to be involved in public affairs (Jarosz, 2016). One Polish
panelist emphasized that young people cannot be invited or ‘used’ only when adults need
them. In this form, the participatory process serves only adults and is instrumental and a
sham. She addressed this issue in the following manner:

Sometimes, we think we cannot be participatory enough because we do not involve youth at
all levels. That’s OK. We don’t have to involve them from A to Z. But we must be transparent
about this. We cannot say: “We need your insights” And then we don’t use their opinion. It
is not fair. It’s fair to say “we need your insights because we want to broaden our perspective
and see things from more than one perspective”.

(E3/FGI/PL)

As Finland has a longer experience of youth participation (Aalto, 1975), experts from that
country highlighted different aspects of the relationship between youth and adults. The panel
interview analysis indicates that the problem is the lack of cooperation with young people
and the inadequate communication between local authorities and youth. Young people ex-
pect feedback on the activities they have participated in or initiated. They lose trust and
interest in public matters if such information is not returned to them. As an illustration, one
of the experts provided the case of the construction of a local sauna.

Children in early education wanted a sauna in the kindergarten. Moreover, it took ten years
to organize the sauna. And then they were invited to the opening. It was ten years! So, when
we talk about participation, we need to find a way to communicate with young people and
think about the timeframe for activities. It is about interaction and how young people are
informed about what happens when they say something and try to make an impact.

(E1/FGI/FI)

6 Conclusions, implications, and further research

In recent decades, youth participation has increasingly been presented as a ’good thing’ -
something to be promoted and considered beneficial for all members of society (Tisdall, 2008).
This issue appears even more relevant today, as young people and adults face numerous
social, economic, and political challenges. The results of our study indicate, however, that
despite more ’friendly’ rhetoric and a growing number of instruments designed to promote
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youth involvement in public matters, engagement still encounters substantial barriers. These
challenges are visible both in well-established democracies, such as Finland, and in countries
with a turbulent past, such as Poland.

The first problem identified by experts concerns the prevailing approach to the organiza-
tion of youth participation. Instruments dedicated to youth are largely based on representa-
tive mechanisms, with all their inherent weaknesses and drawbacks, including the tendency
to involve those who are already active and engaged (Kiilakoski, 2014). In the view of experts,
both countries lack spontaneous, one-off forms of engagement that differ from permanent,
institutionalized solutions. At the same time, as Kersting (2013) observes, the pace and char-
acter of modern life often lead people to prefer short-term, spontaneous forms of activation
rather than long-term solutions requiring sustained commitment. In both countries, a critical
gap identified from a practical perspective is the insufficient attention given to the organi-
zation of the youth participation cycle and to the communication of its outcomes. Experts
emphasized that young people often expect visible, immediate results from their involve-
ment, reflecting their desire for tangible impact. Yet this expectation is frequently unmet
within formalized participatory structures, such as youth councils, which typically operate
with longer decision-making timelines. Without clear feedback mechanisms and transparent
follow-up processes, youth engagement risks becoming superficial and tokenistic, ultimately
undermining the motivation to participate in future initiatives.

According to experts in both Finland and Poland, young people tend to focus on areas tra-
ditionally associated with them, such as skate parks or school menus. The analysis, however,
shows differences between the two countries. Finland, having implemented a youth policy
many years ago, tends to involve young people in more substantial matters, although actions
are still limited by institutional conformism and attachment to representative mechanisms.
In Poland, shaped largely by its historical development, young people and their participation
are not always taken seriously. Those under 18 are often perceived as being in a ’waiting
room’ on the way to adulthood. Moreover, a gap exists between civic and political activ-
ity: while the former is generally accepted and encouraged, the latter is often regarded by
decision-makers as an area unworthy of investment.

From these findings, three main takeaways emerge. First, there is a persistent gap be-
tween the rhetoric of youth empowerment and the reality of participation, which remains
constrained by structural and cultural barriers. Second, existing participatory structures of-
ten favor already active youth, leaving marginalized groups excluded and reinforcing inequal-
ities (Augsberger et al., 2024; Cushing and van Vliet, 2017; Wyness, 2009). Third, thematic
limitations restrict youth influence to narrow, age-specific topics, rather than enabling full
participation in broader, more politically significant areas.

Additionally, from a theoretical perspective, our study reaffirms the relevance of the ‘in-
vited’ versus ‘invented’ spaces framework for understanding youth participation in cross-
national contexts, showing how political culture, governance traditions, and institutional
trust shape opportunities for engagement and the reception of bottom-up activism. It also
highlights the importance of adopting an intersectional lens, recognizing that youth are a het-
erogeneous group whose participation is influenced by socio-economic status, gender, eth-
nicity, disability, and geographic location. From a practical perspective, our results indicate
the need for a paradigm shift in youth participation, moving beyond tokenistic involvement
toward more inclusive and impactful engagement. While formal structures such as youth
councils remain valuable, they should be complemented by more flexible, project-based, and
informal opportunities capable of engaging a wider range of young people. Youth should be
invited to contribute not only to matters seen as ’youth issues’ but also to significant policy
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areas such as urban planning, education reform, climate action, and social services. Effective
participation requires transparent communication and robust feedback loops, ensuring that
young people’s contributions are visibly acknowledged and acted upon. Without visible out-
comes, there is a risk of disillusionment and disengagement. Capacity-building initiatives,
including civic education and leadership training, are essential for equipping young people
with the skills and confidence needed for meaningful engagement. Finally, a cultural shift in
adult—youth relations is required, challenging adult-centric attitudes and fostering intergen-
erational dialogue based on mutual respect (Lehtonen and Radzik-Maruszak, 2024).

In conclusion, while Finland and Poland have taken important steps toward institution-
alizing youth participation, significant work remains to ensure that young people are en-
gaged not merely as symbolic actors but as equal partners in governance. Achieving this
will require structural reforms, cultural change, and a sustained commitment to inclusivity,
transparency, and mutual respect, enabling youth participation to become a transformative
democratic practice that strengthens legitimacy and contributes to sustainable community
development.

At the same time, certain limitations of our study must be acknowledged. The article
presents only a portion of the collected research material and focuses primarily on expert
perspectives. While the viewpoints of local authorities, officials, and young people them-
selves are indispensable for a comprehensive understanding of participation processes, they
are not explored here and will be addressed in future publications. Future research should
therefore include a wider range of stakeholders, expand the comparative framework to addi-
tional countries, and apply mixed-method approaches to capture both the depth and breadth
of youth participation dynamics.
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Appendix:

Experts from Finland

(FI1) This expert is a researcher and practitioner affiliated with Tampere University. His
work focuses on youth participation, democracy education, and the development of inclusive
public policies for young people. He has extensive experience in both academic research and
policy evaluation, with a particular interest in how institutional frameworks and educational
practices can promote meaningful engagement and civic empowerment among youth.

(FI2) This expert is a researcher affiliated with the University of Jyviaskyla, specializing
in democratic education and youth participation. Her work focuses on the state and devel-
opment of democracy education in schools, with particular attention to how educational
practices can foster civic competencies and active citizenship among young people. She has
contributed to both national and international projects examining participatory school cul-
tures, student voice, and the role of education in sustaining democratic values.

(FI3) This expert is a researcher affiliated with Tampere University. She has research ex-
pertise in youth studies and social policy. Her work addresses issues of social inclusion,
marginalization, and young people’s encounters with institutions, often combining qualita-
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tive research with participatory methods. She has led and participated in numerous interdis-
ciplinary projects exploring the intersections of youth, gender, migration, and social justice.

(FI4) The expert is a university researcher at the University of Helsinki, specializing in
disability studies, inclusive education, and youth transitions. Her research focuses on the
lived experiences of young people in education and employment, particularly those facing
structural barriers to participation. She has extensive experience in qualitative and participa-
tory research methods and has contributed to national and international projects on equality,
accessibility, and inclusive policy development.

(FI5) This expert is a researcher affiliated with Tampere University. His research focuses on
political sociology, youth and citizen participation, and the dynamics of democratic agency.
A key work examines outcomes of institutional youth participation, identifying pathways
such as transformation, accumulation, and exit among young participants in municipal youth
councils and participatory budgeting processes.

(FI6) The expert is a senior researcher based at Tampere University. Her academic exper-
tise focuses on youth engagement, media literacy, and inclusion, with particular emphasis on
participatory media methods that support marginalized or at-risk youth. Over recent years,
she has led and contributed to action-oriented research exploring participatory photography,
multiliteracies, and creative media production as tools to foster agency, social inclusion, and
critical engagement among young people.

Experts from Poland

(PL1) The expert is a practitioner, researcher, and lecturer at the University of LodZ, spe-
cializing in social pedagogy, youth participation, and civic education. Her academic work
focuses on the empowerment of young people, participatory methods in education, and the
development of inclusive spaces for civic engagement. She has been involved in national and
international projects promoting democratic competencies among youth and has published
on issues related to educational innovation and participatory practices in local communities.

(PL2) The expert is a political scientist and senior researcher presently based in Germany,
specializing in local governance, public participation, and democratic innovation. His work
examines participatory budgeting, citizen engagement in municipal decision-making, and the
design of deliberative processes. He has coordinated and contributed to numerous European
research projects on participatory democracy and has published extensively on institutional
frameworks and best practices for fostering inclusive, transparent governance at the local
level.

(PL3) The expert is a professor of social pedagogy at the University of Silesia in Katowice,
specializing in children’s rights, child protection, and the social participation of young people.
Her research focuses on the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,
mechanisms for safeguarding children’s welfare, and the role of education in promoting civic
engagement from an early age. She has served as an expert and consultant for governmental
and non-governmental organizations, contributing to national and international initiatives
on child protection and participatory rights.

(PL4) The expert is a cultural anthropologist and university lecturer at the Adam Mick-
iewicz University Poznan, with expertise in youth studies, migration, and identity formation.
Her research examines the everyday experiences of young people in diverse cultural contexts,
including issues of mobility, belonging, and intercultural dialogue. She has been involved in
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interdisciplinary projects combining anthropology, sociology, and education, and has pub-
lished widely on topics related to youth, culture, and social change.

(PLs) The expert is an Associate Professor at the University of the National Educational
Commission in Krakow, specializing in political science, civic education, and youth political
participation. His research explores the political socialization of young people, democratic
attitudes, and patterns of civic engagement, with a particular focus on comparative and lon-
gitudinal perspectives. He has participated in numerous national and international research
projects on youth, democracy, and political culture, and his work has been published in peer-
reviewed journals and edited volumes.
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Abstract

The article examines the development dynamics of elderly care in countries along the core—semi-
periphery—periphery axis. The geographical scope of the study is framed by international migration
flows, focusing on four countries in Central and South-East Europe: Bosnia and Herzegovina, Slove-
nia, Austria, and Germany. The article demonstrates that, although their development trajectories
vary, these countries together exemplify what Trotsky termed ‘uneven and combined development’.
In addition to the analytical study, we use two variables (from Eurostat and the World Bank) to illus-
trate how the social economies of core, semi-periphery, and periphery countries are related. The two
variables indicate that, while the relative differences between the countries are decreasing, the abso-
lute differences are increasing. The ‘snowball effect’ helps explain the region’s uneven and combined
development, in which inefficient and wasteful social economies — particularly in the core countries -
play a role in addition to economic disparities between countries.

Keywords: long-term care, institutional elderly care, labor migration, uneven and combined development,
Central and South-East Europe

1 Introduction

The shortage of care workers in the core countries of Europe is drawing labor away from
the semi-periphery and the periphery (Arrighi and Drangel, 1986; Vieira, 2018; Wallerstein,
1976). This is extending the ‘crisis of care’ to the periphery (Fraser, 2017). Transnational labor
migration thus inevitably entails institutional and developmental adjustments in countries
where crises of care have newly emerged. This article examines the development dynam-
ics concerning elderly care between the core, semi-periphery, and periphery in Central and
South-East Europe, focusing on four countries in the region: Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH),
Slovenia, Austria, and Germany. These states are linked by inter-state migration in elderly
care as sending or receiving countries, or both.

The analysis draws on previous comparisons of social care systems that examine tenden-
cies, inconsistencies, and developmental trajectories rather than rigid national cross-sections
(Albertini and Pavolini, 2017; Bettio and Platenga, 2004; Daly and Lewis, 2000; Saraceno and
Keck, 2011; Simonazzi, 2009; Verbakel et al., 2023). They analyze social care systems at the
intersection of the state, market, and family and consider various support instruments (cash
and in-kind benefits for care), forms of care (either formal or informal), types of labor markets
(formal, precarious, informal), as well as the public and private provision of services. This
led Daly and Lewis (2000, p. 291-293) to identify two main paths of change in Europe: first,
the market is assuming a greater role than before, and second, cash benefits are becoming
a substitute for formal care. Simonazzi (2009) similarly exposes the two changes—the shift
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from institutional to home-based care and the shift from public to private procurement of
services—and connects them with the emergence of informal labor markets in elderly care.
When assessing public policies from the perspective of gender equality, Saraceno and Keck
(Saraceno and Keck, 2011; Verbakel et al., 2023) also classify social policies along the lines of
(de)commodification and (de)familiarization.

Of the four countries under consideration, studies frequently examine Germany and Aus-
tria, rarely Slovenia, and even more rarely Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Austrian and Ger-
man care models are presented as unique in that they involve a private care model with public
funding (Bettio and Platenga, 2004, p. 101) and cash benefits as a substitute for formal care
(Daly and Lewis, 2000, p. 293) or an incentive for self-support (Simonazzi, 2009). Their care
models have been observed to facilitate familiarization and only marginally decommodified
defamiliarization (Saraceno and Keck, 2011; Verbakel et al., 2023). In contrast, Slovenia is
only briefly mentioned in a group of countries with mixed policies, some of which support
defamiliarization and others familiarization (Saraceno and Keck, 2011, p. 395). Bosnia and
Herzegovina is not considered.

The article presents the perspectives of semi-peripheral and peripheral countries, which
are often overlooked in comparisons of European care models. This approach involves an
examination of care models on the core-semi-periphery—periphery axis. It implies that we
are not simply interested in comparing the four mentioned countries and their care models.
Our focus is on internal sectoral developments, coupled with the dynamics of development
among countries affected by transnational migration. The concept we use to capture both
aspects, the comparison and the dynamic processes, is uneven and combined development
(Trotsky, 2017). This will help us understand the (re)shaping of care systems on Europe’s
margins.

In addition to comparative studies, researchers have produced many reports on social
care changes in four countries. Their descriptions and analyses point to different develop-
ment paths and outcomes in the countries studied (Blank, 2020; Bosch, 2015; Filipovi¢ Hrast
and Rakar, 2020; Hegelich and Meyer, 2009; Jusi¢ and Obradovi¢, 2019; Kolari¢ et al., 2009;
Obradovi¢, 2021; Obradovi¢ and Hirose, 2022; Osterle, 2013; Osterle and Heitzmann, 2020;
Theobald and Hampel, 2013; Trukeschitz and Schneider, 2012; UN Women, 2023; Zuchandke
et al., 2012). It can also be concluded that the modernization of the social care sector is being
spearheaded by leading countries, with others following suit. Similar to comparative stud-
ies, country reports indicate that these changes have resulted in the emergence of welfare
markets, suggesting that the private sector is becoming a significant force in the develop-
ment of elderly care. Moreover, the four countries form a migration chain in which Bosnia
and Herzegovina is a sending country, Slovenia is a receiving and a sending country, and
Germany and Austria are receiving countries (Melegh, 2013, 2023).

Two questions emerge from these conclusions. Do institutional changes create a need
for labor migrants (HrZenjak, 2019)? That is, are institutional developments responsible for
labor shortages in the care sector, not only the usual suspect of a demographic crisis? Sec-
ond, emigration and immigration link national welfare systems and inevitably require certain
adjustments to be made between the systems. This raises the question of the direction of re-
gional development in elderly care. Does it aim to reduce or increase uneven development
between countries?

To answer these questions, the article draws on secondary sources and material collected
during the Transnationalisation of Care for Older People research project. Interviews with
stakeholders, including policymakers, care home directors, and trade unionists in Slovenia
and BiH (19 interviews), as well as interviews with migrant workers in Slovenia (16 inter-
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views), provided valuable information. Fieldwork was conducted in 2022 and 2023. Inter-
views lasted between 30 and 9o minutes and were conducted with the informed and signed
consent of participants. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and subjected to thematic
analysis.

The investigation proceeds as follows. The study commences with Slovenia as a point
of departure for the description of regional labor migration patterns in elderly care, given
its intermediate position. The delineation of migratory patterns furnishes the geographical
framework, encompassing four countries: Germany, Austria, Slovenia, and BiH. The group
includes core, semi-periphery, and periphery countries. This characteristic makes the region
a promising site for applying the concept of uneven and combined development. We then ex-
plain the models of elderly care in Germany, Austria, Slovenia, and BiH. Finally, we delve into
the dynamics of regional development and substantiate our argument by analyzing statistical
data on health and social protection spending. In the conclusion, we discuss the interlinking
of care systems in the region.

2 Migration flows between South-East and Central Europe

We begin our description of regional migration flows in elderly care with Slovenia, where
the financial crisis has triggered the emigration of care and health workers. In 2012, the
sovereign debt crisis prompted the hasty implementation of austerity measures (Breznik and
Furlan, 2015). These measures had a significant impact on the public sector (HrZenjak, 2018),
resulting in wage cuts and a freeze on new hirings. This led many health and care workers to
seek job opportunities abroad, particularly in Austria and Germany. By 2018, the expansion
of private care homes and the withdrawal of austerity measures had turned the problem of
surplus labor into a chronic shortage. Instead of increasing wages to attract new staff, care
homes have filled their vacancies with foreign workers. Within a few years, by 2023, the
share of foreign nationals had expanded to 7.8 per cent (HrZenjak and Breznik, 2024).

Among migrant workers, 60 per cent of foreign nationals working in care homes were citi-
zens of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This was a result of emigration from BiH in the decade prior,
when over 400,000 BiH nationals were looking for permanent or temporary work abroad,’
mostly in Slovenia, Germany, Croatia, and Austria (Cici¢ et al., 2019; Domazet et al., 2020;
Efendi¢, 2021; Jakovljevi¢ et al., 2021). As Slovenian employers generally employ men in the
construction, manufacturing, and transport sectors, care homes started to recruit the wives
of foreign workers who had come to Slovenia for the purpose of family reunification. Fur-
thermore, they incentivized their employees to encourage relatives and friends to immigrate
to Slovenia. With the help of the Employment Service, they organized job fairs in the coun-
tries of South-East Europe. The statistics already show results of these efforts: the share of
women among those obtaining a work permit has risen rapidly, from 1.5 per cent in 2017
to 5.1 per cent in 2019 (Jakovljevi¢ et al., 2021, p. 10). This coincides with the growth in the
proportion of female migrant workers in social care.

However, Slovenia is competing with high-wage countries for ‘labor reserves’ from East-
ern Europe (Melegh, 2023, p. 174). In 2013, Germany concluded the Triple Win agreement
with Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina to recruit nurses and technicians. By 2020, when Ser-
bia cancelled the agreement, 8oo nurses had left Serbia for Germany, and 600 from Bosnia and
Herzegovina, where the agreement remains in force, by 2021. Many more left the countries
individually or via intermediaries. Domazet et al. (2020, p. 147) estimate that 1,000 doctors,
200 specialists, and 2,500 nurses and technicians have left BiH in the last five years alone,

! World Bank, SM.POP.NETM (indicator), period 2011-2021.
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primarily heading for Germany and Austria.

This brief outline gives an overview of the movement of labor between countries. To
summarize, the emigration of health and care workers from Slovenia to Austria and Germany
has caused a labor shortage. These workers are being replaced by migrants from BiH and
other former Yugoslav republics, who are migrating in large numbers to Slovenia, Austria,
and Germany. It is commonly believed that ageing societies draw care workers from less
developed countries with younger populations. Although the proportion of people over 65 in
the overall population varies from country to country, these variations are not that significant
and are decreasing due to migration. By contrast, we will examine care systems closely to
establish whether institutional arrangements themselves generate a need for labor in elderly
care. Before proceeding, we offer some notes on the conceptual framework.

2 The concept of ‘unequal and combined development’

The concept of uneven and combined development was developed by Leon Trotsky to explain
why a proletarian revolution was possible in 1917 in a Russia that had neither the material
prerequisites nor full capitalist development. Trotsky linked uneven development (of sectors
within the state or of countries) to the law of combined development in the introductory
chapter of History of the Russian Revolution. Here, Trotsky explains that while backward
countries imitate advanced countries, they do not have to go through all of the stages of
development and can skip some (which is why backwardness can also be a privilege). On
this basis, ‘a peculiar combination of different stages in the historic process’ (Trotsky, 2017,
p. 24) emerges; that is, ‘an amalgam of archaic with more contemporary forms’ (Trotsky,
2017, p. 25). Some ‘contemporary forms’ may be highly developed, but these aspects are
dialectically complementary to the backwardness in other parts of society.

Even though Trotsky left only an introductory chapter and a few short passages, he
opened up a new field of research. This theoretical potential was taken up by Latin Amer-
ican dependency theorists who, like Lenin and Trotsky before them, were confronted with
the problems of peripheral capitalism. They recognized that they could only understand the
situation of the periphery if they started from the position of capitalist world development
as a structure of the whole into which the peripheral state is integrated via subordination.

This theoretical problem was addressed by early Latin American authors such as Radl
Prebisch, Celso Furtado, Osvaldo Sunkel, and others (Kay, 2011). The historical study by Fer-
nando Cardoso and Enzo Faletto on the development of Latin American countries after they
had freed themselves from colonialism and become independent states suggests that the ex-
ternal links with the world capitalist system (for example, the global demand for agricultural
and mining products) determine the nature of the economy in peripheral economies (Cardoso
and Faletto, 1979). According to their line of reasoning, external influences appear as internal
forces, which shape national developments. Ruy Mauro Marini further defines the conditions
of subordinated development, or ‘development of underdevelopment’ as famously coined by
Frank (2009). He describes it as ‘a relation of subordination between formally independent
nations, in the framework of which the relations of production of the subordinate nations are
modified and re-created to ensure the expanded reproduction of dependency’ (Marini, 2022,
p- 117). In our field of research, this means that national social care systems are develop-
ing interdependently, while external influences, such as cross-border labor demand for care
workers, manifest as endogenous forces. These forces are rearticulated in many different
forms but often create an ‘expanded reproduction of dependency’.

However, they are not necessarily articulated in this way. Justin Rosenberg, who devel-
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oped anew field of study based on the concept of uneven and combined development, showed
the opposite with the case of ‘Chinese shock’ (Rosenberg and Boyle, 2019). The authors exam-
ined Western neoliberal economic policies of deindustrialization and China’s rapid industrial
and technological growth. The uneven and combined development of these two poles led to
negative trade balances, labor polarization, growing inequalities, and, finally, two dramatic
events in 2016: the election of President Donald Trump in the United States and the United
Kingdom’s withdrawal from the European Union (Brexit). Therefore, uneven and combined
development is not unidimensional.

In applying the concept to our analysis, we must explain the method that can be derived
from it. Analyses of social care systems should not be limited to institutional cross-sections
that are frozen in time. Uneven and combined development concerns a structure that pro-
duces unintended results and unfolds over time. We can grasp the influences, reactions, and
adaptations if we situate them in a temporal dimension, where they begin to act in dynamic
(dialectical) processes. This is necessary because our aim is to achieve a complex unity of
‘structural causality’ (Althusser, 2015).

We proceed with the examination of the institutional arrangements for elderly care in four
countries: Germany, Austria, Slovenia, and BiH. Our focus is on the specific arrangements
and overall development dynamics.

3 National long-term care arrangements

3.1 Public support for demand: Germany and Austria

Germany introduced a welfare state in the 1880s to counter the growing popularity of the
socialist movement (Hegelich and Meyer, 2009). The German and Austrian systems are con-
sidered to be conservative, based on the male breadwinner family model (Osterle and Heitz-
mann, 2020, p. 23). While after the Second World War Germany developed an ‘inclusive
welfare state’ (Bosch, 2015, p. 176), in the mid-1970s it turned away from the ‘social market
economy’ (Hegelich and Meyer, 2009, p. 122). In the 1990s, it concentrated obsessively on
reducing non-wage labor costs to below 40 per cent to boost the economy’s competitiveness
(Blank, 2020, p. 112). Further reforms introduced a multi-pillar pension system (2001), dereg-
ulated the labor market through the Hartz reforms (2002-2003), and raised the retirement age
to 67 (2007).

The doctrine of New Public Management aims to reduce public spending and increase pri-
vate funding. It has created a welfare market, including through the privatization of public
institutions (Zuchandke et al., 2012, p. 215). In 1995, long-term care insurance was introduced
in Germany (Hegelich and Meyer, 2009, p. 122). Everyone in need of care is entitled to it, re-
gardless of their income (Zuchandke et al., 2012, p. 217). Beneficiaries can choose between
home and institutional care, although the benefits vary depending on the type of care and
do not cover all costs. This means that families must finance a considerable share of care
costs (about 50 per cent for residential care), a figure which is increasing as benefits have
not been adjusted for inflation. Private insurance companies have caused additional inequal-
ities. Private insurers generate surpluses, whereas public insurers incur deficits since they
insure individuals with lower incomes and greater health risks (88 per cent of the population)
(Theobald and Hampel, 2013, p. 121).

Historically, the German welfare state has prioritized cash transfers, leaving the provision
of social services to charitable organizations (Bosch, 2015, p. 181). Recent reforms abolished
the privileges held by non-profit organizations and opened up the provision of services to
for-profit companies (Theobald and Hampel, 2013, p. 127). This has encouraged private sec-
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tor investment and even the emergence of multinational companies (KPMG AG Wirtschaft-
spriifungsgesellschaft, 2021, p. 188). While non-profit (religious) organizations dominated
before the reform, in 2019, 51 per cent of care recipients were in for-profit homes, 48 per
cent in non-profit homes, and two per cent in public homes (KPMG AG Wirtschaftspriiffungs-
gesellschaft, 2021, p. 186). In general, families prefer home care (KPMG AG Wirtschaftsprii-
fungsgesellschaft, 2021, p. 184) due to the high co-payments for institutional care. If they can-
not provide care themselves, they resort to the use of undeclared work by migrant women, es-
pecially from Eastern Europe, who provide 24-hour home care. An estimated 500,000 migrant
workers are working in households, 9o per cent of them informally (Safuta et al., 2022, p. 311).
Working conditions in institutional care are also difficult, resulting in an above-average em-
ployment rate of 18 per cent for migrants, compared to a national average of seven per cent
(Theobald and Hampel, 2013, p. 130-131). Despite an enormous influx of migrant workers,
the system has not alleviated the chronic labor shortage, with a reported shortage of 130,000
workers in the elderly care sector (KPMG AG Wirtschaftsprifungsgesellschaft, 2021, p. 191).

As in Germany, Austria’s welfare system developed in the 1880s, with social security
also depending on employment status. By the 1990s, the range of social entitlements had
expanded (Osterle and Heitzmann, 2020, p. 21). Although social dialogue and the welfare
state are still strong, ‘welfare chauvinism’ has curtailed the social rights of migrants.

In 1993, Austria was the first country to introduce a universal care allowance. Despite
trade unions and employers’ organizations being against it (Osterle, 2013, p. 164), a ‘cash-for-
care’ system was introduced. The state pays a care allowance that everyone is entitled to,
regardless of income, if they need more than 60 hours of help per month. People in need of
care can choose between care at home or in an institution. The majority remain at home (57
per cent in 2019), with far fewer opting for institutional care (Osterle, 2013, p. 165). Public
care homes continue to dominate institutional care (52 per cent).

The care allowance stimulates demand (Trukeschitz and Schneider, 2012, p. 194), like
in Germany. Given that the care allowance only covers some of the costs, substantial co-
payments are required, except for the poorest, who are entitled to social assistance. As the
care allowance has not been adjusted for inflation, the co-payments for institutional care are
growing. The system thus encourages the hiring of migrant women for 24-hour care in the
home. Since the mid-1990s, and especially since 2000, households have engaged carers from
Slovakia and Romania, as well as from the Czech Republic and Hungary, to provide 24-hour
care in the home, with migrant women taking turns every two or four weeks. Private agen-
cies often act as intermediaries (Aulenbacher et al., 2024). In 2006, there were an estimated
30,000 female informal carers (Osterle, 2013, p. 167). One year later, the status of ‘personal
carer’, who can be self-employed or employed, was legalized. While 27,000 female 24-hour
carers were registered in 2011, by 2015 the number had already risen to 56,000 (Osterle, 2013,
2018) because this is the cheapest option (Osterle and Heitzmann, 2020; Trukeschitz and
Schneider, 2012). As in Germany, the labor shortage has worsened, and it is expected that
75,700 new job vacancies will be created by 2030 (KPMG AG Wirtschaftspriifungsgesellschaft,

2021, P. 44).

3.2 Public support for the supply: Slovenia

After it broke from Yugoslavia in the early 1990s, Slovenia’s first reform was the centralization
of social services, transferring them from the local ‘self-managing communities of interest’ to
the state. At the same time, a ‘dual model’ was introduced, featuring a ‘neo-corporatist’ social
dialogue and a welfare state (Bohle and Greskovits, 2012; Stanojevi¢, 2015). Since the dual-
earner model prevails, family reproduction is supported by an extensive public network of
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kindergartens, schools, and care homes (Filipovi¢ Hrast and Rakar, 2020; Kolaric et al., 2009).

In the early 1990s, the trade unions succeeded in temporarily suspending the privatization
of social services. At that time, there were 53 public care homes in Slovenia with more than
11,000 beds (Hlebec and Mali, 2013, p. 31). As early as 1992, the Social Security Act permitted
private care homes, while in 1999, the Ministry of Labour began to actively promote the
private provision of services through concessions. Between 2001 and 2015, this led to a rise
in the number of private care homes from five to forty (Hlebec and Rakar, 2017, p. 39). In
2020, private homes had 5,476 beds, whereas public homes had 13,501 beds. Over thirty years,
the number of beds has increased by 70 per cent, mainly due to private investment.

Private investments are largely financed by clients, who must bear more than half of
the costs of care. Private care homes are considered to be part of the public network as
they must obtain a concession and comply with standards and norms. The state also sets
prices. However, weak regulations give them considerable freedom in manipulating prices
for services that go beyond the standard, allowing them to charge the same costs multiple
times (Court of Audit (Racunsko sodisée), 2019, p. 103). The monthly cost of institutional care
has been higher than the average pension since 2010 (source: SSZS), making the service less
affordable.

The growth of the private sector had a wider impact on long-term care. As the state
largely stopped investing in elderly care, public care homes had to raise their own funds
for investments. Between 2008 and 2021, public institutions accounted for 61 per cent of
investments, compared to ten per cent from the state and 29 per cent from the private sector
(source: SSZS). The need to generate surpluses has inevitably influenced the behavior of
public institutions, causing them to act like profit-oriented companies. The entry of private,
profit-oriented actors into residential care has impacted the public sector itself, spreading the
effects of commodification throughout the entire field.

Financial surpluses were primarily achieved through reductions in labor standards and
care quality, which were borne by users and workers alike. The Court of Audit (Racunsko
sodisce) (2019, p. 53) found that staff are overworked. In social care, one person looks after an
average of 50.6 users, with only 9.5 minutes allocated to each person. In healthcare, one per-
son looks after an average of 11.4 users, with 40 minutes available for each. Long-term care
institutions are becoming increasingly dependent on migrant workers as working conditions
deteriorate. As of 2019, care homes were reporting a chronic labor shortage. The Ministry
of Labour estimates that an additional 10,000 employees will be needed by 2030 (Ministry of
the Interior (Ministrstvo za notranje zadeve), 2023, p. 14).

3.3 Minimum social security: Bosnia and Herzegovina

The Dayton Peace Agreement created a fragmented state administration in BiH, leading to 13
different social policies. Not only the political entities of the Federation of BiH, the Republic
of Srpska, and the Brcko District, but also the ten cantons of the BiH Federation have their
own social security system (Obradovi¢ and Hirose, 2022, p. 13). People thus have uneven
access to social rights across different entities and cantons.

BiH spends less than 20 per cent of its GDP on social security, which is below the EU av-
erage but comparable to Eastern European EU Member States (Eurostat, ESSPROS).> Conse-
quently, many older people depend on help from family members as services are unavailable

2 But even this modest share is a cause for concern for the World Bank and other international institutions. They are
calling on BiH to cut its social spending (OSCE Mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2012). Although social spending in
the Western Balkans is far below the EU average, Jusi¢ and Obradovi¢ report that the EU is requesting ‘cost containment’
and ‘better targeting’ in the accession negotiations (Jusi¢ & Obradovi¢, 2019: 43).
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or unaffordable, and few women are employed (around 30 per cent). The low employment
rate of women is also a consequence of poor institutional support, ranging from meagre sup-
port for families to the poor network of kindergartens (fewer than 20 per cent of children are
enrolled) (Obradovi¢ and Hirose, 2022; UN Women, 2023).

The modest supply of public care homes has been supplemented in recent years by private
homes, capitalizing on the fact that many expatriates working abroad need institutional care
for their parents. In the expanding private sector, up to 8o per cent of capacity is occupied by
parents whose care is paid for by children living abroad (UN Women, 2023, p. 46). This factor
has driven the price of care far above the purchasing power of the local population. While
the average monthly pension is less than €400, monthly care in public homes costs between
€410 and €460; it is 50 per cent more expensive in private homes, where a single room can
cost up to €770 (Obradovi¢ and Hirose, 2022; UN Women, 2023). While the state covers all
or part of the costs for poor people (28 per cent of care recipients), others must bear the full
costs themselves (Obradovi¢, 2021, p. 12).

BiH has had a low labor force participation rate and high unemployment, noting that the
latter has fallen in recent years mostly due to emigration. Only one in three persons has
a job, and just one in four has a formal job with social security (UN Women, 2023, p. 15).
Due to the high unemployment rate, BiH concluded bilateral employment agreements with
Slovenia, Qatar, and Germany. Economic hardship and political insecurity encouraged 5,000
nurses to emigrate to Germany and 50,000 drivers and construction workers to emigrate to
Slovenia in the period 2013-2019 (Efendi¢, 2021, p. 21). Following the large-scale emigration,
BiH experienced labor shortages in industry, hospitality, and healthcare (Obradovié, 2021,
p. 11).

We examined four development trajectories, including their mutual effects, incentives, re-
sponses, and unexpected outcomes. Germany and Austria can afford to support consumption
with care allowances while leaving supply to the market. The result is that many care recip-
ients opt for the cheapest home care and thus depend on low-wage migrant labor from East-
ern and Southeastern Europe. In contrast, Slovenia supports the provision of long-term care.
Having abandoned investment in the public sector, it now encourages private investment
through guarantees and favorable pricing rules. The result is that public sector providers
have also begun to behave like market players. This has worsened care and working condi-
tions and made the sector increasingly dependent on migrant labor. Finally, BiH provides
basic social security and is a country of emigration. The result is the emergence of private
homes for parents whose children live abroad and can afford the exorbitant prices for care.
This contributes to increasing inequality, which encourages further migration and the circu-
lation of labor between countries.

So far, we have analyzed the development of long-term care systems in four countries,
including the increasing intertwining of these systems through cross-border labor migration.
In the following section, we will compare public spending on healthcare and social care in
these countries.

4 Social economies compared

While comparing social spending between the European center and the (semi-)periphery,
studies attempt to determine whether it is falling, stagnating, or rising (Bérocz, 2016; Ka-
tona and Melegh, 2020; Mause, 2020; Melegh, 2023). Although there is agreement that social
spending in Western and Eastern European countries differs significantly, there is no con-
sensus among researchers as to whether spending is falling, stagnating, or rising, and how
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these trends vary among countries in the center, semi-periphery, and periphery.

We tested these questions with our group of countries from Central and South-East Eu-
rope, to which we added Croatia and Serbia for further checking. The comparison was made
using two indicators: World Bank data on government health expenditure and Eurostat data
on social protection expenditure.

We commence by considering healthcare expenditure (Figure 1), which is at a much higher
level and growing faster in Germany and Austria than in the semi-peripheral and peripheral
countries. In addition, the periods of stagnation and decline are longer. Nevertheless, it
cannot be denied that these countries have succeeded in narrowing the relative gap since
2000. For example, Slovenian healthcare expenditure in 2000 was 33 per cent of Austria’s
and had risen to 41 per cent by 2020. In the same period, Croatia’s expenditure went up from
19 to 21 per cent, and that of BiH from three to ten per cent.

Yet, while the semi-peripheral and peripheral countries have managed to narrow the rel-
ative gap with richer countries, the absolute gap has clearly widened. In 2000, the difference
between Austria’s and Slovenia’s expenditure was US$ 1,114; in 2020, it had grown to US$
2,511. In the same period, the gap for Croatia widened from US$ 1,367 to US$ 3,369 and
from US$ 1,629 to US$ 3,855 for Bosnia and Herzegovina. In short, while the countries of
the semi-periphery and the periphery are narrowing the gap with the European center in
relative terms, the absolute gap between them is growing. In Figure 1, the red arrows at the
beginning and end of the data series display a kind of snowball effect.

—e— Austria
Bosnia and Herzegovina

—e— Croatia
4000 4 —— Germany

—eo— Serbia

—eo— Slovenia
3000 A
2000
1000 A

0l W

2000.0 2002.5 2005.0 2007.5 2010.0 20125 2015.0 2017.5 2020.0

Figure 1 Domestic general government health expenditure per capita (current US$)
(World Bank)

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators, SH.XPD.GHED.PC.CD indicator.

Similar results are obtained when comparing Eurostat’s social protection expenditure (Fig-
ure 2). Here too, expenditure is growing fastest in Austria and Germany, while the periods
of stagnation are longer in the semi-periphery and the periphery. Moreover, the latter coun-
tries have reduced the relative gap between 2000 and 2021: compared to Austria, Slovenia
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has managed to reduce the expenditure gap from 35 to 42 per cent, but at the same time,
the absolute gap increased from €4,827 to €8,709. The same applies to Croatia, Serbia, and
BiH, for which only shorter data series are available. In 2021, Croatian expenditure was only
22 per cent of Austrian expenditure, which corresponds to a difference of €11,651. Serbian
expenditure was 11 per cent, and the difference was €13,362. The two arrows again show a
snowball effect.
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Figure 2 Total Expenditure on Social Protection per Capita (EUR) (Eurostat)

Source: Eurostat, ESSPROS, Total expenditure on social protection per head of population.

Note that when comparing social spending in constant prices, adjusted for inflation, the
differences are smaller, yet the same trends are observable. There are many possible explana-
tions for the ‘snowball effect’. While greater economic growth provides an additional source
of social spending and helps semi-peripheral and peripheral countries narrow the relative gap
(Katona and Melegh, 2020, p. 13), these countries are reducing tax revenue and other contri-
butions in order to compete with low-cost countries for foreign direct investment (Melegh,
2023, p. 183). This, coupled with the fact that these countries are net exporters of financial
capital, profits, and property income extracted by foreign owners, contributes to the steady
increase in the absolute differences between countries (Novokmet, 2017). These and other
factors produce the results shown in Figures 1 and 2. They show that the proportions of so-
cial and healthcare spending vary across countries. Moreover, when combined, they reveal
paradoxical temporal movements. While (semi-)peripheral countries are narrowing relative
differences with more developed countries, they are falling further behind as absolute differ-
ences increase.

Having shown the uneven and combined development of long-term care in the selected
countries, we return to our first research question in the concluding section: Have changes
in national care systems triggered cross-border labor mobility?

INTERSECTIONS. EAST EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SOCIETY AND POLITICS, 11(4): 53-67. (2024)



THE ‘UNEVEN AND COMBINED DEVELOPMENT’ OF ELDERLY CARE IN CENTRAL AND 63
SOUTH-EAST EUROPE

5 Conclusion

Bringing the presented analyses together, we may conclude that the private sector plays a
crucial role in the region’s ‘uneven and combined development of social care’. This adds
weight to the conclusions of the scholars mentioned in the introduction (Daly and Lewis,
2000; Saraceno and Keck, 2011; Simonazzi, 2009), as well as the Eurofound study (2017), which
states that the private, for-profit sector has experienced the greatest increase in the number
of beds over the past decade. This is also an expected outcome of EU policy, which aims for
cost-effectiveness and a reduction in public spending, ultimately strengthening the private
sector. We thus ask what the expansion of the private for-profit sector means for care workers
and care needs.

Germany and Austria have introduced a universal care allowance that requires consider-
able co-financing of care services by families. On the other hand, both countries (notably
Germany) have largely outsourced the provision of services to the profit-driven welfare mar-
ket. The result is that workers are being squeezed by both households and care homes. Work-
ers are responding by fleeing institutional care, which is increasingly reliant on migrant la-
bor. Still, the cash-for-care system has given rise to another segment of the private sector —
around-the-clock co-resident migrant minders. If households cannot afford to buy services
on the market, they must provide care for their elderly by themselves or hire carers in infor-
mal labor markets. This has led to a considerable expansion of the one-to-one personal care
sector, which is the most inefficient way of organizing care, as it substantially increases the
aggregate social cost of care and the demand for workers.

In BiH, private homes have capitalized on the market opportunity that children living
abroad are willing to pay a lot to support parents who can no longer care for themselves. De-
mand from clients with high purchasing power is driving up the price of institutional care,
making it less affordable for people working and living in BiH. This is further exacerbating
disparities in access to care in the region. For instance, while users of institutional care pay
50 per cent of the cost of care in Germany and 60 per cent in Slovenia, most people in BiH
must pay the full price. Weakening social security contributes to emigration, alongside poor
working conditions, such as insecurity and fear of unemployment, ‘wage theft’ by employers
who fail to pay overtime and/or social contributions, ‘envelope wage’ practices, a large infor-
mal sector, and the prevalence of fixed-term contracts among young employees. It is worth
highlighting the following example, which illustrates the poverty trap in which the country
is trapped. While many BiH citizens work abroad temporarily, they are still classified as
unemployed in BiH. This classification grants them access to social security and healthcare,
which the country provides to the most vulnerable temporary workers. The paradox is that
BiH ends up subsidizing the demand for temporary migrant labor in wealthier countries. This
example helps illustrate the snowball effects shown in Figures 1 and 2.

In this paper, we have shown that the demand for workers is not only propelled by the
increasing need for care but also by institutional changes. The private sector, the driving force
in the development of elderly care, has generated an inefficient and wasteful social economy.
There are two central arguments for this. First, there has been a major increase in live-in
home care, accounting for 64 per cent of demand in Germany and 57 per cent in Austria,
which has created stronger demand for care workers. With a shortage of labor, providing
one-to-one personal care is not an efficient way of organizing social services and entails a
significant waste of labor. Second, the profit-driven nature of institutional care puts pressure
on labor costs and worsens working conditions. This has led to the creation of low-end
jobs that local workers tend to avoid, making the industry reliant on migrant workers. This
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system cannot survive unless it is embedded into the uneven and combined development
of social care, with labor continually sourced from the (semi-)periphery. Wasteful social
economies must therefore have a counterpart in countries such as Bosnia and Herzegovina,
where deteriorating working and living conditions lead to emigration.
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Abstract

The starting premise of the following review essay is that recent research in cultural evolutionary
theory has laid the ground for a new paradigm in social theory. The aim of the paper is to briefly
present the basic tenets of this new paradigm based on some recent monographs and other related
publications. Followers of this new paradigm posit that cultural evolution has been dominated by bi-
ological adaptations and individual rational optimisation in shaping individual behaviour and social
structure throughout human history. This review first briefly outlines what economic theory and evo-
lutionary psychology, perhaps the two most influential theoretical paradigms of recent decades, have
to say about human nature. Then it discusses recent empirical evidence related to the assumptions
of these two paradigms, and offers an introduction to the basic tenets of the culture-based social the-
ory currently under construction. The study also presents some specific conclusions from the new
paradigm that could be relevant for the interpretation of contemporary social problems, and discusses
a few points of concern related to agency, direction of evolution, and the role of rationality in cultural
change.

Keywords: social theory; cultural evolution; human evolutionary ecology; review essay

1 Introduction

A well-attended book launch was held at the London School of Economics on 18 September
2023. Michael Muthukrishna, a young professor of economic psychology, presented his book
The Theory of Everyone (Muthukrishna, 2023). Shortly before, in early September, the third
Graeber Memorial Lecture was held, also at the London School of Economics. The topic was
The Dawn of Everything, published in 2021 by the cultural anthropologist who died in 2020
(Graeber and Wengrow, 2021).

Perhaps the most important link between the two ambitious volumes is not the presti-
gious London university that the authors were affiliated with. Muthukrishna like Graeber
and Wengrow, draws many of his important examples from the findings of cultural anthro-
pological research. And, in contrast to the most influential social theories of recent decades,
an important thesis of both volumes is that the characteristics of human societies cannot be
directly deduced from the properties of human nature. And the authors of both books agree
that this is mainly because human nature is crucially influenced by the particular culture in
which individuals live.

Ambitious titles alone do not imply volumes of great significance. However, we know
that Graeber is one of the most important cultural anthropologists of the twenty-first century.
And, according to Google Scholar, The Dawn of Everything had already been cited in 1,500
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scholarly works within a few years after its publication. In the case of The Theory of Everyone,
there are as yet no signs that it will have a significant impact on social science discourse.
However, Muthukrishna has published high-profile papers in leading journals in recent years.
Several of them are co-authored with Joseph Henrich, who heads the Culture, Cognition,
Coevolution Lab at Harvard University and is currently one of the most cited social scientists
in the world (Henrich, 2024; Henrich and Muthukrishna, 2021; Muthukrishna and Henrich,
2019; Muthukrishna et al.,, 2021).

The starting premise of the following review essay is that the ambitious titles cited above
are justified. The volumes relate to foundational research of a new line of inquiry that could
lay the groundwork for a new paradigm in social theory. And the scientometric data show
that this new line of research is having a significant and growing impact on contemporary
social research. The aim of this paper is to briefly present the basic tenets of this new line of
research based on some recent monographs and other related publications. This essay does
not provide a summary and general critique of any of those books. Insightful book reviews
have already been published about all of them.?

The basic tenets of the new approach presented here are published in Henrich’s The Secret
of Our Success (Henrich, 2016). Muthukrishna’s above-described book is both a popular intro-
duction to the theses already put forward by Henrich and an attempt to embed the theory in a
broader evolutionary framework. Henrich’s and Muthukrishna’s research can be subsumed
under the growing disciplines of (evolutionary) cultural anthropology, cultural psychology,
and human behavioural ecology. Currently, Henrich is considered the leading researcher
in this emerging field. Besides Muthukrishna, perhaps the other most promising young re-
searcher is Manvir Singh, a postdoctoral researcher at the University of Toulouse (Fitouchi
and Singh, 2023; Singh, 2018, 2022,?).

Along with Michael Tomasello (2005, 2009), Cecilia Heyes, a professor of psychology at
the University of Oxford, plays the most important role in establishing a new theoretical
paradigm in cognitive science. She summarised her decades of research in her book Cognitive
Gadgets a few years ago (Heyes, 2019).3

It falls outside the scope of a social science-focused review, but in the context of the psy-
chological foundations, Feldman Barrett (2006), who developed the constructionist theory of
emotions, should also be mentioned. She has also summarised her research in monographs
in recent years (Feldman Barrett, 2017, 2020).

We will only briefly refer to Feldman Barrett’s findings, as we will also only briefly re-
fer to the research that laid the foundations for a general theory of cultural evolution (Boyd
and Richerson, 1988; Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman, 1981), as well as to the recent book by
Tomasello (2022) and a journal article coauthored by Robert Boyd and Pete Richerson (Rich-
erson et al., 2024), members of the previous generation of students of cultural evolution.

The new approach has also proven fruitful in empirical studies. For example, many applied
research studies have been conducted using the W.E.LR.D. concept and the constructivist
theory of emotions. These applications clearly demonstrate the significance of this new line
of research, but I will not discuss them in this essay.

There is no direct link between the authors of The Dawn of Everything and the above-

! The Author’s research was supported by the National Program for Sustainable Development and Technologies (FFT NP)
of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (subproject: “Economic and social aspects of sustainability”, PI: Szalmané Csete
Maria).

% See e.g.: Appiah (2021), Clarke and Heyes (2017), Dickins (2024), Fagan and Durrani (2021), Heyes (2019), Kelly and
Hoburg (2017), Roige and Carruthers (2019).

3 Heyes is also concerned with the systematisation of the culturalist approach from the perspective of cognitive science
(Heyes, 2023).
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mentioned group of researchers. However, I consider Graeber and Wengrow’s contribution
to the construction of a new culture-focused social theory to be essential. At several points,
they formulate alternative hypotheses to the claims of mainstream researchers of cultural
evolution, highlighting problematic aspects of the current version of the theory under con-
struction.

In the last fifteen years, a cultural theory-based approach to social research has (re)come
to the fore within sociology as well (Lamont et al., 2017; Small et al., 2010). It is also centred
at Harvard University, where the Culture and Social Analysis Workshop, affiliated with the
Department of Sociology, provides the institutional framework for research in this area, and
Michele Lamont and Orlando Patterson are the leading researchers in the field (Lamont et al.,
2014; Patterson, 2014). This review does not cover developments in cultural sociology, as
current research in this field, which is very important in many respects, is less relevant to
the specific modelling issues discussed here.

This paper first briefly outlines what the two most influential theoretical paradigms of
recent decades have to say about human nature. Then it discusses recent empirical evidence
related to the assumptions underlying these two paradigms. This will be followed by an
introduction to the basic tenets of the culture-based social theory currently under construc-
tion by Henrich and his fellow researchers. I will also present specific conclusions from the
new approach that could be relevant to the interpretation of contemporary social problems.
The review also discusses a few points of concern — mainly by comparing the positions of
mainstream scholars with those of Graeber and Wengrow’s alternative approach. The paper
concludes with an open question which, in the author’s view, poses a key challenge for a
potential new theoretical paradigm in construction.

2 Modelling human nature to understand society: Two popular approaches

One of the classic questions in social theory is whether we can better understand social
phenomena through concepts and laws that relate to the individual (vs. the social structure).
By the end of the twentieth century, this debate seemed to have been settled. The paradigms
that most influenced scientific thinking and public discourse placed individual choice at the
centre of social research. The representatives of these theoretical frameworks believe that the
way to understand social phenomena is through understanding individuals’ decision-making
processes (Arrow, 1994; Coleman, 1990; Elster, 1982; Udehn, 2002).

By the end of the century, the main cleavages between influential paradigms had devel-
oped around assumptions about human nature in general and rationality and instincts in
particular. Namely, the mechanisms by which humans respond to environmental variables
that affect their well-being became a key issue in theoretical debates.

One obvious adaptation mechanism is the natural selection for biologically inherited traits.
The other basic mechanism is the optimisation of individuals’ choices based on their life ex-
periences (Muthukrishna, 2023). There is also a third mechanism that builds upon the life
experiences of an individual’s peers and ancestors. This latter is cultural adaptation. As-
sumptions about the weights of these basic mechanisms formed the basis of the nature vs.
nurture debate in the twentieth century (Heyes, 2019). In the twentieth century, different
disciplines tended to specialise in the study of one of those mechanisms. Here, we mention
two disciplines that focus on the first two mechanisms, as they dominated the scholarly dis-
course on human behaviour in the last century.

4 The author of this paper has previously devoted a separate review essay to the foundations of the new sociological theory
of culture (Janky, 2016).
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Economics. The fact that aggregate behavioural patterns of firms in modern markets re-
spond quickly and well to key, well-measured incentives (Alchian, 1950) was a major con-
tributor to the success of economics in the second half of the twentieth century. The well-
quantified and well-measured associations observed in markets encouraged economists to
develop sophisticated formal optimisation models. The application of mathematical mod-
els increased the prestige of economists, both within academia and among the wider public.
Economic theory thus increasingly came to be seen as the basic science of human behaviour
(Buchanan, 1969; Frey, 2013; Stigler, 1984). By the 1990s, economists had become perhaps
the most important experts and pundits on a wide range of social issues (Szelényi, 2015). >

Evolutionary psychology. For many decades, so-called behavioural economics has sought
to refine the model of individuals responding optimally to a rapidly changing environment
(Kahneman and Tversky, 1979; Simon, 1972). However, the role of rational choice theory
in influencing social and political discourse has been most challenged by the growing pop-
ularity of evolutionary psychology over the last three decades (Buss, 1995). Proponents of
evolutionary psychology emphasise the dominant role of adaptation through natural selec-
tion (Barkow et al., 1992; Pinker, 1994, 2003; Tooby and Cosmides, 1990). As they put it, ‘our
modern skulls house a stone-age mind’ (Cosmides and Tooby, 1997). Behaviour that quickly
produces an optimal response to certain stimuli in the environment is also the result of nat-
ural selection and presumably only applies to certain domains of life.

Certain theses of evolutionary psychology have become important reference points, par-
ticularly for conservative opinion leaders in the increasingly intense debates surrounding
the gender issue (Somcutean, 2024). At the same time, the discourse of wellness, which in-
fluences individual consumption, has increasingly drawn on certain theses of evolutionary
psychology. In particular, the distinction made in those theories between naturalness and
civilisation.

At the same time, evolutionary psychology has not only challenged rational choice theory.
These theses also offer a biological foundation for a model of intelligent, rational humans who
can often respond optimally to the environment. For they assume that, in addition to many
domain-specific instincts, humans also have a high level of improvisational intelligence. That
is, we have very good on-the-fly problem-solving ability and can quickly put together causal
models (Cosmides & Tooby, 1994). According to its critics, evolutionary psychology sees
homo sapiens as an extremely clever chimpanzee (Henrich, 2016).

The classical model of culture. Culture was also recognised by the dominant paradigms
described above. Evolutionary psychology assumes that human intelligence reached a level
in the last 100,000 years that enabled it to build complex civilisations. Since then, culture
has undoubtedly been important in human life. The classical model of culture, recognised
by economists and evolutionary psychologists, is based on the analogy of genetic inheri-
tance. Behavioural patterns are transmitted from individual to individual through vertical,®
oblique,” and horizontal® transmission (Heyes, 2019).

The dominant view of economics and evolutionary psychology is that culture is ‘good’

5 A striking example is the Moving to Opportunity programme, a large-scale American social experiment on neighbour-
hood effects, where the testing of policy proposals based on ethnographic research in the 1970s and 1980s was ultimately
left mainly to economists, who ignored the warnings of their sociologist colleagues when interpreting the data (Ludwig
et al,, 2013). Only later did they change how they measured and interpreted their tests to be consistent with the socio-
logical theory of culture (Chetty et al., 2016; Clampet-Lundquist and Massey, 2008; Rothwell, 2015; Small and Feldman,
2011).

¢ From a member of the parental generation to a member of the children’s generation.

7 From one member of the parental generation to several members of the children’s generation.

8 Taking place between members of the same generation.
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if it allows human nature to prevail. In this line, evolutionary psychologists argue that the
main problems of civilisation are runaway processes. The physical and social environment
has been changed too quickly in recent millennia, with no time for genetic adaptation. From
this perspective, the tensions created by runaway processes can be seen as the price of the
material wealth and physical security that modern civilisation has generated (Pinker, 2011).
Economists tend to see the major problem of civilisation as the fact that collective choices
are often less optimal than rational individual behaviour (Kavka, 1991). Most mainstream
economists typically envisage the path of civilisation’s development as moving towards mar-
ket institutions that ensure individual freedom of choice.

3 Culture and human nature: Some recent evidence

Theories in evolutionary psychology are based on three basic assumptions about human na-
ture: improvisational intelligence, domain-specific instincts, and the general instinct to co-
operate. In the last decade and a half, however, a number of research findings have emerged
that are incongruent with these assumptions. Results on improvisational intelligence also
concern the applicability of rational choice theory.

Intelligence. In the last two decades, a number of papers have been published that under-
mine the superintelligent chimpanzee model (Henrich, 2016). Biologists and psychologists
have conducted several experiments comparing the intelligence of humans and primates. In
these experiments, they used a design in which language and school knowledge could not
be relied upon. This not only affected the tasks, but also the research subjects. Humans
were typically children under school age (Tomasello, 2009). Nevertheless, these experiments
aimed at investigating intellectual skills measured by human intelligence tests. In particular,
they tested the understanding of spatial, causal, and quantitative relations.

Perhaps the most significant study is the Leipzig human-primate comparison experiment,
which tested cca. 100-100 children and apes (Herrmann et al,, 2010). In the intelligence
tests, humans performed very similarly to chimpanzees and orangutans (among whom cubs
perform as well as adults). Only in social learning did they perform better than the apes.
Hence, it seems that human children do not have outstanding on-the-fly problem-solving
abilities.

Along with a large body of research on the schooling effect, intelligence tests conducted
among the Himba people bisected by the border river between Namibia and Angola show that
the increase in intelligence during childhood and adolescence is primarily a cultural product
(Muthukrishna, 2023, p. 110—-111). In a natural experiment, some members of the tribe (who
live on the Angolan side of the river) do not attend school at all. Among them, 18-year-olds
have the same IQ as 6-year-olds living on either side of the border.

Specific instincts. Several results from cross-cultural psychology weaken the assumptions
about domain-specific instincts. Recently, many human traits that were thought to be univer-
sal have been found to be primarily characteristic only of people living in modern Western
societies (Henrich, 2020; Henrich et al,, 2010). The term “W.E.LR.D. (Western Educated In-
dustrial Rich Democracies), which has now become a basic concept in academic and folk
psychology, is a warning that the external validity of a large part of the findings on human
nature in the twentieth century is fairly limited (Henrich, 2024).

9 This is somewhat simplistic in this form. The thesis that collective wisdom transcends individual intelligence has also
emerged in economic thought. For example, this is emphasised in the context of the power of price signals to organise
the economy (Hayek, 1945). But importantly, this argument also points towards the free market, towards individual
freedom. Namely, allowing autonomous individual choices to prevail.
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These results, however, do not refute the general hypothesis of the existence of domain-
specific instincts. They merely undermine specific, middle-level theories. A deeper and some-
what more general cognitive science critique, on the other hand, is provided by the construc-
tivist theory of emotions (Cameron et al., 2015; Feldman Barrett, 2017). The theory assumes
that individuals label the co-occurrence of certain situations and physical sensations in a
culture- and life-experience-specific way. This culturally shaped label is the emotion that, in
turn, helps one to react optimally to the stimuli. The same physical feeling can be interpreted
either as ’I am excited’ or I am very scared’ — with contrasting behavioral consequences.

Feldman Barrett points out that the same facial expression can be associated with different
emotions, and that it is very difficult to recognise individual emotions from facial expressions
(Ekman and Keltner, 1970; Feldman Barrett, 2017). The results of experiments show a mixed
picture, although over time they tend to weaken the universal emotion-expression thesis
(Feldman Barrett et al., 2019; Reisenzein et al., 2013; Tcherkassof and Dupré, 2021). At the
same time, cross-cultural research on the diversity of emotional concepts lends strong sup-
port for the constructivist theory of emotions (Dewaele, 2014; Jackson et al., 2019). Nonethe-
less, these results cannot refute the assumption that universal affects, with universal be-
havioural consequences, underlie culturally diverse emotions (Jackson et al., 2019).

Instincts for cooperation. The results of intercultural psychology on cooperation clearly
weaken the third pillar of evolutionary psychology. Research on cooperation preferences was
one of the most successful areas of behavioural economics in the 2000s. At the time, it seemed
that some moral motivation would be an accepted part of the rational choice model. This
further converged rational choice theory and evolutionary psychology (Thaler and Sunstein,
2009); for an early link, see Cosmides & Cosmides and Tooby (1994) and Hoffman and Smith
(1998).

The most promising models have been based on the concept of fairness (Fehr and Schmidt,
1999). Fairness preference theories assume that people prefer a 50-50 distribution of goods
and obligations. However, Henrich’s research on the fairness preferences of South American
Indians raised doubts about the universal applicability of the model even in the early years
(Henrich, 2000). A later systematic study of 15 small-scale societies showed that the prefer-
ence for 50-50 distribution tends to be more specific to modern Western societies. Members
of small-scale societies tend to be more selfish and more accepting of others’ selfishness in
distributive situations than people living in modern Western countries (Henrich et al., 2001).
Currently, after a good number of models and many empirical tests have been presented, we
arrive back at the same point as at the end of the twentieth century: there is no empirically
well-supported model of universal moral preferences (Cameron et al., 2015).

Cognitive science of human nature. Cultural evolutionary psychology, a new branch of cog-
nitive science, digs deeper and challenges the theses of evolutionary psychology at the level
of brain micro-mechanisms. Moreover, it offers alternative explanations for the evolution
and function of the big brain. Cecilia Heyes, the leading researcher in the field, acknowl-
edges that humans have both specific cognitive abilities and universal cognitive traits that
could be considered part of human nature (Heyes, 2019). However, she argues that many
of these are learned and passed on through culture. She also argues that brain growth has
not been associated with the development of domain-specific abilities, but with an increase
in general computational capacity (Cantlon and Piantadosi, 2024). Quantitative growth with-
out genetic (but with culturally assisted) specialisation may have been an easier evolutionary
path.

Her own main empirical research area is imitation, the copying of physical movements
(Heyes, 2019, 2023, 1993). This is very much considered a basic human ability. However,
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recent findings, including carefully designed experiments with large sample sizes, show that
while parents imitate their children’s facial expressions intensively very early on, infants
only start imitating their parents later (Heyes, 2019, p. 129).

Heyes hypothesises a general statistical estimating mechanism behind imitation that is
also present in animals. This statistical estimation mechanism links the individual’s own
muscle movement to the image of the other individual (Heyes, 2019, p. 129-136). Human
infants are ultimately able to imitate exceptionally well because, on the one hand, they are
greatly aided by older humans and, on the other hand, they quickly figure out the statistical
correlations necessary for imitation due to their brains’ large computational capacity.

The most controversial hypothesis in cultural evolutionary psychology concerns the cul-
tural origins of language skills (Heyes, 2019; Tomasello, 2005). This hypothesis is reinforced
by research that has found a correlation between the technological complexity of cultures
and their linguistic complexity (Henrich, 2016). However, there is unlikely to be conclusive
empirical evidence for or against this hypothesis in the foreseeable future.

The relevance of the cognitive model offered by cultural evolutionary psychology is under-
lined by the heated debate in Al research between developers who advocate the importance
of specific (programmed) machine skills and those who rely on general-purpose models and
brute force (Sutton, 2019). According to one view, machines will be truly smart when they can
not only see statistical relationships but also handle the domain-specific information behind
raw data (Pearl and Mackenzie, 2018). This view is somehow analogous to what evolutionary
psychology thinks about the importance of domain-specific cognitive skills.

At the same time, however, developers are achieving increasingly spectacular successes
with general statistical estimation models by radically increasing computational power. The
recent successes of generative artificial intelligence have led more and more people to believe
that it is not programming-specific theoretical knowledge but increasing computational ca-
pacity that leads to more intelligent machines. As computer scientist Rich Sutton put it in
his widely cited short pamphlet The Bitter Lesson: ‘Al researchers have often tried to build
knowledge into their agents...but...in the long run...breakthrough progress eventually arrives by
an opposing approach based on scaling computation by search and learning’ (Sutton, 2019).*°

4 A theory of the cultural species

The results described above suggest that culture plays a larger role in shaping human be-
haviour than most influential contemporary social science theories assume. Even if we ac-
cept this implication, the question remains: is there a coherent alternative model of behaviour
based on culture on which to base a distinct new social theory?

In what follows, I summarise and interpret the views of a group of researchers who argue
that there is such an alternative model, and one that is more consistent with our empirical
knowledge of human behaviour and social dynamics than the current dominant theoretical
paradigms.'*

Dominance of cultural learning. To understand the rationale for this alternative theory,
consider first the model described above of three mechanisms with which humans respond
to environmental stimuli (individual learning, cultural learning, and biological adaptation).
One can see that there may be environmental changes that are both too rapid for a given

°Sutton and most of his Al developer colleagues believe — in contrast to Heyes’ cognitive model - that a development
path based on expanding general-purpose computational capacity distances Al from human nature.

"For the antecedents of this line of research, which I will not discuss here, see e.g. Boyd and Richerson (1988), Cavalli—
Sforza and Feldman (1981).
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species to biologically adapt to and too complex to permit solving the adaptation problem on
the fly.

Such environmental changes may open the way to cultural adaptation for organisms with
certain cognitive abilities. In cultural evolution, it is neither biological changes nor the ra-
tional decisions of individuals that lead to adaptation. Instead, individuals learn from each
other what a good response to a given challenge is.

Even animals with very simple brains learn from others. Animals with large brains learn
much more and in more sophisticated ways from their peers (e.g., whales, elephants, pri-
mates). It is not only the proponents of cultural animal theory who think that humans are
particularly effective social learners. However, supporters of this theory believe that the
primary function of the big brain is to process cultural information.

Thus, the big brain does not directly lead to particularly good problem-solving abilities
(see the primate-human comparisons cited above). Instead, it helps to store, structure, and
recall information that facilitates the solution of difficult problems.

But there is more here: According to culturalist theory, humans have a special ability to
solve problems that are completely opaque to them. This is what makes possible the cumula-
tive culture that only human groups have. This is a culture where new generations can build
on the improvements made by earlier generations. Other animals cannot do that. This ability
is the key to the development of complex technologies. As Henrich (2016, p. 323) puts it, ‘We
stand on the shoulders of a very large pyramid of hobbits’. But if one describes the model of
evolutionary psychology as superintelligent chimps (Henrich, 2016), one should rather say
that *we are average chimps who stand on the shoulders of a very large pyramid of average
chimps’.

We do not know how long humans have been using technologies that are opaque to them.
In any case, recent empirical research suggests that even today’s foraging people do not
understand technologies (e.g., weapon-making or food processing) that seem simple to us
(Henrich, 2016, p. 99) — technologies that they use to great effect in their everyday lives and
that are key to their survival.

Classical theories of culture imply that cultural learning is primarily limited to solutions,
algorithms, and skills derived from genetically inherited basic skills. According to this view,
logical, linguistic, and representational skills have been shaped by biological evolution. We
learn specific mathematical, linguistic, and drawing rules throughout our lives based on these
basic skills. Most adherents of the new cultural theory, on the other hand, believe that many
basic skills may also have cultural origins. Their acquisition is facilitated by the biologically
inherited ability for social learning (Henrich, 2016). There are even more radical views. Heyes
(2019), for instance, hypothesises that we also learn basic learning mechanisms in the early
years of our lives.

One can conclude that the large human brain, by building and using a cumulative culture,
can respond to rapid and complex changes in the environment in the absence of a) appro-
priate bodily changes and instincts, and b) individual superintelligence. Indeed, the human
brain grew significantly specifically during periods of high climate volatility (Muthukrishna,
2023; Richerson et al., 2024).

Note that when culture provides thinking tools, it also shapes on-the-fly problem-solving
optimisation processes. Rational reasoning is a set of learned rules of logical thinking
(Muthukrishna, 2023) that is subject to cultural evolution (Hong and Chen, 2024). Some
sociologists have long argued that rational behaviour can also be the result of normative
pressures (Lindenberg, 2008). This idea has also emerged in economics following the work
of Rubinstein, although it is far from mainstream (Rubinstein, 2006, 2012).
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The proponents of the new cultural theory do not deny that the pursuit of self-interest is
part of the biologically inherited nature of human beings (Henrich, 2016, p. 109). But they
dispute that the capacity for sophisticated rational optimisation is innate. Or rather, the
separation of rationality and culture becomes meaningless when we learn to be rational.

Dominance of cultural evolution. Much more than the relationship between rational choice
and culture, the new cultural theorists are concerned with the impact of culture on biological
evolution. An important and classic thesis of the movement, which can be traced back to its
founders, is that culture does not simply adapt to certain biological environmental constella-
tions because it can exert strong selective pressures on biological traits (Boyd and Richerson,
1976) — in some cases, much stronger than most environmental factors.

This thesis of gene-culture coevolution is not easy to grasp, and the books reviewed here
do not help by providing formal models or convincing informal arguments. However, there
are a number of empirical findings that support the thesis. We know of several civilisation-
linked, hyper-fast biological changes. These include rapid changes in skin and hair colour and
certain features of the digestive tract, causing large intra-species variation (Henrich, 2016).
The dual inheritance theory, which postulates parallel biological and cultural evolution, is a
major pillar of the new cultural theory.

The fact that culture significantly influences both biological and on-the-fly optimisation
could render the rational-versus-instinctive-behaviour controversy meaningless, potentially
undermining the foundations of the two mutually reflective paradigms described above.

The question is, of course, whether culture complements or dominates the other two adap-
tation mechanisms in the case of humans. Henrich and colleagues argue that culture is the
dominant adaptation mechanism, directly and indirectly. Two lines of related evidence are
mentioned here.

First, theoretical models and laboratory experiments show that the efficiency of informa-
tion acquisition increases with group size (Henrich, 2016, p. 224). The models also show that
the efficiency of information transfer and retention is higher in distributed group information
sharing than in peer-to-peer (vertical, oblique, or horizontal) information transfer assumed
in classical culture models (Heyes, 2019, p. 204).

Second, a stronger, more direct argument for the dominance of culture emphasises the
lack of adult humans’ inborn skills for surviving in non-civilised environments. Henrich
presents tragic cases from the Lost Explorers’ File almost with relish (Henrich, 2016, p. 26). He
recounts stories from this ‘file’ in which vital European explorers fail to survive in a natural
environment rich in resources readily used for survival by locals. And the obligatory example
used in all pop-science books, articles, and podcasts on the subject is the lack of a fire-starting
instinct in humans. This seems particularly puzzling because our stomachs have adapted to
processed food for a very long time. Without processed foods and therefore without fire,
survival is very difficult for humans. And since we have learnt to use fire, many of our
physical characteristics have changed (mostly due to cultural changes, according to cultural
animal theory), but still, the biologically inherited ability to start fires has not evolved.

Human groups as superorganisms. Here we come to an important point. For if human
survival is fundamentally dependent on culture, and culture exists in groups, then human
evolution could be fundamentally dominated by selection between cultural patterns and the
groups that carry them. If the cultural species hypothesis is true, then the agent of evolution
is the cultural pattern that characterises the group.

Indeed, Henrich (2016) argues that human communities form so-called superorganisms
(Maynard-Smith and Szathmary, 1995). A superorganism is a strong alliance of biological
entities that has become so strongly interrelated that it forms a common entity with its
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own agency. And as Henrich puts it, just as cells make up the individual organism of a
living being, so humans make up the agents of a cultural group (ibid., p. 318, Davison et
al., 2021). Henrich sees this as a new type of species, which is why he speaks of a ‘cultural
species’.’* According to Muthukrishna, the emergence of this new cultural species fits within
the complexity-growth process described by Maynard-Smith and Szathmary (1995), which is
a general tendency of evolution.

Then the question arises whether social processes can be understood directly through
models of either rational or instinctive individuals. This reopens a debate about method-
ological individualism that was considered largely closed in the dominant social theoretical
discourse by the end of the twentieth century.

5 Some implications of the theory

In the following, I would like to discuss two claims that might influence our view of important
social problems, and that follow specifically from the cultural species model.

Fragility of civilisations. Some scholars in this line of research point out that human civil-
isation is very fragile (Heyes, 2019; Muthukrishna, 2023). Namely, after a shock that has
somehow interrupted the transmission of culture, there is nothing to build on. This is be-
cause the technological knowledge that we have built our civilisation on over thousands of
years is not in our genes.

Henrich gives several examples of civilisational regression from the records of cultural
anthropological research. Civilisations can lose important technologies very quickly, result-
ing in a decline in their livelihoods and population. One example is an epidemic in the 1820s
that wiped out most of the elders among the Polar Inuit (Henrich, 2016, p. 211) — the best
bearers of technological knowledge in the absence of written information. The group thus
lost important hunting and kayaking technologies from one year to the next. Their hunting
area and group size were radically reduced in a very short time. If one accepts Heyes’ theory
that even learning is learned to a large extent, the prospect of some kind of disruption in the
system of cultural transmission is particularly frightening.

The authors cited here do not discuss it, but it is plausible to conclude that the devaluation
of the knowledge and skills related to the humanities in today’s late-modern Western civili-
sation may also undermine technological development in the narrow sense, along with the
social technologies that hold complex societies together. We do not know, of course, whether
this is so, because we do not understand the contribution of each type of knowledge to the
maintenance of our civilisation. But this not knowing means that we cannot rule out this
possibility.

Group selection and individual welfare. Another important theoretical claim lacks system-
atic analysis in the books reviewed here. Namely, that the physical and mental well-being
of the human individual is sometimes paradoxically influenced by selection between groups
bearing cultural patterns. Situations in which cultural patterns that cause suffering to many
people succeed cannot be excluded. The problem of such a paradoxical type of development
was raised many decades ago in relation to the agricultural revolution (Sahlins, 1972).'* More-
over, recent research has led to a more complex, less idealised view of small-scale societies
themselves (Edgerton, 1992; Singh, 2022; Singh et al.,, 2017). Graeber and Wengrow (2021),

?The idea that the individual is not the agent of evolution in the case of humans is gradually gaining ground in biological
theory (Andersson and Tornberg, 2019; Davison et al., 2021; Waring and Wood, 2021). We will return to this at the end
of the paper.

3The thesis has recently been popularised by Harari (2015).
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considering the internal opposition to the new cultural theory, place particular emphasis on
the problem of individual well-being as separable from collective success.

What is clear is that the process of cultural evolution does not guarantee that human
development will lead to greater individual happiness. As an extreme example, imagine a
civilisation that becomes a strong military power that defeats other civilisations by (also)
exploiting its own population.

As noted before, evolutionary psychologists also emphasise that civilisation can cause
human suffering. But in their approach, this tends to be a psychological side-effect of material
gain (due to, e.g., so-called runaway processes). The new cultural theory is less concerned
with the mental conflict between human nature and civilisation because it assumes that our
cultural brain is highly flexible. However, group selection may result in the very physical
deprivation of many individuals living in evolutionarily successful cultural groups.

6 Some open questions

In this section, we discuss some of the important hypotheses of The Dawn of Everything that
differ from the claims of cultural animal theory. Graeber and Wengrow do not belong to the
close-knit network of authors discussed above. Rather, they belong to the mainstream of con-
temporary cultural anthropology. However, they draw very similar conclusions about the
power of culture to the authors mentioned above. Furthermore, their alternative hypotheses
are somehow related to the basic tenets of cultural animal theory and thus can be well un-
derstood within the framework of the new theory developed by Henrich and his colleagues.
A critical comparison of some of the above claims with Graeber and Wengrow’s alternative
hypotheses could point to important challenges this field of research faces and show why
this is not an integrated theory yet.

Agentic vs. blind forces of cultural evolution. Henrich and Muthukrishna do not believe
that individual rationality is a key factor in making the decisions necessary for survival and
flourishing. They transpose the concept of the blind watchmaker (Dawkins, 1986) to the
field of cultural evolution. Henrich’s illustrative example is the South American Indians’
processing of cassava, which reduces the plant’s cyanide content (Henrich, 2016, p. 97). This
example is striking because the potential effects of cyanide in this context are significant
only in the long term, and when adverse symptoms occur, the Indians would not be able
to identify what substance had made someone sick, much less where it came from in the
first place. In addition, the Indians have no idea that certain steps in their food processing
procedures reduce the presence of certain substances in cassava. At least that’s what Henrich
claims.

Muthukrishna, instead, gives examples from the history of scientific and technical inno-
vation in modern Western civilisation. As he puts it, the persons to whom we associate the
milestones of the scientific-technical revolution were not in fact lone geniuses, but mostly
lucky and diligent experimenters who were the first of many inventors trying at the same
time to identify the processes that would ultimately prove best (Muthukrishna, 2023, p. 145).

These are important examples, but they do not exclude the possibility that in some sit-
uations rationality also plays an important role in optimisation. We may not be better by
nature than primates at solving problems on the fly, but we are no worse either.’* And
primates are highly intelligent improvisational problem-solvers compared to most animals

"Actually, Henrich - based on the premise of the tendency for blind rule-following among humans, supported by the
theory and some human-primate experiments - tends to accept that non-human primates have the highest inborn on-
the-fly problem-solving intelligence.
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(Tomasello, 2022). Moreover, as noted (and as Henrich and Muthukrishna also emphasise),
in certain cultural contexts, we learn the tools of rational thinking.

In cumulative culture societies, of course, many problems are not comprehensible in their
full complexity. But simpler sub-problems can be optimally solved with a culturally enhanced
chimpanzee brain. And rational optimisation could also include rational (vs. blind) experi-
mentation. Graeber and Wengrow argue strongly that humans are indeed capable of seeing
through problems and solving them rationally (including solution by systematic experimen-
tation). Notably, Boyd and Richerson, who laid the ground for cultural animal theory, also
highlight the potential importance of agentic (vs. blind) forces in cultural evolution (Richer-
son et al., 2024).

Contrary to the individualist theories cited in the first half of this paper, and in line with
the theory of the cultural animal, Graeber and Wengrow emphasise the power of group ratio-
nality. According to Henrich and Muthukrishna, however, group rationality is evolutionary
rationality: the individual cannot understand why the solution that has evolved in the group
is optimal. Graeber and Wengrow, in contrast, emphasise the power of collective wisdom,
in which individuals can potentially understand the group’s dilemmas through deliberate
discourse (Richerson et al., 2024).

Henrich, Muthukrishna, Graeber, and Wengrow interpret public debates in pre-modern
societies on technical and social issues through their own perspectives. The Dawn of Every-
thing cites descriptions of deliberative, rational debates — primarily from observations by
missionaries among North American Indians (Graeber & Wengrow, 2021, e.g., p. 39, 45, 473).
Henrich, on the other hand, cites Polynesian anthropological observations that describe bat-
tles of esoteric arguments that are not relevant to the problem as far as we know in today’s
science, and argues that ‘humans are terrible at designing institutions’ (Henrich, 2016, p. 174).
He stresses that, in the end, it is usually bargaining power that determines what the commu-
nity ultimately decides.

Nonetheless, Henrich assumes a kind of bounded rationality in the form of prestige bias.
All kinds of habits of successful groups are readily adopted by communities in crisis (using
all kinds of esoteric arguments as a rationale).

Effectiveness of cultural evolution. Henrich and Muthukrishna are, in fact, borrowing the
concept of the ever-clever blind watchmaker from biological theory. This means that subop-
timal solutions do not last long. Note that biological theory is also divided on the question
of the optimality of natural selection. With reference to the mechanisms of evolution, some
theoretical biologists argue that nature is full of easily accessible suboptimal solutions (Gould,
2010). Note also that the so-called Paris School of cultural evolutionary research also argues
that it is not always the most optimal, but often the most easily learnable pattern that is
spread in society (Buskell, 2017; Sperber, 1985, 1996).

Henrich and Muthukrishna also make more specific claims than the optimisation hypoth-
esis. Namely, in the process of optimal adaptation to the environment, the dominant pattern
of human societies, in the long run, inevitably moves towards increasing complexity. Per-
haps the most emphatically stated thesis of The Dawn of Everything is a flat denial of this.
The authors argue that both cultural attractors (which the book does not actually discuss)
and local optimisation often work against growth in complexity. Where Graeber and Wen-
grow agree with Henrich is that complexity and group size are not deterministically related
to the mode of production. Hunter-gatherer societies can also achieve relatively large sizes,
and the dominance of agriculture does not necessarily lead to large, stratified societies.

Rational revolutions vs. incremental cultural evolution. Henrich and Muthukrishna draw
most of their examples of cultural evolution from the narrowly defined field of technological
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innovation. Graeber and Wengrow, on the other hand, are much more interested in strategic
issues: the choice of the mode of production and the social order.

This distinction is not in itself a theoretical conflict, but it is consistent with the mecha-
nisms of cultural evolution that these authors consider important. When a process can be
modified in small, low-impact increments, individuals and groups can experiment. And it
can be assumed that small differences in efficiency across procedural modes will take many
generations to have an effect through selective diffusion. In contrast, for high-impact dis-
crete decisions, the returns to carefully developing and deliberately discussing hypotheses
about the effects of alternatives are increased.

The reason why Graeber and Wengrow find different mechanisms of cultural evolution
more important than Henrich is perhaps that they examine and select archaeological, histor-
ical, and anthropological evidence from different perspectives. Henrich and Muthukrishna
examine the success of cultural animal groups. Graeber and Wengrow, on the other hand,
are most interested in the well-being of individuals of the ‘cultural animal’. They specifically
look for examples of when individuals and groups have "hacked’ evolution for their own well-
being. Somehow, those individuals shake off what many (but not Graeber and Wengrow!)
see as developed (but the former feel oppressive) social arrangements. In contrast, Muthukr-
ishna presents the assertion of nested interests within the group only as a harmful process
(Singh et al., 2017).

7 Concluding remarks: Bringing nature, the individual, and the critical per-
spective back (again)

Theories organised around the concept of culture have always played an important role in the
social sciences (Alexander, 2003; Lamont et al., 2014; Mead, 1928). However, earlier culture-
focused theories typically distanced themselves from biologically based theories of human
behaviour. At the same time, they recognised the independent validity and even fundamental
nature of these biological theories.

In contrast, the new theoretical framework that places culture at the centre is embedded
in the general science of living systems. The biological foundations of its theses sharply
distinguish it from earlier cultural theories. Moreover, this new approach based on natural
science does not assume that biological, psychological, and social aspects build on each other.
In this theoretical framework, the evolutionary logic of living systems acts together on biol-
ogy, psyche, and culture. And these factors are also interrelated. The concept of the cultural
animal, for example, implies that culture can influence biological characteristics. Thus, a po-
tential new paradigm based on the theories presented here could blur not only the boundaries
between existing social science disciplines, but also the cleavages between the natural and
social sciences.

At the same time, however, we cannot yet speak of a unified new theory (as suggested by
the title of Muthukrishna’s book), but rather of a cluster of interrelated theories.

One of the main questions in the general theory of living systems is the relationship
between individual biological entities and collective entities (Maynard-Smith and Szathmary,
1995). This is also one of the ancient questions of the social sciences. An important open
question in the new paradigm is the level of cultural selection.

The position of members of civilisations with a complex division of labour can indeed be
modelled in part by analogy with the specialised cells of living organisms (Davison et al.,
2021; Henrich, 2016). However, this analogy — as I see it — is far from perfect. Advanced
cultures also impart advanced thinking and communication abilities to their individuals, who
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inherit the instinct for pursuing self-interest and high primate intelligence. They also have
imaginative powers that allow them to consider untried alternatives. Graeber and Wengrow
emphasise the power of imagination particularly strongly. In addition, human individuals
are not physically locked into their functional position in the same way as the cells of other
biological organisms (Davison et al., 2021, cf.). Many factors may determine the extent to
which the cultural evolution of different patterns in a given context is determined by adaptive
competition between societies (vs. subgroups or individuals within societies).

To the best of my knowledge, the study of the level of selection in the theory of cultural
evolution is still in its early stages (Nichols et al., 2024). Yet models that address this would be
needed to build a new social science paradigm on the promising foundations discussed here.
And note that the examination of the relationship between the fitness of cultural communities
and individual well-being is inherently normative in nature. It points to the potential conflict
between evolutionary optimality and normative optimality. Thus, it paves the way for a
critical analysis of social systems — as we clearly see in Graeber and Wengrow (2021).
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Abstract

This article examines the rhetorical evolution of Vladimir Putin’s inaugural addresses from 2000 to
2024 through a comparative matrix and critical discourse analysis. By analyzing five speeches across
his presidential terms, the study identifies consistent rhetorical strategies (commonly emphasizing
unity, national pride, and tentative optimism) alongside significant ideological shifts. While early
speeches foreground democratic legitimacy, openness, and transition, later addresses increasingly
sacralize national identity, invoke civilizational mission, and emphasize moral order. The role of the
citizen transforms from co-responsible partner to ideological bearer of tradition and sacrifice. This
rhetorical development reflects and reinforces broader shifts in Russia’s political landscape, from tran-
sitional democracy toward a conservative, post-democratic model of authority. The study contributes
to understanding how political discourse legitimizes power, reconfigures the public, and naturalizes
ideological transformations. It offers a case study of how language functions as a tool of governance
and symbolic control in contemporary authoritarian regimes, with implications for the study of polit-
ical rhetoric and publicness in post-Soviet contexts.

Keywords: Critical Discourse Analysis, Putin’s inaugural addresses, Russian political discourse, media
control, Russia.

1 Introduction

Inaugural addresses are among the most significant discursive events in a political leader’s ca-
reer, and are consequently often examined by scholars (Chung and Park, 2010; Ericson, 1997;
Kubat and Cech, 2016; Munday, 2018). They set the tone, clarify the agenda, and establish
the rhetorical style for the forthcoming term. Often, they carry enormous symbolic weight,
being more than just political statements, but testaments to the leader’s vision for the future.
This study employs Critical Discourse Analysis to delve into the five inaugural addresses of
President Vladimir Putin, one of the most influential figures on the global political stage, who
has served as the key figure of power in Russia for over two decades, defining Russia in the
twenty-first century, prompting scholars to even talk about ‘Putinism’ (Applebaum, 2013;
Fish, 2017; Kragh and Umland, 2023).

Vladimir Putin, serving as the President of the Russian Federation across multiple terms,
has made a series of intriguing (and evolving) inaugural addresses. These speeches have
been rife with various discursive strategies, reflecting Putin’s political philosophy and the
dynamics of power and ideology in Russia. By employing CDA, we aim to dissect these
discursive strategies and shed light on the socio-political foundations of Putin’s rhetoric. The
choice of Putin’s speeches as the subject of our analysis is not arbitrary. Putin’s political
career, marked by his ascendancy from the KGB to the Kremlin, has been a topic of intense
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global as well as academic interest (Dyson, 2001; Edele, 2017; Knight and Ruble, 2000; Mareeva
et al., 2022; Weiser, 2018; Yudin, 2019). His speeches serve as a window into his political
mind and the state of Russian society. Moreover, Putin’s rhetorical style, characterized by its
assertiveness, simplicity, and appeal to traditional values, provides a rich site for discourse
analysis.

This study, we hope, has significant implications for our understanding of political dis-
course in Russia. By analyzing the discursive strategies in Putin’s speeches, we can gain
insights into the power dynamics, ideologies, and social practices in contemporary Russia,
as well as how they have evolved over the course of a quarter of a century. Furthermore, our
findings could contribute to the broader literature on political discourse, offering a unique
case study of a prominent political leader’s rhetoric.

2 Literature review — Ideological underpinnings of Putinism and elite dis-
course in Russia

The study of political discourse in Russia, particularly under Vladimir Putin’s leadership, has
garnered significant scholarly attention. We shall now proceed to review key contributions
to understanding the ideological underpinnings of Putinism and elite discourse in contem-
porary Russia, with particular attention to recent scholarship that illuminates the discursive
strategies employed in Putin’s public communications.

2.1 Theoretical approaches to political discourse

Political discourse analysis has evolved significantly in recent decades, with scholars em-
ploying various theoretical frameworks to examine how language constructs and reflects
power relations. Van Dijk’s (2015, 2019) sociocognitive approach emphasizes the interplay
between discourse, cognition, and society, providing a framework for understanding how po-
litical speeches both reflect and shape social attitudes and beliefs. Fairclough and Fairclough
(2013)’s dialectical-relational approach examines how discourse is embedded in social prac-
tices, while Wodak (2001)’s discourse-historical approach considers the historical contexts
that inform political communication.

These approaches have been productively applied to the study of political rhetoric in post-
Soviet contexts, where discourse plays a crucial role in legitimizing new political arrange-
ments and constructing national identities (Chung and Park, 2010; Kubat and Cech, 2016).
As Munday (2018) notes, inaugural addresses are particularly significant discursive events
that establish the rhetorical foundation for a leader’s term in office.

2.2 Ideological foundations of Putinism

Recent scholarship has significantly advanced our understanding of the ideological underpin-
nings of Putin’s regime. As Fomin argued, ‘the role of ideology in the Kremlin’s discourse
was not the same in different periods of Russia’s recent history. Moreover, it has varied even
throughout the history of Putin’s rule’ (Fomin, 2025, p. 65). Fomin (2023, 2025) also provides
a detailed analysis of how Putin’s ideology is configured for different purposes, identifying
what he terms ‘two statisms’ in Putin’s rhetorical approach. According to Fomin, Putin’s dis-
course strategically deploys different ideological configurations depending on whether the
audience is domestic or international, and whether the context is one of stability or crisis.
Particularly relevant to this study is Fomin’s examination of how Putin combines references
to ‘rights and freedoms’ with other ideological concepts, revealing the complex interplay
between liberal democratic rhetoric and more authoritarian political practices (Fomin, 2023).
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Laruelle’s comprehensive analysis of Russia’s ideological construction in the context of
the Russo-Ukrainian War offers important insights into how the Putin regime has evolved
from liberal conservatism to radical conservatism (Laruelle, 2024, p. 16-17). Her work demon-
strates how the regime’s ideology functions as a ’relatively consistent and coherent global
view of its political project’ (Laruelle, 2024, p. 7), challenging simplistic views that Putin’s
Russia lacks ideological foundations. Laruelle’s multi-method approach to analyzing the ‘ide-
ological production process’ provides a valuable framework for understanding how Putin’s
speeches contribute to broader ideological narratives that legitimize the regime’s actions both
domestically and internationally.

Engstrom (2014)’s research on Russian messianism and conservative intellectual milieus
offers complementary insights into the cultural and religious dimensions of contemporary
Russian political discourse. Her analysis of Russia’s self-perception as a ‘conservative or-
thodox superpower’ and the concept of ‘Katechon’ (a restraining force against global chaos)
illuminates how Putin’s rhetoric draws on deep cultural and religious traditions to construct
a distinctive Russian identity in opposition to Western liberalism. Engstrom’s work on ‘im-
perial aesthetics’ and the ‘neoconservative intellectual milieu’ further provides context for
understanding how Putin’s speeches resonate with broader cultural currents in contempo-
rary Russia (Engstrom, 2012).

2.3 Media control and public discourse

The relationship between political discourse and media control in Russia has been exten-
sively documented. Gehlbach (2010) and Tolz et al. (2021) examined how state-controlled
media shape public discourse, while Treisman (2011) analyzed how media management con-
tributes to presidential popularity in Russia’s ‘hybrid regime’. These studies provide impor-
tant context for understanding how Putin’s speeches are disseminated and interpreted within
Russia’s media ecosystem. Stoner and McFaul (2015) trace the evolution of Russia’s political
system under Putin, documenting the gradual erosion of democratic institutions and the con-
solidation of authoritarian control. Their work, along with that of Edele (2017), provides
background for understanding the changing political context in which Putin’s inaugural ad-
dresses are delivered.

2.4 Discursive construction of Russian identity

The construction of Russian national identity through political discourse has been a central
concern for scholars of contemporary Russia. Sullivan (2022) and Meyer (2007) examined
how Putin’s rhetoric invokes nostalgia for Soviet-era power and prestige, while Wood (2011)
analyzed how Putin performs memory, particularly in relation to World War II commemo-
rations. These studies highlight how Putin’s speeches draw on historical narratives to con-
struct a particular vision of Russian identity and destiny. Recent scholarship by Mareeva
et al. (2022), as well as Yudin (2019), examines how Putin’s discourse constructs and rein-
forces power relations within Russian society. These studies provide further insights into
how inaugural addresses function both as ceremonial events and as strategic interventions
that shape public perceptions and legitimize particular power arrangements.

3 Methodology — Van Dijk’s sociocognitive approach to critical discourse
analysis

This study employs Teun A. van Dijk’s sociocognitive approach to Critical Discourse Analy-
sis to examine President Vladimir Putin’s inaugural addresses from 2000 to 2024. Van Dijk’s
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model was selected for its systematic framework that connects textual features to broader
sociopolitical contexts through cognitive mediation, making it particularly suitable for an-
alyzing political discourse where power relations and ideological constructions are central
concerns (Van Dijk, 2015).

3.1 Operationalization of the sociocognitive approach

The analysis operationalizes Van Dijk’s model through a three-level analytical framework:

1. Micro-level (Semantic Analysis): Examination of lexical choices, semantic fields, and
propositional structures in Putin’s speeches. This includes identifying key themes, recurring
metaphors, presuppositions, and implications that construct particular versions of reality.
The semantic analysis focuses on how meaning is constructed through specific word choices
and thematic patterns that reflect underlying ideological positions.

2. Meso-level (Pragmatic Analysis): Analysis of speech acts, rhetorical strategies, and dis-
cursive legitimation techniques. This level examines how language is used to perform specific
social actions, including legitimizing authority, constructing national identity, and position-
ing Russia in relation to internal and external others. The pragmatic dimension addresses
how meaning is activated in context to achieve specific political objectives.

3. Macro-level (Sociopolitical Context): Connecting textual features to broader sociopolit-
ical contexts and mental models. This level examines how discourse both reflects and shapes
social cognition, including shared beliefs, attitudes, and ideologies that underpin Putin’s polit-
ical project. The analysis considers how speeches function within Russia’s evolving political
landscape and how they contribute to the construction of power relations.

3.2 Integration of semantics and pragmatics

The integration of semantic and pragmatic analyses is central to this methodology. While
semantic analysis reveals the content and structure of meaning in speeches, pragmatic anal-
ysis illuminates how these meanings function in their political and social contexts. This
integration allows us to examine only what is said (semantic content) as well how it is said
and what it accomplishes (pragmatic function). For example, when analyzing Putin’s refer-
ences to Russia’s history, the semantic analysis identifies the historical narratives being con-
structed, while the pragmatic analysis examines how these narratives function to legitimize
contemporary political actions or construct particular versions of Russian identity. This in-
tegration provides a more comprehensive understanding of how discourse operates as both
representation and action.

3.3 Data collection and analysis procedure

The corpus consists of five inaugural addresses delivered by Vladimir Putin (2000, 2004, 2012,
2018, and 2024). Each speech was analyzed through the following procedure:

1. Preliminary reading to identify major themes and discursive features,

2. Systematic coding of semantic elements (lexical choices, metaphors, presuppositions),

3. Identification of pragmatic strategies (legitimation techniques, appeals to authority,
construction of in-groups and out-groups),

4. Contextual analysis connecting textual features to the sociopolitical environment of
each period, and

5. Comparative analysis tracking discursive shifts across the five speeches.

This methodological approach enables a systematic examination of how Putin’s inaugural
addresses have evolved over time, reflecting and contributing to changes in Russia’s political
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landscape. By focusing on the interaction between semantic content, pragmatic function,
and sociopolitical context, the analysis reveals how these speeches serve as instruments of
power, constructing particular versions of reality that advance specific political projects.

4 Findings
4.1 First inaugural speech (z000)

Vladimir Putin’s ascension to the Russian presidency marked a significant moment in the
nation’s political landscape. His first inauguration, taking place on May 7, 2000, symbolized
the transition of power from the Yeltsin era and the initiation of a new chapter in Russia’s
post-Soviet narrative. The ceremony was methodically orchestrated, reflecting the metic-
ulous care with which Putin has since governed the nation. For the first time in Russian
history, the inauguration was held in the Grand Kremlin Palace, a location imbued with his-
torical significance and national pride, a decision that signalled Putin’s intentions to connect
with Russia’s illustrious past. The ceremony lasted precisely one hour, reflecting a level of
precision that has characterized Putin’s time in office, said by scholars to have been ‘creating
an image that aligns him personally with the fate of the country’ (Wood, 2011, p. 173).

Despite having resigned on the last day of 1999, Boris Yeltsin, the first President of Russia,
was formally invited as a guest and took part in the ceremony as the outgoing president. This
symbolic act of continuity reinforced the legitimacy of Putin’s ascension, while simultane-
ously underlining the significant change that his presidency represented. The inauguration
ceremony began with soldiers of the Kremlin Regiment carrying the Flag of Russia, the Flag
of the President of Russia, a special copy of the Russian Constitution, and the Sign of the
President of Russia through St. George and Alexander Halls. This procession symbolized the
sovereign power of the presidency and served as a reminder of the institutional continuity
and constitutional mandate that Putin was inheriting. As the Kremlin chimes struck, Putin,
accompanied by the Chairmen of the Constitutional Court, the Federation Council, the State
Duma, and the Central Election Commission, made his entrance into the Grand Kremlin
Palace. This entrance marked the formal start of Putin’s presidency and was a testament to
the institutional structures that underpinned his authority. The discursive features observed
in Putin’s first inaugural address are presented in Table 1:

Table 1 Discursive Features of Putin’s First Inaugural Address (2000)

Discursive Feature Description Example from Speech

National Unity Emphasis on collective identity and ‘Together we have achieved a lot, and
shared purpose we have achieved it through our only

own efforts.

Patriotism Appeals to love of country and "We all are the inheritors of Russia
national pride and its thousand years of history.

Democratic Transition Positioning Russia as moving toward =~ *We need a broad base for developing
democratic governance democracy in our country’

Historical Continuity =~ Connecting present actions to “They have passed down to us this
Russia’s historical legacy huge, great state’

Future Vision Articulating aspirations for Russia’s "The main objective of the coming
development four years is now to transform the

potential we have built up into a new
development energy’
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The speech constructs narratives of national unity, patriotism, democratic transition, his-
torical continuity, and a vision for the future. It highlights the ideological implications and
power dynamics embedded in the text, shaping public opinion and reinforcing the president’s
authority.

4.2 Second inaugural speech (2004)

The second inauguration of Vladimir Putin as President of Russia, which transpired on May
7, 2004, closely followed the procedural patterns of his first inauguration. The ceremony was
conducted with a similar sense of formality and decorum, albeit with a few notable differ-
ences. The commencement of Putin’s second presidential term was marked at noon, with
Putin making a grand entrance through a suite of three rooms — St. George’s Hall, Alexan-
der Hall, and Andrew Hall - in the Grand Kremlin Palace. This ceremonial procession, heavy
with historical symbolism, set the tone for Putin’s second term, emphasizing continuity and
stability.

The ceremony was attended by a diverse array of dignitaries, including representatives
from the Russian Orthodox Church, members of the diplomatic corps, and high-ranking offi-
cials from various branches of the Russian government. The presence of these figures under-
scored the broad-based support for Putin’s presidency and the institutional legitimacy of his
rule. The ceremony itself was a carefully choreographed affair, with each element designed
to reinforce the solemnity and significance of the occasion. The oath of office, administered
by the Chairman of the Constitutional Court, was a pivotal moment, symbolizing Putin’s
commitment to upholding the Russian Constitution and serving the Russian people.

Following the oath, Putin delivered his inaugural address, a speech that was both reflective
of his first term and forward-looking towards his second. The address was characterized by
a tone of confidence and determination, reflecting Putin’s growing assurance in his role as
Russia’s leader. The speech was also notable for its emphasis on Russia’s unique path and its
distinct identity, themes that would become increasingly prominent in Putin’s rhetoric over
the years. The discursive features of Putin’s second inaugural address are presented in Table
2 below:

Table 2 Discursive Features of Putin’s Second Inaugural Address (2004)

Discursive Description Example from Speech
Feature

Accomplishment  Highlighting achievements ~ “We have achieved high economic growth rates, we

Narrative of first term who overcame difficult ideological confrontation’

Continuity Emphasizing ongoing ‘As before, I consider that the help and backing of the
commitment to previous citizens of Russia constitute the primary and most
goals reliable support for the President’s work.

Collective Agency Attributing success to ‘It was we who stood firm against the attacks of
collective Russian effort international terrorism and saved the country from

the very real threat of collapse’

Future Focus on upcoming ‘We still have much, very much, to do - for our

Orientation challenges and country, for ourselves and for our children’
opportunities

Institutional Reinforcing constitutional ~ “The President’s obligations to look after the state

Legitimacy and institutional and faithfully serve the people will henceforward be
foundations sacred for me and will be above all else as before’
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4.3 Third inaugural speech (2012)

Vladimir Putin’s third inauguration as President of the Russian Federation took place on
May 7, 2012, following a four-year period during which he served as Prime Minister under
President Dmitry Medvedev. This ceremony marked Putin’s return to the presidency and the
beginning of a new phase in Russian politics. The inauguration was held in the Grand Kremlin
Palace. The choice of venue, with its opulent surroundings and historical resonance, yet again
served to underscore the continuity of Putin’s leadership and the stability he represented.

The ceremony began with the traditional procession through the Kremlin’s historic halls,
with Putin making his way to the Andreyevsky Hall, where the oath of office was to be ad-
ministered. The procession was accompanied by the Presidential Regiment, a unit with a
storied history dating back to the Soviet era. The presence of the regiment, with its disci-
plined formations and ceremonial uniforms, added a military dimension to the proceedings,
symbolizing the strength and order that Putin’s leadership promised to bring to Russia.

The oath of office was administered by the Chairman of the Constitutional Court, a ritual
that emphasized the constitutional basis of Putin’s authority. Following the oath, Putin de-
livered his inaugural address, a speech that was emphasized Russia’s sovereignty, its unique
historical path, and the challenges it faced in a rapidly changing world. The address was char-
acterized by a more assertive tone than his previous inaugural speeches, reflecting Putin’s
growing confidence and the changing geopolitical context in which Russia found itself. The
discursive features of Putin’s third inaugural address are presented in Table 3:

Table 3 Discursive Features of Putin’s Third Inaugural Address (2012)

Discursive Feature Description Example from Speech
Sovereignty Emphasis on Russia’s independence ‘We want to live in a democratic
and self-determination country... where sovereignty is
guaranteed and human dignity
observed’
Historical Destiny Framing Russia’s path as historically ‘We have passed through many trials
determined together and have always been
victorious... because we are together.
National Unity Calls for unity in face of challenges ‘We are one people... we have one
common future’
Responsibility Emphasis on duty to country and ‘I consider it to be the meaning of my
future generations whole life and my obligation to serve
my fatherland and our people’
Civilizational Identity ~ Positioning Russia as a unique ‘Russia’s centuries-long history and
civilization the experience of our ancestors

prompt us to meet these challenges
together’

4.4 Fourth inaugural speech (2018)

Putin’s fourth inauguration as President of the Russian Federation took place on May 7, 2018,
following his re-election in March of that year. The ceremony, held in the Grand Kremlin
Palace (again), was a grand affair, reflecting Putin’s status as Russia’s long-serving leader.
The inauguration began with the traditional procession through the Kremlin’s historic halls,
with Putin making his way to the Andreyevsky Hall for the oath of office. The procession
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was accompanied by the Presidential Regiment, whose presence added a military dimension
to the ceremony, symbolizing the strength and order of Putin’s Russia.

The oath of office was administered by the Chairman of the Constitutional Court, yet again
stressing the constitutional basis of Putin’s authority. Following the oath, Putin delivered
his inaugural address, a speech that was characterized by its emphasis on Russia’s future
development, its place in the world, and the challenges it faced. The address was notable for
its focus on domestic issues, particularly economic development and social welfare, reflecting
Putin’s awareness of the growing concerns among the Russian populace about economic
inequality and social justice. The discursive features of Putin’s fourth inaugural address are
presented in Table 4:

Table 4 Discursive Features of Putin’s Fourth Inaugural Address (2018)

Discursive Feature Description Example from Speech
Modernization Focus on technological and ‘A new quality of life, wellbeing,
economic development security, and health for the people...

this is what constitutes the main
focus of our policies.

Patriotic Duty Framing service to Russia as moral ‘I believe that it is my duty and the
obligation meaning of my whole life to do
everything for Russia, for its present
and future’
Global Position Asserting Russia’s role on world ‘Russia is a strong, active, influential
stage participant in international life’
Continuity and Change Balancing tradition with progress ‘We need breakthroughs in all areas
of life... drawing strength from our
great history’
Citizen Welfare Emphasis on improving living ‘The wellbeing of our citizens and
standards the security of our Motherland are
inextricably linked.

4.5 Fifth inaugural speech (2024)

Putin’s fifth inauguration as President of the Russian Federation took place on May 7, 2024,
following his re-election in March of that year. The ceremony, held in the Grand Kremlin
Palace, maintained the traditional format established in previous inaugurations, while also
reflecting the evolving political context in Russia and internationally. The inauguration be-
gan with the customary procession through the Kremlin’s historic halls, with Putin making
his way to the Andreyevsky Hall for the oath of office, accompanied by the Presidential Reg-
iment.

The oath of office was once again administered by the Chairman of the Constitutional
Court, still maintaining the constitutional formality that has characterized all of Putin’s in-
augurations. Following the oath, Putin delivered his inaugural address, which emphasized
Russia’s sovereignty, its historical mission, and its position in a changing global order. The
speech reflected the geopolitical tensions that have defined Putin’s recent years in office,
particularly following Russia’s military actions in Ukraine and the resulting international
sanctions.

The address was characterized by a more defiant tone than previous speeches, with Putin
emphasizing Russia’s resilience in the face of external pressures and its determination to
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chart its own course. There was a strong stress on national unity and patriotism, with Putin
calling on Russians to stand together in defense of their country’s interests and values. The
speech also contained references to Russia’s historical experiences, particularly its victory in
World War II, which Putin used to frame contemporary challenges as part of a continuing
struggle for national survival and dignity. The discursive features of Putin’s fifth inaugural
address are presented in Table 5:

Table 5 Discursive features of Putin’s fifth inaugural address (2024)

Discursive Feature
Defiance

Description
Resistance to external pressure and
criticism

Example from Speech
“The President’s obligations to look
after the state and faithfully serve the

people will henceforward be sacred for
me and will be above all else as before.
Historical Resilience

Framing current challenges through “The people of Russia demonstrated

historical lens their best qualities as patriots and
citizens during these critical moments.
Sovereignty

Emphasis on Russia’s independence ‘Together we have made our

and self-determination Motherland a country that is open to
the world, a country that seeks broad
and equal cooperation, a country that
has strengthened its positions on the
international stage’

‘We all are the inheritors of Russia and

Traditional Values Defense of Russian cultural and moral

traditions its thousand years of history, the
inheritors of this land that has given
birth to exceptional sons and
daughters, workers, warriors, and

creators.

In this fifth inaugural address, Putin continues to emphasize themes of national unity and
patriotism, but with a now more pronounced focus on Russia’s sovereignty and resistance to
external pressures. The speech reflects the increasingly tense international environment in
which Russia operates, with Putin positioning himself as the defender of Russian interests
and values against foreign interference. The address also reveals a deepening of the conser-
vative, nationalist rhetoric that has characterized Putin’s later terms, with greater emphasis
on traditional values and Russia’s distinct civilizational identity.

Having identified key discursive features in all five speeches, we can proceed towards a
comparative analysis.

5 Comparative analysis — evolution of Putin’s discursive strategies (2000-
2024)

A comparative analysis of Vladimir Putin’s five inaugural addresses reveals both continuities
and significant shifts in his discursive strategies over the past two decades. Herein, we exam-
ine the evolution of key themes and rhetorical approaches across these speeches, highlighting
how they reflect and reinforce broader changes in Russia’s political landscape.
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5.1 Shifting conceptions of democracy and governance

Putin’s conception of democracy and governance has undergone a transformation across his
inaugural addresses. In his first speech (2000), Putin emphasized the importance of develop-
ing democracy and strengthening civil society, stating: "We need a broad base for develop-
ing democracy in our country and for continuing the transformations we have begun.” This
rhetoric positioned Russia as a transitional democracy moving toward greater openness and
pluralism.

By his third and fourth speeches (2012, 2018), however, the conception of democracy
had shifted significantly. Democracy became increasingly framed in terms of national
sovereignty and Russia’s unique historical path, rather than in terms of liberal democratic
institutions or practices. As Fomin (2023) notes, Putin strategically combines references to
‘rights and freedoms’ with nationalist and statist concepts, creating a hybrid discourse that
maintains democratic terminology while emptying it of liberal content.

In his fifth speech (2024), the emphasis on Russia’s sovereign path is even more pro-
nounced, with democracy now firmly subordinated to notions of national unity and tradi-
tional values. This evolution aligns with Laruelle’s (2024) observation that the Putin regime
has moved from ‘liberal conservatism to radical conservatism’, with an increasingly assertive
rejection of Western liberal democratic models.

5.2 The evolving role of the citizen

The construction of citizenship and the relationship between the state and the individual
have also evolved significantly across Putin’s inaugural addresses. In his early speeches,
citizens are portrayed as active participants in Russia’s development, with Putin stating in
2000: ‘Only free people in a free country can be genuinely successful’ This framing suggests
a partnership between state and society, with citizens having agency and responsibility in
shaping Russia’s future.

In later speeches, particularly from 2012 onward, the citizen is increasingly constructed as
a bearer of national tradition and values, with individual freedoms subordinated to collective
national interests. By 2018, Putin’s rhetoric emphasizes patriotic duty and sacrifice for the
motherland: ‘T believe that it is my duty and the meaning of my whole life to do everything
for Russia, for its present and future’

The 2024 speech further consolidates this shift, with citizenship now firmly tied to pa-
triotism and loyalty to the state. This evolution reflects what Engstrom (2014) describes as
Russia’s self-perception as a ‘conservative orthodox superpower’, where individual identity
is subordinated to a collective national mission.

5.3 From openness to civilizational distinctiveness

Perhaps the most striking evolution in Putin’s inaugural rhetoric is the shift from empha-
sizing Russia’s openness to the world to asserting its civilizational distinctiveness. In 2000,
Putin described Russia as ‘a country that is open to the world, a country that seeks broad and
equal cooperation’. This framing positioned Russia as seeking integration with the global
community and international norms.

By 2012, however, this rhetoric had shifted toward emphasizing Russia’s unique histori-
cal path and civilizational identity. Putin increasingly framed Russia as a distinct civilization
with its own values and traditions, rather than as a country converging with global (particu-
larly Western) norms and practices.
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The 2024 speech represents the culmination of this trend, with Putin explicitly position-
ing Russia as a defender of traditional values against external forces. This evolution aligns
with what Laruelle (2024) identifies as the regime’s increasingly coherent ideological project,
which positions Russia as a civilizational alternative to Western liberalism.

5.4 Rhetorical strategies and legitimation techniques

The rhetorical strategies and legitimation techniques employed in Putin’s inaugural addresses
have also evolved over time. Early speeches relied heavily on pragmatic legitimation, em-
phasizing economic growth, stability, and improved living standards as the basis for Putin’s
authority. As Wood (2011) notes, Putin initially constructed his image as a technocratic man-
ager who could deliver practical results for the Russian people.

Later speeches, particularly from 2012 onward, increasingly employ moral and histori-
cal legitimation, appealing to traditional values, Russia’s historical mission, and its unique
civilizational identity. By 2018 and 2024, Putin’s rhetoric draws heavily on what Engstréom
identifies as ‘imperial aesthetics’, with frequent references to Russia’s imperial and Soviet
past as sources of national pride and legitimacy.

This shift in legitimation strategies reflects the regime’s adaptation to changing circum-
stances, particularly the economic challenges that have made pragmatic legitimation less
effective. Putin’s 'two statisms’ (Fomin, 2025) allow for flexible ideological configurations
depending on the context, wherein there is ‘patriotic statism, which places the state as the
ultimate value that requires citizens to make sacrifices for it, and welfare statism, which
imagines the state as a provider of people’s well-being’ (Fomin, 2025, p. 65).

5.5 Conclusion of comparative analysis

The comparative analysis of Putin’s five inaugural addresses reveals a clear trajectory in his
discursive strategies. From initially positioning Russia as a transitional democracy seeking
integration with global norms, Putin’s rhetoric has evolved to construct Russia as a distinct
civilization with its own values and historical mission. This evolution reflects and reinforces
broader shifts in Russia’s political landscape, from the relative openness of the early 2000s to
the increasingly authoritarian and nationalist orientation of recent years. As Laruelle (2024)
argues, this shift represents the development of a coherent ideological project that positions
Russia as a conservative alternative to Western liberalism. Putin’s inaugural addresses have
played a crucial role in articulating and legitimizing this project, using discursive strategies
to naturalize ideological transformations and reconfigure the relationship between state and
society in Russia.

6 Conclusion

This critical discourse analysis of Vladimir Putin’s five inaugural addresses (2000-2024) re-
veals an evolution in his rhetorical strategies and ideological positioning over more than
two decades in power. The study demonstrates how Putin’s discourse has shifted from em-
phasizing democratic transition and openness to the world toward increasingly asserting
Russia’s civilizational distinctiveness and traditional values. This rhetorical transformation
both reflects and reinforces broader changes in Russia’s political landscape, from the relative
pluralism of the early 2000s to the more authoritarian and nationalist orientation of recent
years.

The analysis confirms Fomin’s (2023, 2025) observation that Putin’s ideology is strategi-
cally configured for different purposes, with welfare statism and patriotic statism deployed
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flexibly depending on the context. In periods of stability, Putin’s rhetoric emphasizes prag-
matic concerns such as economic development and improved living standards. During crises
or periods of international tension, his discourse shifts toward patriotic statism, emphasizing
national unity, historical resilience, and resistance to external pressure.

Similarly, the study supports Laruelle (2024)’s argument that the Putin regime has evolved
from ‘liberal conservatism to radical conservatism’, with an increasingly coherent ideological
project that positions Russia as a conservative alternative to Western liberalism. This evolu-
tion is evident in the shifting conceptions of democracy, citizenship, and Russia’s place in
the world across Putin’s inaugural addresses. What began as a relatively conventional post-
Soviet transition narrative has developed into a distinctive ideological vision that combines
elements of imperial nostalgia, Orthodox traditionalism, and anti-Western sentiment.

The analysis also confirms Engstrom (2014)’s insights regarding the cultural and religious
dimensions of contemporary Russian political discourse. Putin’s later speeches increasingly
draw on notions of Russia as a ‘conservative orthodox superpower’ and employ what En-
gstrom terms ‘imperial aesthetics’ to construct a distinctive Russian identity in opposition to
Western liberalism. This cultural framing serves to legitimize Putin’s authority and policies
by positioning them within a broader civilizational narrative.

From a methodological perspective, the study demonstrates the value of Van Dijk’s so-
ciocognitive approach to critical discourse analysis for examining political rhetoric. By inte-
grating semantic and pragmatic analyses with attention to the broader sociopolitical context,
the study reveals how Putin’s speeches function as instruments of power, constructing par-
ticular versions of reality that advance specific political projects. The three-level analytical
framework (micro, meso, and macro) provides a comprehensive understanding of how dis-
course operates as both representation and action in the political sphere.

The findings have significant implications for understanding political discourse in contem-
porary Russia and authoritarian regimes more broadly. Putin’s inaugural addresses reveal
how language functions as a tool of governance and symbolic control, legitimizing power,
reconfiguring the public, and naturalizing ideological transformations. The study highlights
the importance of attending to the discursive dimensions of political power, particularly in
contexts where formal democratic institutions may mask more authoritarian realities.

A potentially important avenue for further research concerns the interaction between
Western political discourse and the evolution of Putin’s own rhetorical positioning. As
demonstrated in the analysis, Putin’s early presidential discourse was neither overtly ultra-
nationalist nor explicitly anti-Western; rather, it was largely technocratic and, at least
rhetorically, open to cooperation with the international community. Over time, however,
this discourse shifted toward a more pronounced emphasis on sovereignty, civilizational
distinctiveness, and resistance to external pressure.

This transformation coincided with increasingly antagonistic representations of Putin in
Western political discourse, where he was frequently framed in highly moralized and histor-
ically charged terms. For instance, David Cameron compared him to Hitler (Traynor and
MacAskill, 2014), while Boris Johnson made a similar comparison in 2018 (Withnall, 2018).
Comparable analogies and characterizations have also been employed by figures such as
Hillary Clinton, Marco Rubio, Zbigniew Brzezinski, John Baird, Stephen Harper, Jonathan
Eyal, and John McCain (Blake, 2014). While the present study does not establish a direct
causal relationship, such external discursive constructions may have contributed to a pro-
cess of mutual reinforcement, in which Western “othering” of Russia and Putin’s own civ-
ilizational rhetoric became progressively aligned. From a sociocognitive perspective, such
dynamics can be understood as interacting discourses that shape political identities and le-
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gitimation strategies across contexts.

Rather than suggesting that Western actors “created” the ideological trajectory observed,
a more precise interpretation is that external antagonistic framing may have functioned as
one of several reinforcing conditions under which Putin’s rhetoric shifted toward a more
explicitly conservative and anti-Western orientation. A systematic analysis of this potential
feedback loop between internal and external political discourse would represent a valuable
direction for future research.This critical discourse analysis of Putin’s inaugural addresses has
offered a window into the evolving nature of political authority in Russia and the discursive
strategies through which it is constructed and maintained. By tracing the rhetorical shifts
across five speeches spanning more than two decades, we hope that the study contributes to
our understanding of how political discourse legitimizes power and shapes public perceptions
in contemporary authoritarian regimes.
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Abstract

The Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 has had a significant impact on governments and
civil society in Europe. In response, the European Union (EU) implemented sanctions to weaken Russia
and support Ukraine. This study examines the attitudes of European citizens towards these measures,
using data from the 98th Eurobarometer (Winter 2022—-23). These attitudes are measured using the
Fuzzy-Hybrid TOPSIS methodology, which considers socioeconomic variables such as country, age,
gender, political orientation, and location of residence. Additional factors, such as interest in local,
national, and European issues, political engagement, perceptions of personal and national economic
situations, and views on the EU, were also included in the analysis. Overall, Europeans hold positive
opinions of the EU’s sanctions, but crucial differences exist: residents of northern countries, individ-
uals actively involved in local and international issues, politically engaged people, and those with a
favourable view of the European Union (EU) exhibit more positive attitudes. Conversely, individuals
in Balkan countries, those with negative perceptions of personal and national economic conditions,
and those with unfavourable views of the EU exhibit more negative attitudes.

Keywords: Russia Invasion, Ukraine, Europeans Attitudes, EU Sanctions, Fuzzy-Hybrid TOPSIS

1 Introduction

Russia invaded Ukraine on 24 February 2022, following its annexation of Crimea in 2014 and
the subsequent military action. This invasion is Russia’s attempt to politically and econom-
ically dominate the territory (Anghel and Jones, 2023). The scale and intensity of the attack
have resulted in the most brutal warfare in Europe since the Second World War, causing
a humanitarian and geopolitical crisis of unprecedented proportions (Kurapov et al., 2023).
Not only has the war devastated Ukraine, but it has also greatly affected European societies,
raising concerns about traditional security, energy supply security, economic stability, and
migration management (Benton et al., 2022; Guild and Groenendijk, 2023; Zuk, 2023).

The war’s effects on Europe have been most significant in two respects. Firstly, the in-
vasion’s impact on energy markets led all European countries to review their dependence
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on Russian gas and oil, which pushed prices up and placed an inflationary burden on the
continent (Liadze et al., 2022; Ozili, 2024). Secondly, the war also created a record-breaking
refugee crisis, forcing millions of Ukrainians to flee their country in search of asylum. This
has raised existential questions about solidarity, integration, and the capacity of host states
to respond (Anghel and Jones, 2023). These issues have collectively strained the unity of the
European Union and its Member States, prompting fervent debates over how best to respond
collectively to Russian aggression (Juc, 2023). One of the EU’s most notable reactions has
been the imposition of sanctions aimed at reducing Russia’s economic and political capacity
to continue fighting.

The success of such measures depends not only on institutional resolve but also on popu-
lar support. In her 2025 State of the Union address, President von der Leyen emphasised that
‘this has to be Europe’s moment of sovereignty... because Ukraine’s freedom is Europe’s free-
dom’. She framed the war not just as a regional conflict, but as a struggle for Europe’s survival
and its ability to defend its values, institutions, and collective security. Europe’s sovereignty
and Ukraine’s sovereignty are synonymous. Therefore, it is essential to understand how EU
sanctions are perceived by citizens to determine whether this ‘independence moment’ can be
sustained through popular legitimacy. Using data from the 98th Eurobarometer survey (Win-
ter 2022—-23) across 38 countries, the article explains how Europeans perceive EU sanctions
on Russia, the level of support for them among their populations, and the reasons behind this
support. The effect of socioeconomic characteristics, political engagement, attitudes towards
the European Union, and opinions about the individual and national economy on citizens’ at-
titudes are analysed using Fuzzy-Hybrid TOPSIS and the Fuzzy Quadrant Mapper (Indelicato
and Martin, 2025).

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the theoretical
background. Section 3 presents the dataset and descriptive analysis. Section 4 details the
methodology. Section 5 presents the results, which are discussed in Section 6. Section 7
concludes by summarising the key findings and limitations.

2 Brief theoretical context

The Russian invasion of Ukraine is deeply rooted in competing historical narratives and
geopolitical tensions. According to Oksamytna (2023), Russian action is less driven by nos-
talgia for the Russian Empire than by the belief that Ukraine’s integration into Europe will
destroy Russian power hierarchies. Howlett (2023) challenges the representation of Ukraine
as merely a ‘borderland’ between East and West, instead emphasising its unique identity and
centuries-long history of resistance. Ukraine is thus revealed to be not a passive periphery,
but a contested ground of ideologies.

Kasianov (2022) reveals that Russian officials continue to perpetuate the myth that
Ukrainians and Russians are ‘one people’, thereby denying Ukraine’s sovereignty and justi-
fying aggression. Conversely, Ukrainians assert their own distinctive historical trajectory,
interpreting their history as an ongoing battle for independence. This struggle over history
has only intensified since the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the war in Donbas, with
Ukrainians increasingly invoking national symbols and collective memory to define their
identity (Liu and Mei, 2020). This has not only strengthened their resistance to Russian
expansionism but also changed the way Europeans view Ukrainians, no longer seeing them
as victims of violence but as ordinary refugees.

The effects of the war are being felt beyond the battlefield, reverberating through global
economic and political institutions. Mbah and Wasum (2022) observe that the conflict has
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destabilised the global energy and food markets and driven up the prices of oil, gas, and
wheat. For the EU, which relies heavily on Russian energy, these shocks have manifested
as inflationary pressure, increased household spending, and weaker business sentiment (Sun
etal., 2024; Zhao et al., 2023). These interruptions also serve to reinforce the impact of Russia’s
actions as direct threats to European societies, evoking sympathy for Ukrainians as victims
of the borderlands and justifying costly EU responses.

Public opinion and emotional mobilisation demonstrate the different treatment of Ukraini-
ans. While social media has amplified narratives of anger, sadness, and solidarity, disinforma-
tion has increased polarisation (Fox and Pearce, 2018). Fernandez et al. (2023) demonstrate
that public opinion has shifted more decisively in favour of a common EU defence policy,
showing that the war has not only galvanised positive sentiment for Ukraine, but also for
the collective identity of the EU. Giirkan (2024) emphasises the emotional impact of the con-
flict, observing that the sympathy for Ukrainian casualties and the outrage at Russia’s disre-
gard for international law have led to a European response involving defence commitments,
sanctions, and aid.

Most remarkably of all, this solidarity has manifested in unparalleled support for
Ukrainian refugees. Chitadze (2023) notes that Europe’s initial response was characterised
by a sense of moral obligation towards Ukraine, contrasting with its policies towards other
refugee groups. Savolainen (2023) reports on experimental findings from the UK, which show
that attitudes towards refugees have converged significantly according to the latter’s origin.
Respondents were more willing to help Ukrainians than Yemenis due to greater perceived
similarity and lesser perceived threat. This portrays Ukrainians not only as refugees, but
also as ‘deserving victims’, making them worthy recipients of support due to their cultural
proximity and political narrative.

Cross-nationally comparative research confirms these processes. Drazanova & Geddes
(2023) demonstrates that the public and state reception of Ukrainian refugees varied across
eight EU countries, but Ukrainians were always received more hospitably than other groups.
In reviewing the latest research, Kentmen-Cin (2025) finds that the initially strong solidarity
appears to be gradually wearing off as the cost of the war continues to escalate. This ‘com-
passion fatigue’ suggests that deservingness is conditional and based on economic interests
and shifting political rhetoric.

Mbah and Wasum (2022) offers the useful analytical concept of ‘promising victimhood’.
Ukrainians are undoubtedly victims of aggression, but they are also culturally similar, not a
security threat, and potentially economically beneficial. These factors render them particu-
larly deserving of assistance, in contrast to refugees from other places who are bound to be
viewed with suspicion or resentment. This report explains why assistance to Ukrainians has
been unprecedented, but also cautions that this assistance is contingent on their ability to
maintain perceptions of their legitimacy.

However, solidarity does not stop there. The war, Mirkina (2018) argue, is an external
shock that has triggered ‘bellicist’ dynamics in the formation of the EU polity. This produces
unity on issues such as refugee protection and energy solidarity, but creates more polarised
divisions on costly policies such as sanctions. This suggests that the same affective and moral
logics that underlie support for Ukrainian refugees are applicable to public opinion on sanc-
tions. In other words, the willingness to bear the economic burden of sanctions represents a
translation of humanitarian solidarity into the political realm, even if constrained by political
divisions and material interests.

However, Euroscepticism is also a factor. As Palmowski and Fedorov (2020) demonstrate,
public support for EU sanctions towards Russia is closely linked to views on democracy, trust
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in institutions, and perceptions of the EU as an institution. Those who are more trusting of
and identified with the EU are more supportive of sanctions, while Eurosceptic and populist
attitudes undermine such support. These findings emphasise that the legitimacy of EU action
is central to public support for costly commitments beyond humanitarian aid.

Literature illustrates how Ukrainians, who are now facing Russian bombing, have been
portrayed as exceptional victims, prompting a level of solidarity that is not extended to other
refugee populations. However, sustaining that level of solidarity as it extends to costly eco-
nomic and political sanctions depends not only on judgments of comparability and deserv-
ingness, but also on broader EU orientations and the politicisation of the latter’s role.

Building on these observations, our study examines how Europeans position themselves
not only in relation to humanitarian solidarity but also in relation to costly policy measures,
such as sanctions against Russia. To address this complexity, we employed the 98th Euro-
barometer cross-country survey (Winter 2022-23), which allowed us to make comparisons
across contexts in which solidarity, economic leverage, EU identity, and Euroscepticism man-
ifest differently. The following section presents the dataset, variables, and indicators used to
operationalise attitudes towards sanctions, providing an empirical basis on which to test the
dynamics found throughout the European public in the literature.

3 Data and descriptive analysis

Data from the 98th Eurobarometer (Winter 2022-2023) are utilised for this study. This dataset
was published approximately one year after the onset of the Russian invasion of Ukraine and
aimed to help analyse the solidarity of European citizens with the Ukrainian people. The
countries under analysis number 38 and include Norway, Sweden, Kosovo, the Netherlands,
Finland, Denmark, Cyprus (TCC and Republic), Lithuania, Latvia, the United Kingdom, Malta,
Ireland, Portugal, Spain, Estonia, Switzerland, Poland, Germany (West and East, separately
considered), Moldova, Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Luxembourg, Croatia, France, Al-
bania, Austria, Czech Republic, Italy, North Macedonia, Belgium, Montenegro, Greece, Slo-
vakia, Turkey, Romania, Hungary, Serbia, and Bulgaria. The sample sizes for each country
are shown in Figure 1.

Our analysis focuses on the Eurobarometer elements that delve into the perspectives of
European citizens on the measures enacted by the European Union in response to the Rus-
sian invasion of Ukraine. These elements aim to scrutinise European citizens’ viewpoints
on specific issues, encompassing: (1) funding allocated for the procurement and supply of
military equipment to Ukraine, (2) economic sanctions imposed on Russia, (3) providing fi-
nancial assistance to Ukraine, (4) the provision of humanitarian aid to Ukrainians affected
by the conflict, and (5) the welcoming of Ukrainian refugees within the EU. Responses to
these statements are systematically evaluated on a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 4, with 1
denoting ‘Strongly Agree’ and 4 signifying ‘Strongly Disagree’. The scale is inverted to en-
hance interpretability, ensuring that higher values correspond to more favourable opinions.
The distribution of responses to the statements on the inverted Likert scale is elucidated in
Figure 2.

To provide a more comprehensive analysis of European citizens’ opinions on the EU’s
responses to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the study examines various socioeconomic
segments. These include country of residence, gender, age, interest in national, European,
and local matters, political interest, perception of the situation in the country, the economy,
personal employment, financial situation, the labour market in the country, and public ser-
vices. Additionally, the analysis will be differentiated based on citizens’ diverse perceptions
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Figure 1 Descriptive Statistics

of the EU, the perception of the threat posed by the Russian war in Ukraine to the EU and
national security, and the values of the EU. Finally, respondents’ political orientations and
place of residence (urban or rural) are also considered.
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Figure 2 Response distribution across items

4 Methodology

Opinion surveys are susceptible to subjective bias, and respondents may interpret response
categories differently (Disegna and Massari, 2018). For example, one respondent’s expression
of ‘very much in agreement’ may be interpreted as ‘in agreement’ by another respondent.
To overcome this limitation, we propose a new Fuzzy-Hybrid TOPSIS solution that combines
two distinct yet linked approaches (Figure 3). The first approach uses fuzzy set logic to ad-
dress the vagueness of responses in questionnaires, while the second uses the Technique for
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Order of Preference by Similarity to Ideal Solution (TOPSIS) to integrate indicator measures
of European opinions on the EU’s response to the Russian invasion of Ukraine (ATEUR-RIU).

Fuzzy Set Logic

Estimate the average
TFNS

Convert into TFN e — Defuzzification

-+

TOPSIS

Mesure the Euclidean

distances — Calculate ATEURUI

Determine ideal selutions |——

Figure 3 Methodology

This is intended to address the imprecision of survey responses and the relative position-
ing of respondents on a scale of support. Fuzzy set theory allows for partial membership
of response categories rather than definite boundaries, meaning that respondents can be
somewhat in agreement and somewhat neutral at the same time. These responses are then
converted into triangular fuzzy numbers and defuzzified into quantitative values, without
losing the richness of uncertainty or the parameters required for quantitative analysis. TOP-
SIS then ranks all the profiles based on closeness to an ideal positive point and distance from
an ideal negative point. The output is a score between zero and one; the higher the score, the
stronger the support for EU action.

By integrating fuzzy logic and TOPSIS, the method provides a detailed yet comprehensible
quantitative estimate of public sentiment. It can handle imprecise survey responses, prevent
data loss from hard-coding, and provide a ranking system that identifies the degree to which
individuals or groups express higher or lower levels of agreement with the EU sanctions.
Therefore, the Fuzzy-Hybrid TOPSIS method preserves the diversity of attitudes towards
sanctions while producing concise, comparable outcomes between regions and categories.

4.1 Fuzzy Set Logic

Fuzzy sets offer a mathematical framework for addressing non-statistical uncertainty in infor-
mation data (Zadeh, 1965) and serve as a valuable tool for handling the inherent uncertainty
and vagueness present in information (Carlsson and Fullér, 2001; Disegna and Massari, 2018).
While classical logic relies on a binary distinction between true and false, in fuzzy logic, a
subset A of a set X is mapped by the function x4 as 4 : X — [0, 1]. Thus, fuzzy logic
overcomes the limitations of classical two-valued logic and allows for the obtaining of values
between o and 1 (Mamdani and Assilian, 1999).

Thus, a fuzzy number represents a range of possible values with varying degrees of mem-
bership (Nguyen et al., 2005). In this context, Triangular Fuzzy Numbers (TFNs) are a specific
type of fuzzy number called ‘triangular’ because the membership function, which describes
the degree of belonging to the fuzzy set, is shaped like a triangle (Anand and Bharatraj, 2017).
Thus, a TFN is defined by a tuple of three parameters (a1, as, a3) ,a lower bound (minimum),
a modal value (peak or most likely value), and an upper bound (maximum). These three
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values form the vertices of the triangular membership function (Anand and Bharatraj, 2017;
Wang, 2017). The membership function of a TFN assigns a degree of membership to each
possible value within the range defined by the lower and upper bounds (Tseng et al., 2018).

In the context of the study, fuzzy set logic is employed to address the vagueness inherent
in information derived from responses of the 98th Eurobarometer (Winter 2022-2023). The
transformation of respondents’ Likert-type scale responses into TFNs is characterised by a
universe of discourse ranging from o to 100, as shown in Figure 4. This interval is selected
to prevent a loss of generalisation by four intersecting 3-tuples (Cantillo et al., 2021).

Conversion of Likert Scale point into TFNs

1.0 1

0.8 1

o
o
i

Membership Value
=]
s

0.2 7

0.0

T T T T

0 16 20 33 49 60 66 8083 100
Likert Scale Points

=— Not at all satisfied — Fairly satisfied
Not very satisfied = Very satisfied

Figure 4 Conversion of Likert Scale points into TFNs

By aggregating the mean for each population segment, a TFN information matrix is ob-
tained. However, the information remains challenging to analyse in its fuzzy form. To ad-
dress this complexity, a defuzzified information matrix is generated by converting the fuzzy
information matrix into a plausible real-number matrix, as vagueness and uncertainty are
already managed (Kumar, 2017). Kaufmann and Gupta (1988) introduced a tool for obtaining
crisp values from TFNs by calculating the weighted average of the 3-tuple of the respective
TFN within the fuzzy information matrix. This awards more importance to the central values,
aligning with fuzzy logic principles. The defuzzified value is determined as follows:

a1 + 2az + ag

vy =228 [1]

4.2 TOPSIS

Hwang and Yoon (1981), the TOPSIS approach provides a method for obtaining synthetic in-
dicators. It is widely applied across various disciplines, including tourism (Martin et al., 2020),
logistics (Liu et al., 2020), and transportation (Indelicato et al., 2024). In this work, we adopt
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a hybrid approach, as TOPSIS is not directly applied to raw information but after converting
Likert-type data into TFNs. Thus, upon obtaining the defuzzified information matrix, TOPSIS
follows three steps to derive a synthetic indicator that estimates the ATEUR-RIU. First, the
positive and negative ideal solutions are computed as the maximum and minimum values for
each item of analysis, respectively:

AT ={(mazVyy),j=1,2,...,J},i=1,2,....m [2]

AT ={(minVij),j=1,2,....J},i=12..m [3]

Here, V;; denotes the defuzzified information matrix, J are the items represented in Figure
2, and M represents the various segments of the population under analysis. Once the positive
and negative ideal solutions are determined, the Euclidean distances between each group and
the ideal solution are calculated using Equations [4] and [5]:

S?=\Z(Af—Vi')2 [4]

i=1

ST = 2 (A = Wy)” (5]
i=1

Finally, the TOPSIS indicator measuring ATEUR-RIU is given by the ratio of the Euclidean
distance between the negative ideal solution and the sum of the Euclidean distances between
the positive ideal solution and the negative ideal solution. Mathematically:

ATEUR — RIU; = % —[0,1] [6]
SH+S;

5 Results

5.1 Socioeconomic contexts

Figure 5 presents a comprehensive map of the Attitudes Toward the EU Response to the Rus-
sian Invasion of Ukraine (ATEUR-RIU) across European countries. The scores range from
0.30 to 0.98. The map reveals distinctive patterns that divide Europe into three major blocks.
The first block encompasses Northern European countries and Kosovo, showing the highest
values of the indicator. The second block comprises countries with moderate values, situated
in Southern and Central Europe. Conversely, the third block includes countries with the low-
est values, representing a group with less favourable attitudes towards EU actions. Notably,
the Balkan countries and Hungary, on average, exhibit the least favourable attitudes towards
EU responses to the conflict in Ukraine.

However, Figure 5 does not illustrate territorial nuances within particular countries. To
partially solve this limitation, Figure 6 delves into specific territorial disparities within Ger-
many, contrasting West and East Germany, and within Cyprus, scrutinising distinctions be-
tween the Turkish Cypriot Community (TCC) and the Republic of Cyprus. Although Cyprus,
on the whole, exhibits higher average values than Germany, significant variations emerge
between Cyprus TCC and the Republic. Notably, individuals in the region under Turkish
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ATEURUI

Figure 5 ATEUR-RIU by Country

administration tend to express more positive attitudes towards EU responses. Similar terri-
torial differences are evident within Germany, where the Eastern region shows lower values
than West Germany, indicating a disparity in attitudes towards EU responses to the conflict.

Figure 7 provides valuable insights into disparities among gender and various age-class
demographics. Slight differences exist between males and females, and it is noteworthy that
respondents identifying as other genders (0.06% of the sample) have notably higher values
(0.82). When analysing different age groups, the oldest and youngest exhibit more favourable
attitudes.

Some differences are identified across political orientations, dividing the respondents into
five categories along a left-right axis, with a nuanced distinction among centre-left respon-
dents, who exhibit slightly higher values (0.73). In contrast, right- and left-wing respondents
have the lowest values (0.66 and 0.65, respectively). Similarly, those residing in large towns
tend to have slightly higher values (0.71) than those in rural areas (0.68) or small towns (0.66).

Table 1 = ATEURUI by Political Orientation and Urban-Rural

Variable Group ATEURUI  Variable Group ATEURUI
Left-Right Centre-Left 0.73 Urban-Rural Large town 0.71
Centre-Right 0.70 Rural area or village 0.68
Centre 0.68 Small/middle town 0.66
Right 0.66
Left 0.65
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Comparison of Scores for Germany and Cyprus
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Figure 6 ATEUR-RIU differences within Germany and Cyprus

ATEURUI Scores by Variable and Group

Female

Male

Other

35-44

25-34

Groups

45-54

55-64

15-24

65-98

T
0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8

ATEURUI Scores

Figure 7 ATEUR-RIU by gender and age
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5.2 Geopolitical Statements Analysis

Table 2 provides an in-depth analysis of ATEUR-RIU across various population segments,
shedding light on the impact of factors such as discussion frequency on national, European,
and local matters, political interest, and perceptions related to economic and employment
conditions. Individuals who engage frequently in discussions about national (0.72), European
(0.73), and local matters (0.71) exhibit higher values than those who discuss these topics occa-
sionally or never (lower than or equal to 0.69). Moreover, individuals with a strong political
interest demonstrate higher values (0.73) than those with low political interest (0.66) or no
political interest (0.64). When considering respondents’ perceptions, those who perceive the
situation in their country as very good, as well as those with a positive outlook on the na-
tional and European economy, show higher values (0.80 or higher) than those with negative
perceptions (0.48, 0.38, and 0.49, respectively). Significant variations are also detected across
personal job situations. Respondents who perceive their job situation as very good are asso-
ciated with the highest value (0.85), whereas those who perceive it as rather bad (0.57) or very
bad (0.49) are associated with lower values. Similarly, perceptions of one’s financial situation
significantly influence ATEUR-RIU values. Respondents perceiving their financial situation
as very good show a value of 0.88, while those perceiving it as very bad exhibit a low value
of 0.41. The impact of the employment situation is also rather evident. Respondents who per-
ceive the employment situation in their country very well report a value of 0.88, while those
who perceive it as very bad report a value of 0.49. Lastly, the perception of public services
plays a role, with respondents perceiving the situation as very good presenting higher values
(0.86) than those perceiving it as very bad (0.49). These findings highlight the multifaceted
influence of various factors on attitudes toward EU responses to the Russian-Ukrainian con-
flict.

Figure 8 illustrates variations in the index across different statements gauging percep-
tions of the threat of invasion of the EU, the country, and the EU’s commitment to defending
European values through its measures in response to the Russia-Ukraine conflict. Individu-
als who strongly agree with these statements exhibit notably higher values, surpassing 0.85.
Conversely, ATEUR-RIU values decline as respondents express increasing disagreement with
these statements. Specifically, those who tend to reject the threat of Russia invading the EU
present a value of 0.39. Similarly, those expressing scepticism about the threat to their coun-
try report values of 0.51, while those questioning the EU’s defence of European values register
a value of 0.33. The lowest values are observed among those who completely disagree with
these statements, with figures plummeting from o0.01 to 0.17.

Finally, this study delves into the impact of individuals’ perceptions of the EU image on
ATEUR-RIU, as shown in Figure 9. Distinctive patterns emerge across these opinions, reveal-
ing that a very positive (0.89) and a fairly positive (0.80) perception of the EU image both
positively influence the index. Conversely, individuals harbouring a fairly negative or very
negative EU image experience a more negative impact, registering values of 0.46 and o0.22,
respectively.
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ATEURUI for Different Statements and Agreement Levels
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Figure 8 ATEUR-RIU according to statements about threat perception and European
values
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Table 2 ATEURUI according to geopolitical statements

Variable Group ATEURWariable Group ATEURUI
National matters  Frequently 0.72 European economy Very good 0.80
situation
Occasionally  0.68 Rather good 0.77
Never 0.64 Rather bad 0.64
European matters Frequently 0.73 Very bad 0.38
Occasionally  0.69 Personal job situation Very good 0.85
Never 0.64 Rather good 0.70
Local matters Frequently 0.71 Rather bad 0.57
Occasionally  0.68 Very bad 0.49
Never 0.66 Financial household Very good 0.88
situation
Political interest ~ Strong 0.73 Rather good 0.72
Medium 0.68 Rather bad 0.55
Low 0.66 Very bad 0.41
Not at all 0.64 Country employment Very good 0.88
situation
Country situation Very good 0.84 Rather good 0.75
Rather good 0.79 Rather bad 0.62
Rather bad 0.63 Very bad 0.49
Very bad 0.45 Public services situation Very good 0.86
National Very good 0.84 Rather good 0.74
economy
situation
Rather good 0.79 Rather bad 0.63
Rather bad 0.66 Very bad 0.49
Very bad 0.48

6 Discussion

Our research shows that Europe is divided into three categories based on citizens’ views of
the European Union’s actions concerning the conflict in Ukraine. These views range from full
support to general criticism, reflecting mixed opinions. The first group comprises Northern
European countries and Kosovo, which have a strongly positive attitude towards the EU’s
initiatives. The second group comprises Central and Southern European nations with more
moderate attitudes towards the EU’s response. The third group comprises the Balkan states
and Hungary, which collectively have the most negative views.

These groupings should not be regarded as mere descriptive classifications, but rather as
phenomena that can be explained by including theoretical and historical models. Northern
European countries, particularly those in Scandinavia, have traditionally been regarded as
models of welfare-state consolidation and accommodating democracy, which amplify insti-
tutional trust and EU identification (Marozzi, 2015). Their historical commitment to multi-
lateralism and integration within Europe may partly explain their unwavering support for
EU initiatives concerning Russia. On the other hand, the Balkan countries exhibit the effects
of post-socialist transition, characterised by weak institutions and contentious processes of
national identity formation. As Jovi¢ (2018) argues, this history has resulted in long-standing
Euroscepticism and scepticism regarding supranational power, making resistance to EU sanc-
tions more likely. Hungary is a good example of how domestic politics can influence pub-
lic opinion. Its leadership has consistently taken a negative stance towards Brussels and a
neutral stance towards Moscow for most of the past decade. This factor has contributed to
diminished public support for EU sanctions (Ivanov and Laruelle, 2022). Southern and Cen-
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tral European countries adopt intermediate stances, which are moderated by their economic
vulnerability to sanctions and their mixed perceptions of EU membership. These differences
align with research on Euroscepticism, which indicates that economic reliance, historical
factors, and elite influences predict variations in attitudes across countries (Palmowski and
Fedorov, 2020). They also corroborate Kentmen-Cin (2025)’s findings that initially high levels
of support for EU activity have diminished as the cost of war escalates.

Those who engage more in political discussions and have a greater interest in politics tend
to express stronger support for EU action. This suggests that political engagement increases
awareness of the geopolitical interests at play in times of war, which aligns with theories of
elite cue-taking and political socialisation (Clark and Hellwig, 2012). Second, literature on
party alignment suggests that support for sanctions is often influenced by national parties’
positions on Europe and foreign affairs. This is because voters use these positions as a way
of understanding complex foreign affairs (Hooghe & Marks, 2018). Countries where political
elites prioritise Eurosceptic frames show less support, whereas contexts in which elites frame
sanctions as acts of solidarity and the defence of shared values show more. These findings
support the idea that sanctions backing is not merely a rational economic choice, but rather an
extension of the same moral and political rationalities that guided solidarity with Ukrainian
refugees (Mirkina, 2018).

In addition to regional and political divisions, the research also considers generational
and educational factors. Although the gender gap is slight, younger groups express more
favourable attitudes towards EU actions, corroborating earlier work which found that expo-
sure to European institutions in an experimental setting can implant lasting pro-EU dispo-
sitions (Ringlerova, 2019). These results suggest the consolidation of long-term support for
European integration, as younger, more educated citizens increasingly replace older, more
sceptical generations (Down and Wilson, 2013). They also align with Drazanova & Geddes
(2023) study, which demonstrated cross-country heterogeneity in the willingness to accept
Ukrainian refugees. This suggests that generational cohorts and their formative experiences
determine the limits of European solidarity.

Perceptions of the economy also influence attitudes towards sanctions. Those with pos-
itive views of their national and individual economic circumstances tend to have higher
ATEUR-RIU values, whereas those with negative views tend to have lower values. This is
consistent with studies linking citizens’ well-being and approval of EU policies, whereby
trust in the economy enhances trust in collective action (Bevan et al., 2016). Conversely,
during periods of economic crisis, people prefer local or national solutions, perceiving EU
action as distant from their immediate needs (Braun et al., 2019). This confirms an observa-
tion of political economy that has been evident for years: that citizens’ support for costly
foreign policy arrangements depends on whether they are economically secure enough to
support them. The findings are in line with the fact that public support for costly humanitar-
ian and foreign policy measures is vulnerable to waning when economic interests are taken
into consideration (Kentmen-Cin, 2025).

Finally, threat perception is the most significant catalyst of attitudes. People who view
Russia’s invasion as a significant threat tend to support EU measures more, which is con-
sistent with securitisation and collective defence frameworks. This impact is further com-
pounded by historical legacies in border states such as Finland and the Baltic states, which
have memories of past conflicts with Russia (Forss, 2009; Outeda, 2025), as well as Poland,
which has acted as a geopolitical buffer between East and West for centuries (Palmowski &
Fedorov, 2020). However, threat perceptions are also influenced by economic interests: citi-
zens in states that are more vulnerable to energy or fossil fuel prices place greater weight on
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material consequences when making judgements about sanctions (Gueorguiev and Steinberg,
2020). This explains Sinclair’s et al. (2024) finding that approval for Ukraine and Ukrainians
(and, by extension, EU action against Russia) is based not only on solidarity, but also on
similarity and threat perceptions.

Overall, these three clusters of European positions on EU sanctions are not random classi-
fications but reflect historical paths, institutional confidence, party cues, and economic fragili-
ties. By placing our analysis within the broader literature on Euroscepticism, post-socialist
transformation, political identification, solidarity, and threat perception, we demonstrate that
opinions on EU sanctions are firmly rooted in the moral rationalities that portray Ukrainians
as ‘promising victims’ (Mbah and Wasum, 2022) and the structural factors that determine the
extent of solidarity in the face of costly policy commitments.

7 Conclusion

In conclusion, this research has revealed the complex interactions influencing European cit-
izens’ opinions regarding the EU sanctions imposed on Russia following the invasion of
Ukraine in early 2022. An innovative approach based on fuzzy methodology was employed
to analyse these attitudes and examine how various socio-economic factors interact. Differ-
ent factors, such as country of residence, age, gender, and political orientation, as well as
personal perceptions of employment, economic situation, geopolitical threats, and the EU’s
commitment to defending European values, have been analysed. The data for this study were
drawn from the 98th Eurobarometer, covering winter 2022-2023, providing a solid foundation
for a thorough analysis of citizens’ attitudes.

Significant variations emerge between European countries, demonstrating how cultural,
historical, and socio-economic differences can profoundly influence perceptions and public
opinions on complex geopolitical issues. The analysis of age groups revealed that both young
and older individuals have more favourable attitudes towards EU actions, reflecting greater
sensitivity and openness to European issues among marginalised groups and generations
that have experienced periods of stability and economic growth under the EU’s influence.
Another key finding from the study is the importance of economic and employment percep-
tions in shaping the attitudes of European citizens. This highlights the need for effective
communication and economic policies that promote stability and well-being, thereby main-
taining and strengthening public support for the EU.

The present study has limitations, which offer insights for future research. Although data
were collected in winter 2022-2023, this timeframe may not be sufficient to capture long-
term opinions of European citizens on sanctions. Examining how these perceptions evolve
and identifying the main factors influencing public opinions are crucial issues that will be
important to scrutinise in the future. Additionally, it would be beneficial to further consider
socio-economic factors, such as education level, employment sector, and trust in national
and European institutions, to achieve a more comprehensive analysis. It is also important
to explore how direct or indirect experiences with EU programmes and policies, such as
benefits from regional development programmes, might influence citizens’ opinions. Finally,
another promising area for future research is the analysis of the influence of European and
international media on citizens’ perceptions of the conflict and sanctions.
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Abstract

This study addresses whether Transylvanian ethnic Hungarians exhibit distinctive environmental at-
titudes compared to populations in Hungary and Romania, specifically examining what sociodemo-
graphic and attitudinal factors drive willingness to pay (WTP) for pollution prevention. We argue
that minority status and regional context produce unique pathways to environmental engagement
that reflect cultural identity rather than political motivations. Using binary logistic regression anal-
ysis on European Values Study 2017 data, we compare three samples: Transylvanian Hungarians
(N=1,106), Hungarians (N=1,514), and Romanians (N=1,613). Results reveal that Transylvanian Hun-
garians demonstrate the highest WTP levels (64primarily by geographic concentration in ethnically
Hungarian regions, education, altruism, and trust in environmental organizations. Unlike Hungary,
where WTP correlates with urban residence, political interest, and income, Transylvanian Hungarian
environmental concern operates as depoliticized philanthropy rooted in rural areas with strong ethnic
identity. Romanian patterns show minimal predictive structure and negative political engagement ef-
fects. These findings suggest that environmental policy implementation in minority regions requires
understanding culturally embedded rather than politically motivated environmental citizenship.

Keywords: environmental concern, contingent valuation, ethnic Hungarians, European Values Study, sur-
vey

1 Introduction

This study examines willingness to pay (WTP) for pollution prevention among Transylva-
nian ethnic Hungarians, a population largely absent from environmental attitude research.
To carry out this analysis, we rely on the 5 2017 wave of the European Values Study (EVS),
which, in its related questionnaire, included the following item to assess the willingness to
pay for the environment: ‘T would give part of my income if I were certain that the money
would be used to prevent environmental pollution.” The 2017 European Values Study (EVS)
represents the first opportunity to systematically compare environmental attitudes of this mi-
nority population with their co-ethnics in Hungary and the majority population in Romania,
using standardized measures across all three contexts.

We investigate whether Transylvanian Hungarians exhibit distinctive patterns of environ-
mental WTP compared to populations in Hungary and Romania, and what sociodemographic
and attitudinal factors drive these differences. Drawing on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and
Turner, 1979) the analysis asks whether minority status produces distinctive environmental
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attitude patterns reflecting in-group distinctiveness seeking, or whether acculturation pro-
cesses lead to convergence with majority population attitudes.

This research contributes to minority studies by examining how ethnic minorities nav-
igate environmental concerns (Hoyos et al., 2009) within majority-dominated political sys-
tems, potentially revealing distinct pathways to environmental engagement that differ from
both co-ethnic and majority populations. We investigate whether Transylvanian Hungari-
ans exhibit distinct environmental WTP characteristics, potentially manifesting as altruistic
rather than politically motivated engagement. This could reflect their bicultural positioning
between Hungarian heritage frames emphasizing environmental values (Feischmidt, 2008)
and Romanian institutional contexts.

The originality of this research lies in three key contributions. First, it provides the first ex-
ploratory systematic analysis of environmental attitudes among Transylvanian Hungarians
using internationally comparable data. Second, it offers a unique three-way comparison that
illuminates how minority status, national context, and ethnic identity shape environmen-
tal concern. Third, it extends contingent valuation research to an understudied population
whose environmental attitudes may reflect distinct patterns due to their position as a national
minority in a post-socialist context.

Following a review of Transylvanian Hungarian socio-cultural context, CV methodology,
and established WTP determinants, we formulate and test hypotheses using EVS 2017 data
from all three populations.

2 Literature review

2.1 Hungarians from the Transylvanian region of Romania

Transylvania is a historical province of Romania within the Carpathian Arc, comprising
107,000 km?, with approximately 1.2 million Hungarians (19% of Transylvania’s population,
6.5% of Romania’s). Hungarians constitute Romania’s largest ethnic minority (Culic, 2006)
and the most numerous Hungarian group outside Hungary (Kiss, 2015), making them one of
Europe’s most significant native national minorities (Veres, 2012).

Hungarians in Transylvania maintain strong cultural, political, and familial ties with Hun-
gary (Kiss et al., 2022) while functioning as an autonomous society through extensive insti-
tutional systems (educational, religious, political, cultural). This creates dual identity: Hun-
garian cultural-national attachment combined with Romanian civic belonging through citi-
zenship (‘Romanianness’) (Veres, 2012).

Hungary’s 2010 simplified naturalization law which enabled citizenship acquisition with-
out residency requirements significantly reshaped relations with Transylvanian Hungarians
(Moreh, 2019). This intervention did not trigger Romanian countermeasures, allowing Tran-
sylvanian Hungarians to maintain dual legal status (Csergd et al,, 2025). Pogonyi (2019)
demonstrates that the citizenship extension institutionally reinforced rather than created
identities, formally acknowledging Hungarian belonging while preserving Romanian minor-
ity integration, i.e., what Veres (2012) termed ‘dual identity’. Kiss and Toré (2021)’s survey
confirms this stable dual positioning combines Hungarian ethnic attachment with pragmatic
Romanian civic integration. Waterbury (2025) and Moreh (2019) argue that post-2010 poli-
cies politically restructured this relationship: while ethnic identity remained stable, Tran-
sylvanian Hungarians became increasingly embedded in Hungarian resource flows, loyalty
expectations, and institutional dependencies, with identity progressively articulated through
Hungary’s nation-building project.
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