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Due to its popularity, the term layering is often used generically,

and it risks being transformed into a catch-all concept. Layering has

become synonymous with incremental change, thus making it a

synonym for change without any specification in terms of the

change and its effects. To make the term more conceptually coher-

ent and empirically useful, this article problematizes the historical

neo-institutionalist definition of layering as a mode of change and,

above all, its use in the literature. It argues that layering should be

conceptualized in terms of modes of institutional design through

which different types of additions to the actual institutional

arrangement can be activated to pursue not only institutional and

eventually policy change but also stability. As an approach to insti-

tutional design, layering can be distinguished according to that

which is layered and the results that layering can achieve in terms

of institutional and policy effects.

1 | INTRODUCTION

Layering is a popular concept among social scientists who focus their research on institutional and policy change. This

concept was introduced by historical neo-institutionalism, which has defined layering as a specific mode of institu-

tional change. However, against the initial conceptualization (or partially because of it, as I show below), layering has

become a catch-all word through which the borders between the actions used to enact different types of institu-

tional/policy dynamics risks have become blurred. This generic use of the concept of layering is not unexpected

because its original definition is, paradoxically, too ambiguous. In fact, by defining layering as a mode/process of

gradual change, Streeck and Thelen—despite the fact that their theoretical effort was clearly stated because it also

included processes of radical changes—underestimated how incremental additions to the actual institutional arrange-

ments (i.e., layering) are the most common way that policy-makers intervene in reality. Thus, due to the prevalent

incremental nature of institutional and policy change, layering has become synonymous with incremental changes

and covers quite different elements. Furthermore, against Streeck and Thelen’s theorization, the possibility has been

forgotten by most scholars using the concept of layering that a ‘gradual’ change (through layering) of an actual
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institutional structure does not necessarily produce changes in institutional dynamics or in policy outcomes because

some types of incremental changes can drive only the reproduction of an actual state. Therefore, layering has

become synonymous with change in an underspecified way.

This underspecification is intrinsic in the concept of layering defined as a mode/process of institutional change

and has favoured the misuse of Streeck and Thelen’s theoretical framework, which has largely been cherry-picked by

subsequent scholarship. The consequence of this trend is that a potentially fruitful concept is at risk of missing its

goal and achieving very low analytical power.

Thus, in this article it is argued that the meaning of layering should be shifted from the mode/process of change

to that of a mode of institutional design. Because of this shift, the main intuition of Streeck and Thelen—layering as

adding something to actual institutional arrangement matters—can be reinforced exactly because its meaning is bet-

ter specified from a theoretical point of view. Furthermore, redefined as a mode of institutional design, layering can

become a concept that bridges institutional analysis with public policy and policy design and thus better connects

the theme of institutional stability and change with issues of policy stability and change.

Focusing on layering as one of the most significant ways in which institutional arrangements can be designed

and policies can be addressed has become a promising topic of research that can be articulated through different

questions: What can be layered? Which types of layering are at the disposal of decision-makers? What types of

effects can be achieved through layering? Change can be pursued, but what about stability? Answering these ques-

tions can help to provide a better understanding of layering and its improved use as an analytical tool.

This article capitalizes on the vast literature on layering in institutional and policy change to propose a different

definition of layering and its effects in terms of institutional and policy dynamics that can be achieved by different

types of layering.

The argument is structured as follows. In section two, I present and discuss the original meaning of layering

according to Streeck and Thelen’s definition. I further discuss why that definition can be misleading in analysing both

institutional and policy dynamics. In section three, I argue that layering should be redefined in terms of a mode of

institutional design, and I present the content of institutional design through layering and show how flexible policy-

makers can be when they layer. In section four, I distinguish between two different targets of policy layering. In

section five, I propose a typology of layering according to its policy outcomes. The concluding remarks highlight

promising streams of future research.

2 | LAYERING AS A MODE OF GRADUAL CHANGE: WHAT DOES NOT
WORK IN THE DEFINITION CURRENTLY IN USE?

The concept of layering is not new in studies of political science, public policy and public administration. As van der

Heijden (2011) shows in his comprehensive review of this topic, previous research employed layering as a descriptive

concept to define the processes by which new actors (Belisle 1944; Smith 1983; Light 1995), new instruments

(Kreps 1966; Bardach and Kagan 1982; Florida and Kenney 1992), or ‘new arrangements on top of pre-existing struc-

tures’ (Schickler 2001, p. 15) are added to policy-making. This flourishing of descriptive types of layering originated

from the seminal work of Streeck and Thelen; thus, the reflection on layering deserves to start from there.

Originally, layering was theorized as a concept to understand institutional change (Thelen 2003, 2004, 2009;

Streeck and Thelen 2005; Mahoney and Thelen 2010). In this stream of literature, layering was originally defined as a

‘mode’ of gradual change (Streeck and Thelen 2005, p. 19; Thelen 2009, p. 484; Mahoney and Thelen 2010, p. 15)

concerning ‘the crafting of new elements onto an otherwise stable institutional framework’ (Thelen 2004, p. 32),

which ‘involves active sponsorship of amendments, additions, or revisions to an existing set of institutions’ (Streeck

and Thelen 2005, p. 25). Furthermore, according to Streeck and Thelen, layering ‘can set in motion path-altering

dynamics through a mechanism of what we might think of as differential growth’ (2005, p. 23; emphasis in original).

The classic example of the welfare state literature is the layering of a voluntary private system onto an existing public
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system. While the ‘established public system may well be unassailable, faster growth of the new private system can

affect profound change, by among other things draining off political support for the public system’ (2005, p. 25).

Thus, the ‘founders’ of the concept—those who presented its first systematic conceptualization—have clarified that

layering is a mode of gradual change that works through the specific mechanism of ‘differential growth’. However, it

should be noted that Thelen also defined layering as a mechanism of change (2004, p. 35).

In their theoretical proposal, Streeck and Thelen clearly stated that layering is a specific process of incremental

change that is conducive to ‘transformative results’, while other types of incremental change (not precisely defined)

can drive institutional continuity through reproduction or adaptation (Streeck and Thelen 2005, p. 9). According to

the concept’s founders, layering is a mode or mechanism of institutional change characterized by the partial or mar-

ginal revision of the existing institutional and policy arrangements. Interestingly, this initial ambivalence (mode or

mechanism) has resulted in different ways of defining layering in its empirical applications—all consciously inspired by

the Streeck and Thelen theorization.

For example, regarding the mode/mechanism ambivalence, a review of the literature reveals that ‘mode of

change’ (intended as a process) is the primary meaning attributed by scholars to layering (see, for example, Ackrill and

Kay 2006; Helgøy and Homme 2006; Barnes 2008; Parker and Parenta 2008; Van de Bovenkamp et al. 2014; Well-

stead et al. 2016). However, a sufficiently diffuse definition of layering has also been asserted that identifies it as a

‘mechanism’ of change (see Béland 2007; Boas 2007; Cerami 2009; van der Heijden 2011; Rocco and Thurston

2014; Borrás and Seabrooke 2015; Engelstad and Hagelund 2015). Other less frequently used definitions can also be

found, such as ‘type of change’ (i.e., the specific content of a decision that is made to change the status quo; Vetter-

lein and Moschella 2014), ‘pattern of change’ (Hanrieder 2014), ‘patterns and mechanisms of change’ (Campbell

2010), and ‘policy shift’ (Feindt and Flynn 2009).

Thus, the neo-institutional conceptualization of layering has generated different interpretations in terms of

‘labels’ and definitions. However, all definitions of the concept of layering are directly related to that of institutional

change (and extend to policy change). This explains the popularity of the concept and the fact that most scholars

have substantially used layering to address any type of incremental change (and thus overlook the initial bi-partition

of the Streeck and Thelen framework).

At the same time, it must be noted that those who have adopted this neo-institutional framework to analyse

institutional change have interpreted the original framework in a very loose and soft way. In other words, layering

has become a concept through which institutional and policy change are analysed without keeping the original defini-

tion given by Streeck and Thelen to the object of change (institutions). In fact, if layering is a mode of institutional

change, it is clear that the definition of institution makes the difference. Streeck and Thelen proposed the definition

of institutions as regimes:

By regime, we mean a set of rules stipulating expected behaviour and ‘ruling out’ behaviour deemed

undesirable. A regime is legitimate in the sense and to the extent that the expectations it represents

are enforced by the society in which it is embedded. Regimes involve rule makers and rule takers, the

former setting and modifying, often in conflict and competition, the rules with which the latter are

expected to comply. (Streeck and Thelen 2005, pp. 12–13)

Furthermore, according to Streeck and Thelen (2005, p. 12), ‘Policies, that is to say, are institutions in our sense

to the extent that they constitute rules for actors other than for the policymakers themselves—rules that can and

need to be implemented and that are legitimate in that they will if necessary be enforced by agents acting on behalf

of the society as a whole.’

This extended and ‘holistic’ definition of institutions, as well as the definition of policies as institutions in the

same holistic sense, conflates institutional change (changes in the rules) with policy change and thus directly pushes

the definition to include the change in the effects of institutional change in terms of policy delivery. This overlap

between changes in institutional arrangements and changes in policy effects has stretched the meaning of layering
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and made its empirical application evocative and ambiguous. Defined as a mode of gradual institutional change, insti-

tutions (and, consequently, policies) are defined in terms of regimes that comprehend not only formal rules but also

the expected behaviours of the rule takers. Thus, layering becomes a label that can be attached to many different

processes and a synonym for incremental change (regardless of whether its focus is on institutions or policy).

This has allowed the concept of layering to be adopted in different ways and to generally describe the way both

institutions and policies slowly and incrementally change as a consequence of the intervention of the actual rules.

This overlapping is corroborated by the two most important books in this theoretical stream of literature, in which

most of the chapters are devoted to institutional change in specific policy fields. In Streeck and Thelen (2005), we

can find major contributions to US health policy, French social policy, German pension policy, and antitrust policy in

Germany and the EU. In Mahoney and Thelen (2010), chapters are devoted to analysing institutional change in Brazil-

ian health policy, land policy in Kenya, and social security in the US. When applied to a specific policy field, layering

in this literature means a way that the institutional arrangement is changed and that some policy changes (in terms of

effects) are obtained.

As has been clearly shown (van der Heijden 2011), the conceptual stretching of the definition of layering as a

mode of institutional change has weakened its explanatory capability. In fact, layering has been adopted as a general

label to define any type of additional change in terms of institutions and/or policy elements. As such, any type of

layering is a type of change, including institutional and/or policy change.

However, there is empirical evidence that layering does not necessarily cause change but rather can be used to

lock in or stabilize an existing governance mode (see Ackrill and Kay 2006, 2014; Baudot 2018). Thus, it can be con-

sidered a driver of institutional robustness and stickiness (Ansell et al. 2017). Furthermore, layering can enable the

opponents of institutional change to produce counter dynamics capable of stalling or reversing the change pursued

(Kelly 2016; Mandelkern and Koreh 2018). This empirical evidence further problematizes the neo-institutional defini-

tion, in which the concept of layering, intended as a mode of institutional change, delimits the processes capable of

gradually enacting change and generating transformative change in the medium-long run (Streeck and Thelen 2005;

Mahoney and Thelen 2010). If layering can also drive stability or institutional stickiness, can it still be defined as a

mode of gradual change?

3 | LAYERING AS A MODE OF INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN AND ITS CONTENT

3.1 | Layering as a pattern of institutional design

Policy-makers can add ‘something new’ to the existing institutional arrangement, not only to pursue change but also

specifically to maintain equilibrium in terms of political legitimation or effectiveness in delivering the expected policy

results. Thus, maintaining the definition of layering as a mode of change may be misleading for understanding the

characteristics of institutional change and policy change and in terms of the analytical significance of layering itself.

When policy-makers typically pursue goals related to institutional stability and/or change as well as policy stabil-

ity and/or change and to intervene in both of these issues, they are asked to redesign institutions (Goodin 1998),

such as the rules of existing institutional arrangements (those that form a policy perspective and can be defined as

governance modes) and thus the rules that establish the actors, institutions, and procedures involved in the process

through which policies are formulated and implemented (Howlett 2011; Capano et al. 2015). In addition, when

policy-makers design institutions, they are often constrained by vested interests and the legacy of policy-making in a

given field. Therefore, they have limited room for manoeuvre; that is, they only have certain design spaces in which

they can attempt to modify the existing set of rules. This process of institutional/policy design typically develops

through marginal adjustments, which may involve adding elements to the existing arrangements (Howlett et al. 2014;

Howlett et al. 2015; Capano 2018). These new elements can be a new policy instrument, idea, actor, organization,
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programme, or decisional level that is added as the content of new layered rules (Hacker 2004; Howlett and Rayner

2013). Thus, policy-makers continuously redesign institutions and policies by layering.

I propose to define the concept of layering as a specific means of formulating policies through which ‘something

new’ is added to the existing institutional arrangement in a specific policy field, no less but no more. In fact, if, by def-

inition, ‘layering’ means a type of change, this implies that any chosen addition necessarily activates processes of

institutional and/or policy change. While this cannot be taken for granted, both logical and empirical evidence dem-

onstrate that this cannot be sustained. Otherwise, layering would become a type of post-hoc definition: only those

chosen additions capable of driving change should be defined as layering, while those that are ineffective should be

defined in terms of reproductive incrementalism.

By accepting this ‘minimal’ but more realistic definition of layering, it is possible to obtain a more fine-grained

perspective on the role of layering with respect to its real capacity to drive change and the different potential targets

of its effects. This conceptual rescaling is quite useful from a more general perspective with respect to theories of

institutional and policy change. In fact, by depurating the definition of layering of any emphasis on its capacity to

directly drive change, what remains is a definition of layering as a mode of designing institutions through which

policy-makers intervene additively with the existing institutional arrangements to affect related behaviours to

achieve specific, desired results. Layering can thus be considered a recurrent pattern of institutional design through

which the components of the existing institutional arrangements are altered to pursue policy-makers’ goals.

These goals do not necessarily aim for changes in institutional outputs and policy outcomes; they can also be

structured to maintain particular institutional dynamics and policy outputs/outcomes. In other words, layering is a

more precise way to define incremental decision-making specifically focused on ‘formal’ and ‘designed’ additions to

the actual institutional arrangement (while the concept of incrementalism refers to any type of change introduced to

the actual equilibrium, formal or informal, by adding or subtracting something).

If layering is defined as a specific type of institutional design, it should be considered for its descriptive effective-

ness, but it cannot be considered an explanatory tool. Thus, layering constitutes a way for policy-makers (and, above

all, governments) to attempt to formally design the components of the institutional arrangement of a specific policy

field in conjunction with strong contextual constraints. These constraints can be political (i.e., a situation character-

ized by the presence of many powerful veto players; Mahoney and Thelen 2010) or strong policy legacies that hinder

governmental political capacity and thus governments’ ability to significantly alter the status quo (Howlett et al.

2015). In such constrained contexts of policy-making, layering is the only intervention method that governments can

adopt to affect institutional and policy development. They cannot introduce radical institutional changes, so they can

only make adjustments to the institutional status quo.

3.2 | The content of layering

When layering is intended as institutional design through addition, it is important to establish the different types of

addition at the disposal of designers. Scholarship on the layering process indicates that different ‘things’ can be

added, but the additive process is generically described in terms of changing the existing set of institutions or rules

(Thelen 2004; Streeck and Thelen 2005, p. 25; Mahoney and Thelen 2010, p. 16). However, rules are formal devices,

the shapes through which policy-makers intervene; thus, almost every type of addition is introduced through new

rules. Hence, the addition of a new rule does not provide much information about what was really added or about

the substantial content of the rule. Thus, the generic definition of layering as adding rules should be overcome to bet-

ter understand how layering works and what types of choices policy-makers have at their disposal when layering.

On the other hand, the range of potential substantial additions can be very diverse, as noted in the literature. To

simplify the picture, we assume three main categories of additions that can be pursued by layering new rules based

on the main constitutive dimensions of the institutional arrangement in a specific policy field. New rules can add new

policy instruments, new actors/arenas, and new ideas (Van de Bovenkamp et al. 2014).
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3.2.1 | Layering policy instruments

First, through new rules, new policy instruments can be added to the actual institutionalized set of policy instruments

adopted. Policy-makers have different types of policy instruments at their disposal to achieve their policy goals.

Based on their sources, governments have different families of policy instruments through which they can address

individual and societal behaviour as well as deliver the expected services (Hood 1986; Salamon 2002; Howlett

2011). Governments can regulate behaviour by direct command and controlled prescriptions or through soft regula-

tion; they can extract financial resources through the direct homogeneous extraction of resources (a flat tax), through

proportional extraction or through specific deductions based on the status of the payers or goods; they can influence

behaviour by allocating money in diversified ways, from subsidies to strictly targeted funding; and they can influence

behaviour through the use of different types of information, from neutral administrative information to the allocation

of blame or prestige (Hood 1986; Vedung 1998; Howlett 2004). Information can be delivered through advice, report-

ing, education, advertisements, and information suppression or release. Taxation can be delivered through fee

exemptions or different types of levies. Expenditures can be delivered through subsidies, grants, loans, earmarked

funds, or lump-sum transfers. Regulation can be delivered through direct prescriptions, licences, vouchers, quotas, or

self-regulation. Furthermore, governments can support the delivery of their instruments through specific organiza-

tional arrangements (such as quangos or public bureaucracies).

Every existing set of policy instruments adopted in a specific policy field is a mix of different types of instruments

that have developed over time through a process of partial amendment through layering. This process can be charac-

terized by adding a new specific policy instrument, such as a loan system or an evaluation of research on higher edu-

cation policy (Huisman 2009; Shattock 2014). However, a new set of different types of instruments can also be

added, as is the case when, for example, a private pillar is included in a national system for delivering goods such as

pensions (Natali 2008), healthcare (Maynard 2005; Blank and Burau 2011; European Commission 2015), or education

(Robertson et al. 2012). In these cases, what is added is a specific combination of regulation (i.e., enlarging the

choices available to individuals and establishing specific rules for ensuring coordination of the overall system or by

establishing a new agency or bureaucratic organization), taxation (i.e., specific tax exemptions), expenditures

(i.e., specific earmarked funding or subsidies), and information (i.e., specific forms of advertisement or monitoring or

ranking systems).

3.2.2 | Layering the existing structure of agency

Layering can also be pursued by adding rules that introduce new actors, arenas, or decisional levels to the existing

governance arrangement. This type of layering has also been defined as ‘thickening’ (Light 1995; van der Heiden

2011), a process by which governmental and governance arrangements increase their density of action and institu-

tional complexity. The institutional complexity can increase through the addition of new actors through new, formally

stated rules, including environmental groups (Nilsson and Eckerberg 2007; Jordan and Lenschow 2010), private sec-

tor actors (Donahue and Zeckhauser 2006), citizen engagement in public administration activities (Creighton 2005),

and experts, NGOs, and private actors in transnational and global policy design (Stone 2013). Institutional complexity

can also be thickened by adding a new level of government through rules that activate processes of regionalization

and devolution, as has occurred with healthcare (Saltman et al. 2007); by adding new arenas, as in the case of the

transnationalization of policies (Farrell and Newman 2015); and by adding new policy sectors, as is the case when

new policy sectors are formally established (i.e., environmental policy starting in the 1970s).

3.2.3 | Layering ideas

Layering can also be pursued through rules that alter the existing ideational structure of institutional arrangements.

The ideational structure comprises the ideas, values, goals and programmes through which the existing institutional

arrangement is framed in terms of defining policy problems and the solutions to be adopted. The ideational structure

influences the definition of the problems to be addressed, the choice of what issues should enter the agenda, the
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shape of the causal theory upon which the intended solution is chosen, and the actors’ sense-making with respect to

what is possible or desirable (Béland 2010).

There is strong empirical evidence of the process of ideational layering. For example, in analysing developments

in British Columbia’s land-use planning policy, Thielmann and Tollefson (2009) emphasize that the process of layering

was characterized by formally adding new goals to the existing set of goals/means. New programmes (as operational

schemes of the new goals) are often layered next to existing initiatives, such as in the cases of the civil service for

religious girls in Israel (Bick 2016), the progressive activation of childcare policies in welfare systems (Bonoli 2013),

and new plans for supporting disadvantaged students in education policy (Hardy and Woodcock 2014) and low-wage

workers in labour policy (Jacobi and Kluve 2006). New ideas or new definitions of policy problems can also be lay-

ered on top of the existing governance mode. This approach is shown by Feindt and Flynn (2009) in their analysis of

the evolution of the UK’s food policy, by Parker and Parenta (2008) in their analysis of ideational layering in

Australia’s film and television industry policy, and by Shpaizman (2014) in her analysis of certain programmes in Israeli

immigration policy. In addition, policy paradigms can be layered on top of the existing paradigms, as in the case of

the newer climate change policy paradigm that was layered on top of the established transportation policy paradigm

in Canada (Newman et al. 2013).

The different types of substantial content of the layered rules clearly indicate the potential complexity of the

action of layering. Policy-makers can layer just one element from one of three categories of layering, more elements

from the same category, or more elements from different categories. Thus, the flexibility allowed by layering is quite

high, and it can be considered a potential source in terms of the scope of results that policy-makers can pursue. This

means, for example, that in terms of institutional and policy effects, layering can impact reality to a different extent

based on the number and types of additions. Furthermore, policy-makers have different ways of intervening in actual

institutional arrangements, and this increases their room for manoeuvre as well as the opportunities for agreements

and compromises. This clarification of the possible content of layering can also be adopted to analytically understand

the different trade-offs that can be pursued by policy actors in redesigning institutional arrangements through

layering.

Overall, layering allows different combinations of new additions that can satisfy many interests and stakeholders.

This makes layering a very useful and welcome mode of institutional design because it allows for the combination of

different expectations and contradictory demands.

3.3 | Theoretical implications of layering as a mode of institutional design

By defining layering as a mode of institutional design and by clearly distinguishing its possible content, some relevant

theoretical implications arise. First, this definition allows for coherence in the empirical literature, which has shown

that the other two most relevant modes of institutional change, conversion and drift (as proposed by Streeck and

Thelen), require layering, and thus this type of institutional design, to be effective. Conversion (a change in the goals

of the policy) can be pursued by layering the rules that change the policy goals (Hacker 2004; Shpaizman 2014; Vet-

terlein and Moschella 2014). Furthermore, layering is required to institutionalize the changes that occur without the

initial direct action of policy-makers, as in the case of ‘drift’, which occurs when institutions or policies are deliber-

ately frozen while their context shifts, thereby changing the effects of institutions and policies. Thus, the redefinition

of layering in terms of institutional design can improve the original framework of institutional change. According to

my proposal, layering is not a type of change but a design mode that, when effective, can address specific types of

gradual change (i.e., conversion and drift).

Second, broadening the analytical perspective, if layering is defined as a mode of institutional design, it cannot

simply be considered a driver of gradual change. Its consequences are by no means given (Mandelkern and Koreh

2018) and depend on both policy-makers’ intentions and what actually happens in the implementation stage. In fact,

although layering in itself could be considered an institutional change (because the actual rules, ideas, and set of

actors are changed by addition), it does not mean that:
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• the chosen addition necessarily changes the actual institutional equilibrium (in terms of institutional regimes

according to Streeck and Thelen’s aforementioned definition and, more generally, in terms of the distribution of

power among stakeholders);

• the chosen addition is made to pursue policy change (it can be made to maintain actual policy performance);

• the pursued policy goals will actually be reached.

Thus, layering is a multi-targeted mode of institutional design, at least when it is understood from the point of

view of policy-makers, and it can be adopted not only to address change but also to guarantee stability. This means

that the concept of layering must be better investigated in terms of the content of potential effects (institutional and

policy outcomes) of the action of layering.

4 | WHAT POLICY-MAKERS PURSUE THROUGH LAYERING: DIFFERENT
TARGETS BETWEEN STABILITY AND CHANGE

According to the definition I have proposed, layering is a mode of designing institutions by which policy-makers inter-

vene additively in institutional arrangements to affect related behaviours to achieve specific desired results. In addi-

tion, as I underscore above, the desired results are not necessarily those that change the status quo; they can also be

those that maintain stability or reinforce the status quo.

To better understand this double-sided nature of layering, below I focus on the two potential targets of interest

to policy-makers that must be taken into analytical consideration. In the process of layering, policy-makers should

focus on the following:

1. the effects (in terms of change or stability) on the existing institutional arrangements; and/or

2. the effects on policy delivery (in terms of change or stability) produced by the ‘layered’ institutional

arrangement.1

This divide is not only analytical but also ‘realistic’ because policy-makers may only be interested in the institu-

tional effects of layering driven by political motivations without any interest in the policy effects of layering, or at

least with a primary focus on its institutional effects. In this case, the main goal of layering is to intervene in the

actual institutional arrangement without real interest in the policy outcome, to maintain or increase (change) the

legitimacy of the actual institutional arrangement or to maintain or increase (change) the powerful role of some

actors.

For example, when the pursued effect is a change in the institutional arrangement, the adoption rules that intro-

duce public hearings and citizens’ involvement in policy-making, such as through ICTs (McComas et al. 2010; Chris-

tensen et al. 2015) or the introduction of policy evaluations (Floden and Weiner 1978; Blomquist 2003), may be

chosen to increase (and thus ‘change’) the political legitimacy of the governance arrangement without paying specific

attention to its real effects on policy-making.

At the same time, policy-makers can layer to maintain institutional stability, which means the following:

• preserving a specific configuration of the actual institutional arrangement over time in terms of prevailing ideas,

the power distribution among actors, or the types of instruments adopted, as clearly shown by Ackrill and Kay

(2006, 2014) in their illuminating analysis of EU budgetary policy and the growth of biofuels policy;

1This distinction has not previously been clarified in the historical-institutionalist literature on layering because the holistic definition

of ‘institutional regime’ has emphasized the intrinsic capacity of layering in driving changes in terms of institutional arrangements.

Meanwhile, the effects of layering in terms of policy changes are often underestimated or simply overlap with the former by assum-

ing a logical causal linearity between a change in institutional arrangements and changes in the related policy delivery.
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• maintaining the powerful legitimacy of the existing governance mode by including other policy actors and stake-

holders, other instruments, and other policy ideas, as shown by Burke and Barnes (2018) in their analysis of dis-

ability policy in the US;

• reinforcing the power positions of some already powerful actors, as shown by Baudot (2018) in his analysis of

disability policy in France.

Regarding the focus on policy outcomes, policy-makers can not only intervene by layering, as intuitively assumed

and very often emphasized in the related research, for policy change but also for maintaining, stabilizing, or preserv-

ing actual policy outcome. This may appear to be quite a rough and ready observation; however, institutional design

is often adopted to maintain the robustness of policy in terms of what is expected to be delivered (Capano and Woo

2017, 2018). In such cases, layering is required, for example, to stabilize policy performance by adapting institutional

arrangements to eventual contextual changes. This is particularly the case in economic policy, where policy-makers

layer to ensure stability against economic shocks and crises (Demirgüç-Kunt and Servén 2010; Geithner 2014; Casey

2015); in environmental policy, where policy-makers layer against the ecosystem’s vulnerability to climate change

(Callo-Concha and Ewert 2014; Jäger et al. 2015); or in pension policy, where a privatized pillar is often layered to

maintain main policy goals, such as general financial balance and individual rewards (Natali 2008; Ebbinghaus 2011).

5 | A TYPOLOGY OF TYPES OF LAYERING ACCORDING TO EXPECTED
POLICY OUTCOMES

In terms of the capacity to achieve the expected policy result, layering can be quite problematic with respect to the

linkage between the institutional addition and the possible effects in terms of policy outcomes. To clarify this puzzle,

I have constructed a typology in which two dimensions of policy outcomes are addressed: decision-makers’ expecta-

tions are dichotomized (they are assumed to pursue policy stability or policy change through layering), while the real

effects of layering are trichotomized (achieved results, failed results, contradictory results). In this way, as shown in

Figure 1, three types of layering are obtained: consistent layering, tense layering, and counter-productive layering.

Consistent layering occurs when the achieved effects in terms of policy are coherent with the expectations of

policy-makers when layering something onto the existing institutional arrangements. This is the normal and more

intuitive type. Policy-makers add a new rule with the goal of stabilizing the policy outcome or achieving policy

change, and they are effective in this effort.

Counter-productive layering occurs when policy-makers layer either to maintain policy stability or to produce

policy change, but the institutional layering hinders the expected results against expectations (regardless of whether

Decision-makers’ intentions

Obtained 
results of 
layering

change stability 

Achieved 
results 

CONSISTENT
Layering 

CONSISTENT
Layering 

Failed
results 

COUNTER-
PRODUCTIVE 

Layering 

COUNTER-
PRODUCTIVE 

Layering

Contradictory 
results 

TENSE
Layering 

TENSE
Layering 

FIGURE 1 Types of layering according to the policy results obtained
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they are positive or negative). Such layering may be capable of activating negative feedback, thus delegitimizing the

previous addition and the actual institutional arrangements. Counter-productive layering can be the result of incoher-

ent policy design and thus cannot achieve the expected policy goal. For example, if used alone, price stability cannot

be sufficient to ensure financial (and thus economic) stability (Laidler 2007). Alternatively, it could be a classic case

of unexpected consequences; for example, the introduction of a carbon tax in Australia was justified to decrease

carbon emissions. The new layering was effective in achieving the desired results of this policy, but it also resulted

in increased energy prices for both households and industries and was thus repealed three years later

(Robson 2014).

Tense layering involves cases in which policy-makers layer existing institutional arrangements to pursue

either policy change or stability, but the expected policy results are contradictory and drive persistent conflict.

This may occur due to friction or excessive incoherence between the old and new rules or because the new

rules activate strong opposition among powerful stakeholders. In this case, layering produces tension between

expectations and policy effects that can cause functional instability (Schickler 2001; Kay 2007), and it makes

room for continuous readjustments and new layering that can achieve unexpected results. Furthermore, this

can be a case in which the addition of new ideas, actors and organizational structures, while changing the

actual institutional arrangement, create a problem of integration between two institutional orders, the old layer

and the new layer (in terms of actors, power positions, ideas), and thus further create continuous tensions.

These tensions can contribute to contradictory dynamics that can undermine the ‘functionality of the policy’ in

terms of outcomes (Burke and Barnes 2018). In sum, tense layering is a type of institutional design that creates

an imbalanced equilibrium in policy dynamics and drives conditions of stalemate or unexpected policy dynam-

ics. In fact, as shown in the analysis of the Australian National Disability Insurance Scheme, tense layering can

escape the control of policy-makers and is thus a driver of significant undesirable policy change (Carey

et al. 2017).

These three types of layering (consistent, counter-productive, and tense) should be considered to grant this con-

cept greater analytical significance beyond its simple description. Clearly, if layering is considered a process and not a

single design decision, then various types of layering can be drivers of various processes. Consistent layering, the

highest-performing type of layering, can solve a problem without requiring a process. This type of layering can thus

demonstrate the effectiveness of institutional design in adjusting the features of a governance mode in response to

an immediate problem.

The other two types of layering can trigger a process of continuous but potentially conflicting layering when the

adopted design is shown to be incoherent concerning its goals and is perceived as introducing tensions into the func-

tioning of the amended institutional arrangement. These tensions can produce counter-reactions as well as renewed

processes of layering. This may be one of the causes of transformative change that, according to historical neo-insti-

tutionalists, can be produced by layering (Mahoney and Thelen 2010). Thus, according to the proposed definition of

layering as a mode of institutional design, transformative change can also occur because the adopted layering is not

consistent. Because it is either tense or counter-productive, it activates unexpected processes that can lead to fur-

ther layering or to other means of designing institutions and policies.

6 | CONCLUDING REMARKS AND NOTES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

In this article, I have problematized the neo-institutional definition of layering as a mode of change and proposed to

consider it as a way for policy-makers to formally intervene in institutional design and, thus, in policy design. I have

developed my argument through three steps. I have defined layering as a mode of institutional design that policy-

makers can normally adopt (because of a constraining political/policy situation); I have distinguished among three

categories of layering based on its content; and I have distinguished among three types of layering (consistent,
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counter-productive, and tense) based on policy-makers’ intention to pursue stability and/or change in the institu-

tional arrangement and in the policy outcomes.

This approach reveals that layering constitutes a mode of institutional design not only for change but also for

maintaining the equilibrium of existing institutional arrangements as well as related policy outcomes. Layering is a

highly complex activity that is useful for pursuing various substantive policy design solutions. Thus, policy-makers

can enjoy greater flexibility than they may have expected. Furthermore, through the analytical clarification presented

here, layering can be more effectively operationalized for empirical investigation to better compare different cases of

policy dynamics (based on stability and change).

The reconceptualization of layering as a mode of institutional design can be very fruitful from at least two points

of view. First, it can be helpful in resolving some of the ambiguities of the theory of gradual institutional change since

many empirical studies show that layering too often overlaps with the other two most relevant types of gradual

change, conversion and drift (van der Heijden and Kuhlmann 2017). If layering is defined as a mode of institutional

design, then:

• conversion, a change in goals, is pursued by redesigning in a specific way the actual institutional arrangement by

layering new rules that add new goals (Barnes 2008; Shpaizman 2014; Vetterlein and Moschella 2014);

• drift (which occurs when institutions or policies are deliberately frozen while their context shifts, thereby chang-

ing the effects of the institutions and policies) is stabilized and institutionalized through layering (Emmenegger

et al. 2012).

Obviously, when shifting from layering as a mode of change to layering as a mode of institutional design,

the original historical neo-institutional approach to gradual institutional change should be re-thought. How-

ever, it is possible that by distinguishing between the mode of designing changes and its effects, more clarity

can be achieved with respect to the real content and characteristics of the processes of gradual institutional

change.

Second, by defining layering as a mode of institutional design, the streams of literature focused on institutional

dynamics and change, on policy dynamics and change and on policy design can be bridged to obtain a more encom-

passing perspective capable of aligning institutions, policies and the way in which they are designed. Thus, the con-

cept of layering as a mode of institutional design can successfully serve as a bridge because it can be a point of

contact for these three streams of literature. In fact:

• for historical neo-institutionalists, layering could be considered a mode through which institutions are redesigned

and through which conversion and drift can be obtained or stabilized;

• for policy scholars, layering as a mode of institutional design can be a descriptive concept to facilitate the under-

standing of how the main characteristics of policy dynamics (with the aim of stability and change) can be

addressed by redesigning institutional arrangements;

• for those focused on policy design, layering could be considered the most relevant way for designers to con-

cretely intervene in the reality of policy-making. Thus, their focus should be on the instrumental aspect of layer-

ing (how different policy instruments are layered together or alone).

Obviously, questions remain with regard to the concept of layering as a ‘mode of institutional design’, which

requires further conceptualization as well as empirical analysis. The first question involves the types of causal mecha-

nistic chains that can be activated by the three different types of layering. The second question concerns the inten-

sity of layering in terms of the number of additions. This question is particularly relevant because only a

corresponding type of analysis can empirically gauge the threshold between layering and more radical ways of

designing policy. Finally, the most relevant problem involves the implementation stage of layering. More attention
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should be devoted to the content of layering in terms of the capacity of structuring the implementation and the con-

textual dimensions of the process of implementation itself.

Rethinking layering as a mode of institutional design can help to improve the explanatory frameworks of institu-

tional and policy change that tend to conceptualize layering in generic terms and, above all, to establish a common

concept and a relevant common descriptive point of departure to bridge the different theoretical perspectives on

institutional and policy dynamics.
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