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PUNCTUATED 
EQUILIBRIUM THEORY

Daniela Beyer, Christian Breunig, and Marco Radojevic1

Introduction

On May 7, 1999, the German Bundestag passed the German Citizenship Act (Staatsangehö-
rigkeitsgesetz, StAG), marking a tremendous change in German citizenship policy. The law 
enables children born and raised in Germany to become German citizens regardless of their 
parents’ descent, reduces residency requirement for naturalization to eight years, and encour-
ages naturalization of long-settled migrants, in particular Gastarbeiter and their descendants 
(Triadafilopoulos, 2012). The key provision of the new citizenship act introduced radical 
changes to Germany’s citizenship policy and turned a traditionally ethnic conception of nation-
hood into a more civic identity. It replaced the Reichs- und Staatsangehörigkeitsgesetz (RuStAG) 
of 1913 which remained in place for nearly 87 years and survived the democratic Weimar 
Republic, the totalitarian Third Reich, as well as the after-war Bonn Republic.

We can witness similarly profound policy changes in other policy domains and countries. In 
the spring of 2010, the American president Obama signed the Patient Protection and Affordable 
Care Act (PPACA). This act is the biggest restructuring of the US health care system since 
the introduction of Medicare and Medicaid in 1965. The most fundamental provision is the 
requirement for all Americans to hold qualifying health insurance, but the act also directed 
states to regulate insurance exchanges, expanded coverage of poor and uninsured children, and 
instituted research on the effectiveness of public health.

Both sweeping policy reforms present typical inquiries for scholarly work on punctuated 
equilibrium theory (PET) in public policy. Public policy often doesn’t change for long periods 
of time because of institutional barriers and political inertia. Yet, from time to time radical 
large-scale changes and moments of considerable innovation occur. Most changes in German 
citizenship law, such as the regulatory changes on naturalization in 1977 or the reduction of 
the residency requirements in 1990, were incremental adjustments. Yet, this tranquility is occa-
sionally ruptured as national policy-makers focus their attention on particular problems such as 
migration and citizenship, leading to sweeping policy reforms. Viewed over time public policy-
making is characterized by a punctuated equilibrium.

Baumgartner and Jones (1993) introduced the concept of punctuated equilibrium to 
studies of public policy in their book Agendas and Instability in American Politics. They bor-
rowed the term from the paleontologists Eldredge and Gould’s (1972) controversial model 
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of specification which is “characterized by rapid evolutionary events punctuating a history of 
stasis” (1972, p. 108). Simply put, punctuated equilibrium theory is a policy process model 
describing stability and change in large-scale policy-making patterns. It contains two distinct 
feedback cycles. Negative feedback is characterized by routine decision-making at the subsys-
tem level. A small group of institutionally advantaged actors make marginal adjustments and 
maintain a dominant policy image. Positive feedback occurs when mass political attention 
focuses on a new or new dimension of a policy problem. In this case, policy change hap-
pens because new political actors and jurisdictions become involved. The challenge of PET 
is to identify systematic processes affecting both types of feedback through the study of issue 
dynamics across policy domains, countries, and time.

This chapter provides an overview of the theory and methods of punctuated equilibrium 
theory while drawing examples from European policy-making. Starting with decision-making’s 
individual level foundation underlying the PET model, it then focuses on how organizational 
and institutional features lead to punctuations in policy-making. We highlight how focusing 
events, policy ideas, and institutional venues interact and produce periods of stability inter-
spersed with sudden policy changes over time. The chapter introduces recent methodologi-
cal advances and illustrates how PET relates to the comparative study of policy agendas. The 
conclusion stresses that PET has evolved into a general model of policy-making across policy 
domains, historical contexts, and level of government.

Theoretical starting points and basic framework

PET brings together an underlying individual decision-making and a marco-level policy-process 
model. In this section we discuss both in turns. As a microfoundation, PET assumes that politi-
cal actors (either as individuals or organizations) are boundedly rational (Jones, 1999; Padgett, 
1980; Simon, 1947). Bounded rationality holds that perfect information is not attainable and can 
only be processed serially by relying on environmental stimuli. In addition, actors have often 
multiple, at times conflicting goals and consequently pick the most salient for decision-making. 
Yet, cognitive limitations and the complexity of the environment, and the uncertainty about the 
problem-space and outcomes make decision-making challenging.

How individuals process information is a central aspect of PET’s decision-making logic. 
Decision-making is not so much impeded by insufficient supply of information but more by 
the scarcity of attention. If attention would not be the bottleneck of decision-making, indi-
viduals would be able to monitor their environment and engage in a deliberate and propor-
tionate response to problems as they occur. Instead, individuals regularly make decisions across 
several issues by reducing information costs through routine problem-solving techniques that 
enables them to decide quickly and efficiently. The downside of these techniques is that people 
routinely fail to incorporate new and relevant information. Individuals process information 
disproportionally; they under-respond to some stimuli and over-respond to others. The two 
modes of information processing and its consequences for choice correspond to two distinct 
mechanisms of policy-making.

As a macro-level process model (Jones & Baumgartner, 2012, for an overview), punctuated 
equilibrium combines two phases: policy incrementalism and large-scale change. Incrementalism 
(Davis et al., 1966; Lindblom, 1959) was one of the earliest models of decision-making in politi-
cal science. The basic idea is that policy-makers respond to multiple and complex demands by 
marginally adjusting existing policies through routine, procedurally driven, and mutually agreed 
upon decision-making. In budgeting, for example, incrementalists would expect that this year’s 
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budget will look like last year’s plus minus some fair share. Instrumentalists argued that these 
gradual changes are risk-averse and reduce policy uncertainty.

Baumgartner and Jones (1993) picked up on this tendency toward stability in public policy in 
Agendas and Instability and proposed that three features in the policy-making process can account 
for it. First, institutions introduce a status quo bias in decision-making. Deliberative bodies, 
such as legislatures, present formal and informal hurdles for enacting new legislation or changing 
prevailing policies. Institutional barriers are also erected among different institutions in order to 
prevent policy change. Policy change therefore requires substantive efforts of cooperation and 
coordination. Second, the existences of a narrow and stable group of participants at the sub-
system level also contribute to policy stability. These policy monopolies comprise of elected 
officials, bureaucrats, and interest groups who control a particular policy domain’s legislative 
agenda. They aim at maintaining their privileged and beneficial position and therefore work 
toward marginal adjustments to the system. Third, this institutional arrangement is supported by 
a powerful idea. Because there is little disagreement on the policy problem at the subsystem level, 
political actors are able to create a stable and collectively shared understanding about the issue at 
hand. This policy image can shield the subsystem from new actors’ intrusion and provides a tem-
plate for routine and constrained policy change. Collectively these three features – institutions, 
policy monopolies, and policy images – create a negative feedback process where disturbance in 
the policy process is counteracted and policy-making remains incremental.

In contrast, positive feedback mechanisms reinforce changes to the system and lead to a 
destabilizing policy environment. Periods of sweeping changes in public policy occur when 
environmental changes, such as focusing events, direct system-wide attention onto a new salient 
aspect of an issue and elevate it on the political agenda. At this moment, policy monopolies are 
pried open and new participants are able to expand the scope of conflict to new jurisdictions 
(Schattschneider, 1960). This process enables political actors to redefine the policy dimension 
and government’s understanding of an issue. Collectively these new pressures lead to agenda 
instability and disruptive policy change.

Positive feedback cycles have three features in common. First, a shift in macro-political 
attention precedes radical policy change. The literature on PET is still somewhat vague on the 
sources of attention shifts at the macro-level. PET scholars mostly rely on Kingdon’s (1995) idea 
about how exogenous and endogenous shocks open up “windows of opportunity.” Exogenous 
shocks, such as a focusing event, galvanize mass political attention on an issue and reveal a criti-
cal problem that demands government intervention. Paradigmatic cases include the Three Mile 
Island or the Fukushima nuclear accidents which highlighted the dangers of nuclear power.

The second feature of positive feedback is a shift in the public policy image. Since a policy 
image contains empirical observations and emotive appeals, exogenous shocks are not the only 
way of triggering a re-evaluation of a particular policy. Persistent changes in policy indicators, 
such as crime rates, air quality measures, or consumer price index, as well as changes in the tone 
of media coverage can alter the perception of a public policy. For example, the coverage around 
the German citizenship moved from concerns about Gastarbeiter and their place in German soci-
ety to one where the common civic identity under the German constitution of all people born 
in Germany was stressed.

Third, the described pressures have institutional ramifications. When political ideas are able 
to expand the scope of conflict and new participants enter into the policy arena, the existing 
policy monopoly and equilibrium can no longer be maintained. A new set of policy-makers and 
institutions exploit this opportunity and claim jurisdiction over an issue. Issue expansion occurs 
when a particular issue enters several decision-making units in quick succession.
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The switch from cozy sub-level to combative national-level political arenas is an important  
indicator for the occurrence of positive feedback effects. During positive feedback processes, the 
institutional arena of an issue becomes dislocated and strategically minded political actors tempt to 
relocate the issue into receptive political venues where a limited set of actors can make authoritative 
decisions (Pralle, 2003). Venue-shopping is the process by which political actors attempt to move an 
issue across jurisdiction to secure their desired policy change. For example, migration and Gastarbeiter 

issues in Germany moved their institutional location several times in the post-war period.
The take away so far is: the interaction of policy image and venue characterize feedback 

mechanisms. Independent decision-making subsystems with a stable policy image lead to policy 
stability. Shifting attention and mobilization galvanizes new groups and upsets existing policy 
monopolies. Subsequently, the policy issue is placed in a new location within the government’s 
institutional matrix. These two interaction mechanisms generate a re-enforcing political system 
that can produce long periods of policy stability interrupted by sudden shifts.

Abstraction and expansion

The framework bifurcated along two paths since 2000. The first fork, spearheaded by 
Baumgartner, Jones, and a series of collaborators (Baumgartner & Jones, 2015; Jones et al., 2009; 
Jones & Baumgartner, 2005; Jones et al., 2003), leads toward an abstraction and generalization of 
the framework introduced in Agendas and Instability in American Politics. The theoretical empha-
sis moves away from concerns about venues, images, and issue expansion to disproportionate 
information processing and institutional friction. The second fork, often led by European public 
policy scholars (Baumgartner et  al., 2009; Baumgartner et  al., 2006; Bertelli & John, 2013; 
Green-Pedersen & Walgrave, 2014; Mortensen et al., 2011; Vliegenthart et al., 2016), expands 
on and probes into the mechanisms of policy change, widens the empirical domains, and reveals 
the wide applicability of the initial framework using comparative research designs.

Abstraction and generalization of the basic PET framework was largely achieved by coming 
back to individual-level decision-making and conceiving organization, including democratic 
institutions, as problem-solving bodies. Building on works by Simon (1947) and Jones (1999) 
on bounded rationality, Jones and Baumgartner (2005) asserted that individual and collective 
choice follow the same four stages of decision-making. In all four, humans and organizations 
process information: “Information processing may be defined as collecting, assembling, inter-
preting, and prioritizing signals from the environment” (Jones & Baumgartner, 2005, p. 7). 
Since environmental signals are oversupplied, uncertain, and ambiguous, relevant information’s 
detection is critical. Jones and Baumgartner (2005, Figure 2.1, p. 37) depict a behavioral model 
of how individuals as well as organizations deal with incoming information and make choices. 
Individuals recognize an issue, characterize it, assemble alternative solutions, and select one of 
them. Political systems follow the processes of agenda setting, problem definition, proposal and 
debate, and finally collective policy choice.

Organizations have one advantage over individuals though. They develop capacities to pro-
cess some information in parallel. Different subsystems address multiple issues simultaneously. 
However, the capacity of parallel processing is not unlimited. Governments, especially its lead-
ership, occasionally need to focus on one issue at a time. Prioritization of one issue over all 
others is essentially the process of agenda-setting and decision-making occurs in seriatim. This 
is what we call disproportionate information processing. The model stands in contrast to the 
classical incrementalist model which holds that decision-making is able to make proportionate 
policy adjustments based on environmental changes.
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Beyond the flow of information through the political system, PET scholars examine how 
different stages of the policy-making process and different institutional settings magnify dispro-
portionate responses to new information (e.g., Breunig, 2011). Two key insights structure the 
logic: decision-making systems vary in the cost structure, and a given cost structure determines 
the level of resistance to adjust to new information. In contrast to a rational choice conception 
as an enforcement mechanism, PET scholars identify institutions a retarding force and a force 
directed at overcoming friction. As a result of friction, a system’s linkage between policy inputs 
and outputs becomes disproportionate.

The combination of the informational and institutional logic results in the general punctua-
tion hypothesis which holds that the interaction of cognitive and collective decision-making 
constraints produce punctuated policy dynamics in political systems. An important aspect of 
this model is that collective decision-making bodies are collection of adaptive, rule-guided 
humans. Therefore, the architecture of individual decision-making affects how organizations 
make choices. With increasing decision-making costs (in other words: the more difficult it 
becomes to translate information into policy) policy-making becomes more punctuated.

Among the empirical studies examining these propositions, four stand out. First, Jones, Sulkin, 
and Larsen (2003) analyze changes in 15 American data sets ranging from policy inputs, such as 
stock market returns and elections, to policy processes, such as hearings and Congressional quar-
terly coverage, to policy outputs, including laws and budgets. They show that all series display 
punctuations and that the severity and occurrence of radical change increases as higher costs are 
imposed on collective action. Baumgartner and co-authors (2009) employ data from the United 
States, Belgium, and Denmark and show that in each country increasing levels of institutional 
friction lead to greater punctuations. This finding leads the authors to conclude that “the effects 
of the policy process dominate the country effects . . . No institutional design can do away with 
human cognitive limits” (p. 615). Finally, Jones et al. (2009) examine public budgeting in differ-
ent types of political systems and for different levels of government. They show that all budgets 
are severely punctuated, but that differences in their magnitude correspond to country-specific 
cost structures. In sum, these studies convincingly show that governments are unable to respond 
smoothly to changes in the environment.

In parallel to the increasing theoretical abstraction of PET, scholars in Europe ask whether 
the patterns observed in the United States also occur in various European states, within different 
policy domains, and institutional settings. Many studies indeed uncover similar forms of policy-
making. These studies deliver new understandings on how various policy-making processes 
work and on systematic differences across countries within a PET framework. Baumgartner and 
colleagues (2014) identified 303 PET-related publications for literature on punctuated equi-
librium and public policy. Given this breath, we highlight some innovative works in order to 
illustrate how the comparative approach and the accompanying infrastructure opens up new 
research areas. We focus on the role of political parties in the policy-making process, representa-
tion, and the particularities of the European Union. Other works examine the media, protest, 
executive speeches, parliamentary questions, laws, and budgets. Also policy-specific foci on the 
environment or morality politics, for example, exist.

On the one hand, since the American political system is characterized by a first-past-the-
post electoral system with single-member legislative districts and an independent and active 
legislative branch, political parties play only a minor role in the original PET. On the other 
hand, in Europe parties are the major reference points around which elections are organized 
and parliamentary government is arranged. Given this setup, PET scholars are interested in 
how issue competition among political parties shapes their incentives to bring new issue on 
the agenda. The goal of these studies is linking party competition with agenda-setting. The 
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theoretical starting points are Schattschneider’s idea of conflict expansion and Budge and 
Farlie’s (1983) about issue competition. The premise is that partisan competition does not 
operate through position-taking on a given common dimension (typically left-right), but 
through selective emphasis on competent issues and issue ownership based on incumbent 
record and partisan constituency (Petrocik, 1996). The basic question is: What issues do par-
ties attend to and why?

Green-Pedersen and Mortensen (2010) provide a valuable answer. They move away from 
studying spatial competition based on party manifestos and argue that issue competition 
occurs in parliament where opposition and government clash on a regular basis. Their study 
of parliamentary activities in the Danish Folketing over 25 years and 23 issues finds that 
“issue competition is an ongoing struggle between government and opposition parties over 
the content of the party-system agenda in which opposition parties enjoy a structural advan-
tage over government parties” (Green-Pedersen & Mortensen, 2010, p. 258). Opposition 
parties hold two advantages in particular: they can blame government for unsolved policy 
problems and they can focus on criticizing the government on whatever issues they deem 
advantageous. This work suggests that “policy losers,” who have limited ability to venue 
shop in parliamentary systems, at least have the opportunity to “issue shop” extensively. The 
presented competition logic should therefore be applicable to nearly all political systems that 
generate a clear government/opposition dichotomy.

While classical accounts of party competition focus on why and when parties choose not 
to engage with their opponents’ issue agenda, they have not put forth a concise argument 
for when they do. Green-Pedersen (2015) approaches this question, arguing that issue com-
petition consists of a party-specific component, which reflects the issue preferences of the 
party, and an agenda component, the sum and hierarchy of issues in public discourse. In this 
theoretical framework parties engage in both issue avoidance and issue engagement. They 
address other party blocs’ issue agenda but respond more frequently to ideologically related 
parties’ issue campaigns.

Through their focus on policy issues, comparative scholars open up new perspectives on 
representation. Linking constituencies’ issue preferences, media attention to MP’s parliamen-
tary behavior and legislative activity, Bevan and John (2016) show how British MPs use Prime 
Minister’s questions to represent their own policy agenda. They not only find that issue sali-
ence drives parliamentary questions but also that the opposition highlights salient issues the 
government tries to avoid. Furthermore, (opposition) backbenchers are more prone to address 
relevant issues for their constituency in their questions and thereby influence their party leaders’ 
questioning behavior.

An institution that matches the byzantine complexities of the American political system is 
the European Union. Two examples indicate the utility of PET also for the multilevel gov-
ernance framework. Princen’s book on Agendas Setting in the European Union (2009) shows 
that an increasing number of issues appear on the EU’s governmental agenda, but gaining 
access to the decision-making agendas is challenging. This challenge is overcome by a “‘clas-
sic’ pattern of venue shopping,” akin to earlier findings for the American system. Alexandrova 
and co-authors (2012) examine the European Council’s agenda-setting patterns and find that 
they are similar to those of national institutions. A fruitful next step would explore “the” 
European agenda, consisting of all institutions (Council, Commission, and Parliament) and 
their complex interplay and how EU policies are linked to national policies. PET data and 
approaches offer unique opportunities for exploring domestic and representational conse-
quences of European integration. Existing accounts suggest that the European level increases 
policy congruence (Beyer, 2017; Alexandrova et al., 2016).
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Research designs, measurement, and infrastructure

PET is a complex theoretical construct. The spontaneity of the proposed processes and their 
interactive nature make it difficult to construct appropriate research designs and evaluate PET. 
Scholars working within the PET framework rely on a number of tools for understanding how 
policy processes play out: case studies of long-term trends, system-level distributional analysis, 
and a measurement system that enables regression analysis.

Two types of research design generally dominate public policy studies: cross-sectional examina-
tions of several issues at one point in time and longitudinal studies of a single issue. Baumgartner 
and Jones’s Agendas and Instabilities takes advantage of both approaches. They initiated a large-scale 
data collection for tracing the development of public policy though publicly available documents. 
They then draw on longitudinal case studies of seven issues – nuclear energy, smoking, pesticides, 
urban affairs, drug abuse, auto safety, and child abuse – to illustrate how exogenous shocks, change 
in the public image, interest group participation, and venue access lead to policy change.

In the 2000s, PET scholars have focused on system-level features and processes. This 
theoretical shift leads to the developments of research designs that rely on system-level com-
parisons of large amounts of policy changes across issues and over time. In order to accom-
plish this task, a number of tools are imported from financial economics and complexity 
research. In particular, stochastic process methods try to ascertain what kinds of probability 
distributions could have accounted for an observed frequency distribution of outcomes. The 
classical case is stock market returns which, according to the efficient market thesis, should 
resemble a random walk and therefore be distributed as a normal distribution. In political 
science, Padgett (1980) formally showed that incremental budgeting should also be normally 
distributed and that power law distributions emerge out of serial judgments of boundedly 
rational decision-makers. PET authors (e.g., Jones et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2014) link the 
distributional form of policy outcomes to particular models of policy change and show that 
power law functions are generated by disproportionate information processing and institu-
tional stick-and-slip dynamics.

Figure 5.1 illustrates how different theoretical distributions of change are connected to distinct 
models of policy-making. Incrementalism implies a normal distribution as policy change occurs 
through gradual adjustments. In the typical incrementalist model, decision-makers or organiza-
tions update from the last period’s policy decision. This process is assumed to be random and 

Figure 5.1 Incrementalism and punctuated policy change

Source: Adapted from Breunig and Koski (2009)
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relies on making choices based on numerous additive causes. When decision-making is a reaction 
to changes in information through a combination of inattentiveness and rapid reaction, however, 
punctuated change distributions emerge. “[T]his pattern of policy dynamics implies that fre-
quency distributions of outputs should display fat tails (indicative of internal reprioritizations and 
external policy punctuations), sharp central peaks (indicative of internal inattentiveness and exter-
nal temporal stability), and ‘weak shoulders’ (indicative of a relative lack of moderate change)” 
(Breunig & Jones, 2011, p.105). This ocular assessment of policy change is supplemented with 
several statistical measures of policy change data’s distribution.

PET scholars use these tools extensively in order to show that standard models of political 
science, such as the expectation of election-induced policy change, are unable to describe the 
uncovered distribution of political change. Existing research delivers robust support for the gen-
eral punctuation hypothesis. Budgetary studies at all three levels of US government and across 
advanced democracies are the most notable (e.g., Breunig, 2006; Jones et al., 2009).

In tandem with their theoretical development, Baumgartner and Jones assembled large data-
sets of political activities under the umbrella of the Policy Agendas Project (www.policyagendas.
org). The data base entails a content-based categorization scheme for publicly available observa-
tions, including most important problem surveys, executive speeches, parliamentary activities, 
interest group organizations, laws, and budgets. The value of the data base is the provision of 
backward compatible, mutually exclusive, and exhaustive indicators for tracing policy activi-
ties across long periods of time. Only with such data can scholars use issues as “tracer liquid” 
for tracking attention through time and examine policy processes in various political systems 
(Green-Pedersen and Walgrave, 2014, pp. 9–10).

The Comparative Agendas Project (CAP) (www.comparativeagendas.net) is the natural 
extension of the Policy Agendas Project. Scholars from nearly 20 countries (the overwhelming 
majority of which are European) collaborate in developing and assembling systematic indica-
tors of issue attention within their nations’ political systems. The group devised a taxonomy 
of 19 major topics and over 200 subtopic for classifying political events across time, decision-
making venues, and states. CAP therefore essentially is a measurement system where a set of 
units (political activities) are specified in order to be reliably measured by a definite magnitude 
(Jones, 2016). The various data bases that make up CAP include more than 2 million compara-
ble events, turning the project into a valuable resource to study European policy-making. It is a 
treasure trove for public policy scholars.

Conclusion

This chapter has outlined how the punctuated equilibrium model progressed from a framework 
that captures Agendas and Instabilities in American Politics to a richer and more general account 
of policy-making. A general model of agenda-setting and policy-making in organizations and 
political systems emerged. Comparative scholarship within the PET framework yielded impor-
tant insights in how distinct institutional costs create particular stick-and-slip dynamics along 
the policy-making cycle and across political systems given the model’s core feature of dis-
proportionate information processing. The second comparative extension of the initial PET 
turned an American policy process theory into an approach for studying European political 
systems (Green-Pedersen & Walgrave, 2014). Comparative tests of the PET framework are 
increasingly replaced by broader questions of comparative politics in the last 10 years. Studies 
of policy process give way to scholarly work that probes into the mechanisms of policy change 
by re-considering the role of political parties, news media, protests, representation, and various 
institutional settings.
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The Policy Agendas Project as well as the Comparative Agendas Project provide resources 
for improving and challenging PET. The richness of the data base invites other scholars with an 
interest in PET to combine the collected information with additional empirical observations. In 
comparative politics and public policy only the Comparative Manifesto Group offers a compa-
rable public good. In the end then, the most lasting contribution of PET and a greater value to 
the scholarly community might be the provision of this data base. It helps scholars from different 
countries and with different interests to engage in important research questions in the future.

Note

1 This chapter draws heavily on Beyer, Boushey, and Breunig, 2015. Permission obtained from Springer.
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