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This article seeks to understand how knowledge of the policy process, and especially of policy
change, is generated. For three dominant approaches—punctuated equilibrium theory, incremental
change theorizing, and institutional isomorphism theorizing—we ask where, by whom, and espe-
cially how these theoretical approaches have been applied in empirical studies. Answering these
questions is relevant for synthesizing knowledge on policy change across such studies. For a strati-
fied sample of 153 empirical articles, we find that the theories have mainly been applied for single-n
or small-n studies at the national level, in western countries, and by scholars affiliated with western
universities. We also find that the theoretical approaches are, generally, only partially and loosely
operationalized. This limits the generic lessons we can draw from this body of empirical work.
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评估政策过程知识: 关于政策变化案例中三种理论措施的系统综述

本文试图理解关于政策过程——尤其是政策变化——的知识是如何产生的。对于间断平衡理

论、渐进式变化推理和制度同构 (institutional isomorphism) 推理这三种主要理论措施, 笔者想

知道其适用于何处、适用者是谁, 以及其如何被应用于实证研究(这一点尤为重要)。找出这些

问题的答案与在这类研究中合成政策变化知识是有相关性的。笔者从一个由153篇实证文章组

成的分层样本中发现, 上述理论在全国范围内主要应用于单样本或小样本研究, 且适用于西方

国家, 适用者为西方国家不同大学的学者。笔者还发现, 这些理论措施一般只是进行了部分应

用, 或者应用方式很松散。这限制了笔者从该实证研究中能获得的一般化经验。

关键词: 政策变化, 制度变化, 政策转变, 间断平衡, 渐进式政策变化, 制度同构, 系统综述和荟萃分析优先报

告的条目(PRISMA analysis)

Evaluando el conocimiento del proceso pol�ıtico: una rese~na sist�emica de tres
acercamientos te�oricos que se aplican a casos de cambio pol�ıtico

Este art�ıculo busca comprender c�omo el conocimiento del proceso pol�ıtico, y especialmente el del
cambio pol�ıtico, es generado. Para tres acercamientos dominantes—la teor�ıa del equilibrio puntuado,
la teorizaci�on del cambio incremental y la teorizaci�on de isomorfismo institucional—preguntamos
d�onde, por qui�en y especialmente c�omo estos acercamientos te�oricos han sido aplicados en los
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estudios emp�ıricos. Responder estas preguntas es relevante para resumir el conocimiento del cambio
pol�ıtico en estos estudios. Para una muestra estratificada de 153 art�ıculos emp�ıricos encontramos
que las teor�ıas han sido m�as que todo aplicadas es estudios “single-n” y “small-n” a nivel nacional,
en pa�ıses occidentales y por acad�emicos afiliados a universidades occidentales. Tambi�en encontramos
que las aproximaciones te�oricas son, generalmente, solo parcialmente y ligeramente operacionaliza-
das. Esto limita las lecciones gen�ericas que podemos sacar de este trabajo emp�ırico.

PALABRAS CLAVES: cambio pol�ıtico, cambio institucional, transformaci�on pol�ıtica, equilibrio puntu-
ado, cambio pol�ıtico progresivo, isomorfismo institucional, an�alisis PRISMA

Introduction

What explains policy change? This fundamental question is at the heart of a vast
number of theories and frameworks in policy analysis that conceptualize a variety
of mechanisms, processes, and conditions for change (or stability), and core factors
that are expected to initiate, catalyze, mitigate, or even cool these down. Since the
1990s, these theoretical approaches have been extensively mapped, explored, and
interrogated in a series of strong books that are now in their third or fourth editions
(Birkland, 2015; Howlett, Ramesh, & Perl, 2009; Weible & Sabatier, 2018). Moreover,
scholars have become active in discussing the development of these theories over
time and reviewing their application in different areas of public policy (e.g., Advo-
cay Coalition Framework, Nohrstedt & Olofsson, 2016; Multiple Streams Approach,
Jones et al., 2016; Institutional Isomorphism, Farashahi, Hafsi, & Molz, 2005).

These books, discussions, and reviews are generally concerned with under-
standing whether the theoretical approaches cover the basic elements of a particu-
lar theoretical approach (e.g., shared vocabulary, defined concepts, expectations
about causality), whether they have resulted in an active research program, and
how and where they have been applied (e.g., multiple methods, multiple con-
texts). This has resulted in a great deal of insight about how, where, why, and
with what frequency scholars apply these theoretical approaches. However, less is
known about the validity of the accumulated knowledge that has resulted from
their application (Heikkila & Cairney, 2018; Kuhlmann & van der Heijden, 2018;
Van der Heijden & Kuhlmann, 2017).

This article takes a modest but relevant step in filling this knowledge gap, by ask-
ing: What is the variety of applications of these theoretical approaches in empirical
studies? In order to answer our research question, we are, first, interested in under-
standing where these theoretical approaches are applied, by whom, and in what type
of studies. Gaining such insights is relevant if we wish to synthesize the knowledge
created through empirical studies and to draw lessons that may be assumed to hold
across a wide variety of settings (possibly beyond the populations included in the
original studies) (Brady & Collier, 2004; King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994; Larsson,
2009). Second, we are interested in how these theoretical approaches are exactly
applied, and whether or not there is variety in their use. Gaining an insight into this is
relevant if we wish to understand whether and to what extent the knowledge that has
been created answers the questions posed in these theoretical approaches, and reflects
the reality described by them (Creswell &Miller, 2000; Gorin, 2007; Merriam, 1995).
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Because the structure and length of a journal article limits us in the extent to
which we can explore the validity of knowledge creation in policy analysis, we focus
on just three theoretical approaches that deal with policy change: punctuated equi-
librium theory (PET) (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993, 2009), incremental change
(Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Streeck & Thelen, 2005), and institutional isomorphism
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). We go beyond previous systematic literature reviews
on PET (Kuhlmann & van der Heijden, 2018) and incremental change (Van der
Heijden & Kuhlmann, 2017) by asking questions that go beyond single approaches
and focus on concepts of policy change in policy analysis more broadly. As will
become clear in the article, we found, on the one hand, sufficient overlap in the
application of these three theories to suggest patterns of usage across them, and, on
the other hand, differences in the application of the three theoretical approaches.

In what follows, we first discuss why we have included these theoretical
approaches in our study, and give a very brief description of each. We then explain
how we selected a large body of empirical work in which these approaches were
applied. From here, we present the key research findings, and we round up with
conclusions on what the application of these three theoretical approaches tells us
about the creation, replication, and validation of policy process knowledge.

The Theoretical Approaches Included in this Article: Punctuated Equilibrium,
Incremental Change, Institutional Isomorphism

Introduction to the Policy Process (Birkland, 2015), Theories of the Policy Process
(Weible & Sabatier, 2018), and Studying Public Policy (Howlett et al., 2009) are
arguably among the most well-known and widely applied English books on pub-
lic policy and policy processes. They introduce their readers to over a dozen theo-
ries, frameworks, and models of policy change, the policy process, and public
policy. Some of these theories have a wide following, while others are less popu-
lar. Space limitations restrict us in the number of theories we can discuss in this
article, and as a pragmatist solution we have opted to focus on three highly cited
ones. In Table 1, we rank the dominant theories, frameworks, and models by
looking at the number of citations to the core works underpinning them.

In Table 1, we cluster the dominant theoretical approaches to policy change,
the policy process, and public policy into three broad time frames: the 1970s and
1980s, the 1990s, and the years since 2000. We have selected one theoretical
approach from each time frame in our analysis, to allow us to correct for possible
changes in the application of the theory over time. The criteria for inclusion were
overall dominance in application (represented by overall citation counts to the core
works underpinning the theory in both Google Scholar and ISI Web of Knowl-
edge), references to the core works in policy science and public administration
scholarship (represented by overall citation counts in these fields in ISI Web of
Knowledge), and the likelihood of empirical application of the theoretical approach
(explored by wildcard operators in Google Scholar—as explained further in what
follows). This resulted in the inclusion of institutional isomorphism (for the 1970s
and 1980s), PET (for the 1990s), and incremental change (for the years since 2000).
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Before we move on to our review of the literature, it is useful to give a brief
introduction to the three theoretical approaches that have a central focus in this
article. We focus on the key authors, the central theses, the concepts related to
policy change, and the core explanatory factors used to study these concepts.
Table 2 provides a brief overview. Readers familiar with these theoretical
approaches may wish to move straight on to the next section.

Punctuated Equilibrium Theory (PET)

Here, we focus on Baumgartner and Jones’ development of PET to explain pol-
icy change (for a review of its broader application, see Dowding, Hindmoor, &
Martin, 2016). The main assumption of PET is that policies periodically encounter
shocks caused by exogenous trigger events, and that these shocks may cause rapid

Table 1. Dominance of theories of the policy process

Theory/Framework/
Model Core readings

Citations

Google.Scholar ISI WoK

Overall
Likely

empirical Overall

Policy
Science/
Public
Admin.

1970s & 1980s Multiple Streams
Framework

Kingdon (1984,
1995)

18,000+ 2,500+ 4,000+ 1,800+

Institutional
Isomorphism Model

DiMaggio and
Powell (1983)

26,500+ 4,000+ 12,000+ 1,300+

Institutional
Competition Model

Meyer and Rowan
(1977)

26,000+ 5,000+ 6,000+ 543

Garbage Can Model Cohen, March, and
Olsen (1972)

10,000+ 1,200+ 1,800+ 347

1990s Punctuated
Equilibrium Theory

Baumgartner and
Jones (1993, 2009)

6,000+ 1,400+ 1,800+ 1,100+

Advocacy Coalition
Framework

Sabatier and
Jenkins-Smith
(1993)

4,000+ 553 1,100+ 601

Institutional
Analysis and
Development
Framework

Ostrom (1990, 2005) 30,500+ 3,500+ 2,500+ 419

Policy Diffusion
Model

Rogers (1995) 80,000+ 12,000+ 8,000+ 217

2000s and
2010s

Incremental Change Mahoney and
Thelen, (2010),
Streeck and Thelen
(2005)

2,000+ 271 1,300+ 662

Policy Feedback
Theory

Skocpol (1992) 4,000+ 566 1,200+ 363

American Political
Development

Orren and
Skowronek (2004)

654 86 235 145

Narrative Policy
Framework

Jones and McBeth
(2010)

345 73 140 80

Socio-Ecological
Systems Framework

Ostrom (2009) 3,500+ 422 1,300+ 38

Note: Citation counts from Google Scholar, www.scholar.google.com, and ISI Web of Knowledge,
www.apps.webofknowledge.com, last accessed on 18 December 2017.
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and substantial policy transformation that is characterized by a “leptokurtic” pat-
tern (Givel, 2010; Jensen, 2009). PET introduces two key concepts to explain stability
and change: negative feedback processes (“friction”) and positive feedback pro-
cesses (“cascades”) (Jones & Baumgartner, 2005). Negative feedback is normally
associated with stability, but ongoing negative feedback may ultimately result in
change. Positive feedback processes are normally associated with disjoint policy
change: “If a disturbance results in positive feedback processes, a policy change is
expected to occur” (Jones & Baumgartner, 2012, p. 3).

Forces of resistance, policy images, and institutional venues are considered
the core explanatory factors related to these feedback processes (Baumgartner &
Jones, 2009, p. 25, 37; Jones & Baumgartner, 2012, p. 3). Forces of resistance are
“decision makers” who can only “allocate scarce attention” to supporting or
blocking change (i.e., attention allocation), and the resistance that is built into the
“rules for making binding decisions in [a] political system” (i.e., decision making
rules, Jones & Baumgartner, 2012, 3). A policy image is “how a policy is under-
stood and discussed” (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009, 25). Institutional venues are
“institutions or groups in society [that] have the authority to make decisions”
(Baumgartner & Jones, 2009, 31) regarding the relevant policy issues.

Incremental Change

A group of historical institutionalists has developed concepts that explain pol-
icy change as a gradual process in which incremental change can nevertheless

Table 2. A brief summary of the three clusters of concepts used to describe policy change

Punctuated equilibrium Incremental change Institutional isomorphism

Thesis Policy change results from
external shocks after long
periods of stasis

Policy change is a gradual
process that can
nevertheless result in
transformative change

Policy change results in
institutional
homogenization

Concepts –Negative feedback
processes (friction)

–Positive feedback
processes (cascades)a

–Layering
–Conversion
–Drift
–Displacement
–Exhaustion

–Coercive isomorphism
–Mimetic isomorphism
–Normative isomorphism

Core
explanatory
factors

–Forces of resistance:
(i) attention allocation
(ii) decision making rules

–Policy images
–Institutional venues

–Change agents
–Veto power
–Discretionary space in
the institutional rule
structure

–Legitimization
–Force and persuasion by
peers, authorities, clients,
etc.
–Uncertainties
–Professionalization

Core readings Baumgartner and Jones
(1993, 2009)

Mahoney and Thelen
(2010), Streeck and
Thelen (2005)

DiMaggio and Powell
(1983)

Reviews of
the literature

Givel (2010), John (2006),
Jones and Baumgartner
(2012)

Hall (2015), Van der
Heijden and Kuhlmann
(2017)

Beckert (2010), Farashahi
et al. (2005), Mizruchi
and Fein (1999)

aWhile punctuated equilibrium builds on a set of concepts assumed to be related to policy change,
feedback processes stand out as the concepts that distinguish punctuated equilibrium type change from
other forms of policy change (Jones & Baumgartner, 2012).
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result in transformative change over time (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Streeck &
Thelen, 2005). Five key concepts are introduced to capture this change: layering,
conversion, drift, displacement, and exhaustion (Streeck & Thelen, 2005). Layering
refers to a situation in which a new element is added to an existing institution,
conversion to the redeployment or reinterpretation of the existing elements of an
institution for new purposes, drift to a situation in which there is a change in the
impact of existing institutions due to shifts in an institution’s environment and a
lack of adjustment to these shifts, displacement to a situation in which new insti-
tutional forms and processes that question existing ones emerge and, finally,
exhaustion to a situation in which existing rules allow for behavior that undermi-
nes an institution, which may ultimately result in institutional breakdown.

The core explanatory factors introduced here are structural and agency based
(Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). First, an institution might afford political actors con-
siderable or little opportunity for exercising discretion in interpreting or enforcing
the institution. Second, the context of the institution might afford defenders of the
status quo strong or weak veto possibilities. Third, specific “change agents” are
expected to seek, or not to seek, the preservation of an existing institution, and in
doing so they may, or may not, follow its rules. A typology conceptualizes differ-
ent types of change agency that are uniquely linked to the key change concepts
(Mahoney & Thelen, 2010).

Institutional Isomorphism

Institutional isomorphism builds on the observation that there is a “startling
homogeneity of organisational forms and practices,” including institutional set-
tings and policies (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 148). DiMaggio and Powell argue
that (public) organizations seek to adopt practices that are considered legitimate
in their organizational field. This is in contrast to economic isomorphism, which
builds on the notion that organizations are increasingly converging because of
competitive pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Tan, Shao, & Li, 2013).

The authors conceptualize institutional isomorphism by considering three
types: coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell,
1983). Each of these builds on a slightly different set of explanatory factors.
Coercive isomorphism is considered to be the result of formal and informal pres-
sures imposed on organizations by other organizations upon which they depend.
Mimetic isomorphism is considered to be the result of uncertainties: when facing
ambiguous goals or poorly understood technologies, organizations might prefer
to mimic the forms and processes of other organizations that have been success-
ful in overcoming uncertainties. Finally, normative isomorphism is considered to
be the result of a need for professionalization. New organizations may seek
legitimacy by creating an accepted knowledge base and training practices, as
well as networks that bind them together as a coherent group. The authors
stress that the various conceptualizations of institutional isomorphism are likely
to be found simultaneously in empirical studies, making it difficult to identify

van der Heijden/Kuhlmann: Assessing Policy Process Knowledge 77



clearly which concept is affected by which factor (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983;
Mizruchi & Fein, 1999).

Methodology

In this article, we follow the PRISMA method (the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis) for our systematic review (Moher,
Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2009). It is central to PRISMA that the reasons for
including and excluding works in the systematic review are made transparent.
Table A.1 in Appendix S1 visualizes this approach for our study.

To draw together a set of articles to study, we searched Google Scholar for
records that cite the core readings. This resulted in a sample of more than
34,500 documents (see Table A.1). From these we selected those that were likely
to focus on policy change and those that were likely to be empirical—that is, to
introduce novel data or a novel case study (following Van der Heijden & Kuhl-
mann, 2017; Kuhlmann & van der Heijden, 2018). To narrow down our sample,
we carried out automated full-text searches on the joined combinations of the
phrases “polic*/polit*/institution*” AND “chang*/transform*.” Here, the “*”
functions as a multiple word wildcard operator (e.g., the term “chang*” allows
one to search for a string of words including “change,” “changes,” “changing”).
The “/” denotes the logical “or”; and the AND denotes the logical “and.” We
included the terminology for “institutional” and “transformation” to ensure we
would not miss out on key works on policy change that used a slightly differ-
ent terminology. To narrow down our sample further, we then cast a broad net
to identify potentially empirical works by screening them for combinations of
the phrases “this/our/my/new/novel” with “empiric*/finding*/insight*/data/
observation*.” To ensure we focused on high-quality work, we only included
peer-reviewed journal articles in our selection. This resulted in a sample of 1,075
documents (174 PET; 132 incremental change; 769 institutional isomorphism).1

From here on, we read all the abstracts and, when necessary, read the full
articles for specific use of phrases and references to the core readings, to exclude
articles that were explicitly not empirical but had slipped through our net of iden-
tifiers, and to exclude those that did not explicitly engage with the hypotheses,
concepts, or key explanatory factors introduced in the theories.2 This resulted in a
series of 153 articles that are included in the systematic review of the literature
that follows (21 PET; 49 incremental change; 83 institutional isomorphism).

These 153 articles were manually coded to gain insight into the knowledge
about the different concepts that has been generated from empirical studies. Each
article was randomly assigned to one of the two authors for coding. Inter-coder
reliability tests were carried out to ensure consistency in coding, and the
abstracts and keywords for all the articles included in the review were analyzed
by both authors. Table A.1 in Appendix S1 presents a tabularized flow diagram
of this selection process; and Appendix S2 provides an overview of the coding
topics and codes used.
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Findings

In what follows, we discuss the findings of our systematic review. First, we
briefly explore the full dataset of articles included in our study to gain an insight
about where these theoretical approaches are applied and by whom. Second, we
explore how the theoretical approaches are applied in empirical studies, with a
specific focus on concept identification, the operationalization of core explanatory
factors, and the extent to which empirical studies support the expectations
expressed in the theoretical approaches about these factors and conditions. Finally,
we assess the extent to which scholars have expanded the theoretical approaches
in their empirical works. This gives us an insight into scholars’ experiences of
applying the approaches across policy areas and geographical locations. Taken
together, these aspects allow us to gain insights in how knowledge of the policy
process, and policy change specifically, is created.

Application of Theories: Where and By Whom?

To identify possible differences regarding the application of the three theoreti-
cal approaches, we first coded the identified articles according to policy sector,
adopting a systematization used by Pierce et al. (2017). Table 3 provides an
overview.

No clear or dominating pattern for the application of these theoretical
approaches across policy areas can be identified within our sample. For PET, we
found four articles for the policy sectors of environment/energy (n = 4; 19%), pub-
lic health (n = 4; 19%), and economics/finance (n = 4; 19%), and fewer studies in
the other sectors. For the literature on incremental institutional change, empirical
applications are dominant in the areas of social welfare (n = 13; 27%) and eco-
nomics/finance (n = 12; 24%). Within our sample, the theory of institutional iso-
morphism is particularly applied in the areas of economics/finance (n = 32; 39%)
and education (n = 12; 14%), but again we see applications in other areas also.

From here on, we explored the articles for their object of study. We found
that the articles predominantly used policy change at country level as their

Table 3. Policy area of study

Policy area
Punctuated

equilibrium (n = 21)
Incremental

change (n = 49)
Institutional

isomorphism (n = 83)

Environment/energy 4 (19%) 6 (12%) 2 (2%)
Public health 4 (19%) 2 (4%) 8 (10%)
Education 1 (5%) 1 (2%) 12 (14%)
Science/technology 1 (5%) 1 (2%) 4 (5%)
Social welfare 1 (5%) 13 (27%) 2 (2%)
Foreign/defense 1 (2%)
Economic/finance 4 (19%) 12 (24%) 32 (39%)
Urban planning
and transportation

2 (10%) 2 (4%)

Other 4 (19%) 11 (22%) 23 (28%)

Note: Numbers in brackets indicate the number of articles included for each theory.
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unit of analysis (n = 136; 89%). Our sample also indicates that single-n or
small-n comparative case studies are dominant (n = 148; 97%), while we identi-
fied only a handful of large-n studies in our sample (n = 5; 3%). Following on
from these insights, we coded the articles according to the countries studied.
Table 4 provides an overview—for simplicity we have clustered the countries
by continent.

Here, a clear and dominant pattern stands out: most of the empirical material
studied in our sample of articles comes from North America (n = 37; 24%) (and
mainly the United States [n = 34; 22%]), and from a string of countries in Europe
(n = 97; 63%), with Germany and Great Britain dominating (both n = 14; 9%). We
also observe a slight difference in application here: studies building on PET are
spread almost equally between North America and Europe, whereas studies
building on incremental change and institutional isomorphism draw considerably
more on data from Europe than data from North America. Countries from Asia
are considerably less prevalent in our sample (n = 26; 17%), with China being the
most commonly studied within this set (n = 12; 8%), although China is, however,
exclusively analyzed in studies on institutional isomorphism. Countries in Africa
(n = 7; 5%), Latin America (n = 4, 3%), and Oceania (n = 5; 3%) are almost absent
from our sample. If we unpack these data further, another relevant insight stands
out: the overall number of countries used for PET studies is considerably smaller
than the number used for the other two theories. That is, PET was applied in
studies building on data from eight countries,3 incremental change on data from
22 countries,4 and institutional isomorphism on data from 32 countries.5

Finally, to understand the origin of the studies, we looked at the base of
the first authors of the articles included in our sample. Table 5 provides an
overview—again, for simplicity we have clustered countries by continent.

The pattern indicated in Table 5 strongly overlaps with that in Table 4: by
and large, the first authors of the articles studied come from North America

Table 4. Region of study

Region
Punctuated

equilibrium (n = 21)
Incremental

change (n = 49)
Institutional

isomorphism (n = 83)
Total

(n = 153)

Africa 2 (4%) 5 (6%) 7 (5%)
Asia 1 (5%) 3 (6%) 22 (27%) 26 (17%)
Europe 11 (52%) 43 (88%) 43 (52%) 97 (63%)
Latin America 2 (4%) 2 (2%) 4 (3%)
North America 10 (48%) 7 (14%) 20 (24%) 37 (24%)
Oceania 1 (2%) 4 (5%) 5 (3%)
N/A 3 (6%) 4 (5%) 7 (5%)
Large-n 3 (14%) 2 (2%) 5 (3%)

Note: Accumulated numbers exceed 100% because some articles use data from multiple countries.
African countries include: Ghana, Israel, Nigeria, South Africa. Asian countries include: Armenia, Ban-
gladesh, China, India, Indonesia, Japan, Singapore, South Korea. European countries include: Austria,
Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, EU/EC, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Lithua-
nia, Netherlands, North Ireland, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Spain, Sweden, Switzer-
land, Turkey, Great Britain. Latin American countries include: Brazil, Chile. North American countries
include: Canada, United Sates. Oceania includes: Australia
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(n = 41; 27%), and mainly the United States (n = 32; 21%), and from a string of
countries in Europe (n = 88; 58%) with Germany (n = 19; 12%) and Great Britain
(n = 21; 14%) dominating. We also observe, again, that the first authors for studies
building on PET are spread almost equally between North America and Europe,
whereas those for studies building on incremental change and institutional iso-
morphism are located considerably more often in Europe than in North America.
Only a small number of first authors are located in Asia (n = 12; 8%)—even fewer
in Africa (n = 4; 3%) and Oceania (n = 8; 5%)—and our sample does not include
any first authors from Latin America. If we unpack these data further, another of
our earlier findings is also reflected: the number of countries where the first
authors of PET studies are based is smaller than the numbers for the other two
theories. That is, PET was applied by first authors from eight countries,6 incre-
mental change by authors from 14 countries,7 , and institutional isomorphism by
authors from 24 countries.8

Identification of Concepts

Having explored where and by whom the three theoretical approaches are
applied, we now turn to assessing the engagement with these theoretical
approaches in empirical studies. Among the set of 153 articles that engage with
the concepts, we found a broad variety of ways in which the concepts central to
these theoretical approaches were operationalized and identified. Table 6 provides
an overview.

Our descriptive statistics point to several patterns. First, for PET, scholars
observe negative feedback processes (n = 9: 43%) more often than positive feed-
back processes (n = 6: 29%), and none of the articles studied identified positive
and negative feedback processes working side by side. However, this is not to say
that negative feedback processes are more likely than positive feedback processes
to cause policy change, as it could very well be the case that scholars prefer to
study one over the other. A significant number of articles identifies feedback
processes driving policy or institutional change but does not classify these
processes as positive or negative (n = 6; 29%).

Table 5. Background of first author

Region
Punctuated

equilibrium (n = 21)
Incremental

change (n = 49)
Institutional

isomorphism (n = 83)
Total

(n = 153)

Africa 2 (4%) 2 (2%) 4 (3%)
Asia 1 (5%) 2 (4%) 9 (11%) 12 (8%)
Europe 11 (52%) 35 (71%) 42 (51%) 88 (58%)
Latin America
North America 9 (43%) 8 (16%) 24 (29%) 41 (27%)
Oceania 2 (4%) 6 (7%) 8 (5%)

African countries include: Ghana, Israel. Asian countries and regions include: China, Hong Kong, India,
South Korea, Singapore. European countries include: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Ger-
many, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Russia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Great Britain.
North American countries include: Canada, United States. Oceania includes: Australia, New Zealand
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Second, for incremental institutional change, some scholars only observe one
individual concept (n = 15; 31%); if they do this, then layering is observed most
often as a stand-alone concept (n = 10; 20%). Most scholars observe two or three
concepts in an observed instance of policy or institutional change (n = 24; 49%).
When found in combination with other concepts, layering is still overall the domi-
nant concept (n = 38; 78%), followed by conversion (n = 22; 45%) and displace-
ment (n = 19; 39%). Exhaustion is rarely identified as a cause of policy or
institutional change (n = 3; 6%) (see also Van der Heijden & Kuhlmann, 2017),
and it is rare for scholars to identify that all five, or even just four, concepts are in
play at the same time (n = 5; 10%). Likewise, there are only a small number of
scholars who identify gradual policy or institutional change along the lines of the
theory introduced by Thelen and colleagues and yet do not classify the specific
concept(s) at play (n = 5; 10%).

Third and finally, for institutional isomorphism, there are a considerable
number of instances in which scholars observe an individual form of isomor-
phism that causes change (n = 27; 33%), with mimetic isomorphism being the
stand-alone concept most commonly observed (n = 17; 20%) (see a related find-
ing in Mizruchi & Fein, 1999). When observed in combination with other con-
cepts, mimetic isomorphism is also dominant (n = 54; 65%), followed by
coercive isomorphism (n = 44; 53%) and normative isomorphism (n = 36; 43%).
Again, whether this indicates that mimetic isomorphism is most likely to occur,

Table 6. Identification of concepts

Punctuated equilibrium
(n = 21) Incremental change (n = 49) Institutional isomorphism (n = 83)

Positive feedback
only

6 (29%) Layering only 10 (20%) Coercive only 9 (11%)

Negative feedback
only

9 (43%) Conversion only 3 (6%) Mimetic only 17 (20%)

Drift only 0 (0%) Normative only 1 (1%)
Displacement only 1 (2%)
Exhaustion only 1 (2%)

Positive feedback
total

6 (29%) Layering total 38 (78%) Coercive total 44 (53%)

Negative feedback
total

9 (43%) Conversion total 22 (45%) Mimetic total 54 (65%)

Drift total 11 (22%) Normative total 36 (43%)
Displacement total 19 (39%)
Exhaustion total 3 (6%)

Two concepts
combined

13 (27%) Coercive and
mimetic

5 (6%)

Three combined 11 (22%) Coercive and
normative

3 (4%)

Four combined 4 (8%) Normative and
mimetic

5 (6%)

All concepts
combined

0 (0%) All concepts
combined

1 (2%) All concepts
combined

27 (33%)

Unspecified 6 (29%) Unspecified 5 (10%) Unspecified 16 (19%)
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or whether scholars have a preference for studying this form of isomorphism
over others, remains a question (Mizruchi & Fein, 1999, provide an elaborate
discussion of this issue). In contrast to the results for the other two sets of con-
cepts, the authors observing isomorphism often report that all three concepts
are in play at the same time (n = 27; 33%). As we observed for PET, a sub-
stantial number of scholars observe isomorphism but do not classify the form
observed (n = 16; 19%).

Operationalization of Core Explanatory Factors

The descriptive statistics of our review demonstrate that the theoretical
approaches, the concepts and, in particular, the core explanatory factors are often
used in a highly selective manner. While Baumgartner and Jones, Thelen et al.,
and DiMaggio and Powell all state expectations about how their respective sets of
core explanatory factors, and their interactions, relate to the various concepts (see
Table 2), scholars tend to study the concepts by operationalizing only one or two,
or even none, of these explanatory factors. This points to a general tendency to
use the concepts as narrative hooks, rather than using their underlying theoretical
approaches as an (holistic) analytical or explanatory model (see also Currie, 2009).
Table 7 provides an overview.

First, for PET, the majority of the articles reviewed, if they operationalize any
of the four explanatory factors introduced by Baumgartner and Jones, operational-
ize one or two of them (n = 15; 71%). Policy image (n = 12; 57%) and attention

Table 7. Operationalization of Core Explanatory Factors

Punctuated Equilibrium (n = 21) Incremental Change (n = 49) Institutional Isomorphism (n = 83)

Policy images only 4 (19%) Change agents only 4 (8%) Legitimization only 8 (10%)
Policy venues only 0 (0%) Veto power only 2 (4%) Force/persuasion

only
10 (12%)

Attention allocation
only

3 (14%) Discretionary
space only

2 (4%) Uncertainties 2 (2%)

Decision making
rules only

0 (0%) Professionalization
only

2 (2%)

Policy images total 12 (57%) Change agents total 9 (18%) Legitimization total 48 (58%)
Policy venues total 4 (19%) Veto power total 9 (18%) Force/persuasion

total
45 (54%)

Attention
allocation total

8 (38%) Discretionary
space total

8 (16%) Uncertainties total 33 (40%)

Decision making
rules total

2 (10%) Professionalization
total

30 (36%)

Two factors
combined

8 (38%) Change agents and
veto power

2 (4%) Two factors
combined

12 (14%)

Three factors
combined

1 (5%) Change agents and
discretionary space

1 (2%) Three factors
combined

9 (11%)

Veto power and
discretionary space

4 (8%)

All factors combined 0 (0%) All factors combined 4 (8%) All factors
combined

19 (23%)

No core factors applied 5 (24%) No core factors
applied

30 (61%) No core factors
applied

20 (24%)
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allocation (n = 8; 38%) are operationalized most often as explanatory factors to
analyze observed change. Second, for incremental institutional change, the major-
ity of articles do not operationalize any of the core explanatory factors to analyze
observed change (n = 30; 61%), and a small number operationalize more than one
of the factors (n = 11; 22%). When factors are operationalized, all three factors get
roughly similar attention (n = 9, 18%, for change agents and veto possibilities;
n = 8, 16%, for discretion). Third and finally, for institutional isomorphism, we
observe a similar pattern. The majority of the articles reviewed (n = 54; 65%)
either operationalize none of the four explanatory factors introduced by DiMaggio
and Powell or operationalize one or two. Legitimization and force/persuasion are
operationalized most often, and roughly equally (n = 48, 58%; and n = 45, 54%,
respectively), while uncertainties and professionalization receive less attention
(n = 33, 40%; and n = 30, 36%, respectively).

The patterns observed appear to be related to the type of research articles that
use the theoretical approaches and discuss the concepts. We can distinguish
between three types of articles. First, we have descriptive articles, in which the
theory, concepts, and (in some cases) explanatory factors are used to describe a
case; for example, a policy puncture may be described through a leptokurtic dis-
tribution of change, but without evaluating the causes and consequences of the
puncture, or the language of incremental change may be used to guide the narra-
tive of policy transformation. Second, there are explanatory articles, in which the
theory, concepts, and explanatory factors are applied to explain the triggering,
acceleration, slowing down, or even hampering of policy transformation. A third
but rare type is the predictive article, in which the theory, concepts, and explana-
tory factors are applied to forecast (or look back on) when and why policy trans-
formation can be (or could have been) expected. Table 8 provides an overview of
our classification.

Our descriptive statistics indicate that PET is predominantly applied in
explanatory articles (n = 12; 57%). The vast majority of the PET articles we
reviewed were studies that relied heavily on quantitative data and sophisticated
statistical methods (n = 13; 62%); two additional articles (n = 2; 10%) also relied
on mixed methods. Incremental change is, in contrast, predominantly applied in
descriptive articles (n = 33; 67%). The vast majority of the incremental change arti-
cles we reviewed were single-n or small-n qualitative case studies (n = 44; 90%).

Table 8. Type of research articles

Punctuated equilibrium
(n = 21) Incremental change (n = 49) Institutional isomorphism (n = 83)

Descriptive 8 (38%) Descriptive 33 (67%) Descriptive 34 (41%)
Explanatory 12 (57%) Explanatory 16 (33%) Explanatory 47 (57%)
Predictive 1 (5%) Predictive 0 (0%) Predictive 2 (2%)

Predominantly
qualitative

6 (29%) Predominantly
qualitative

44 (90%) Predominantly
qualitative

40 (48%)

Predominantly
quantitative

13 (62%) Predominantly
quantitative

5 (10%) Predominantly
quantitative

43 (52%)

Mixed 2 (10%)
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For institutional isomorphism, the pattern was less clear. There is a slight ten-
dency toward explanatory articles (n = 47; 57%), but when looking at the data
and the methods applied, qualitative and quantitative studies were almost evenly
distributed in our sample (n = 40, 48%; n = 43, 52%, respectively).

Evidence or Counterevidence that Core Factors Affect Concepts

The previous observation indicates that only a small (for incremental change)
to moderate number (for PET and institutional isomorphism) of the articles
assessed whether or not the expectations regarding the impact on the 10 concepts
of the core factors introduced in the theoretical approaches hold in real-world set-
tings. The majority of the articles reviewed did not state an explicit ambition to
test these expectations, but by looking at the evidence or counterevidence pre-
sented in the articles working with the core factors, we can estimate how well
empirical observation supports the expectations of the impact of the core factors.
Table 9 provides an overview.

First, for PET, only just over one-third of the articles reviewed explain,
directly or indirectly, whether the expectations put forward by Baumgartner and
Jones about one or more of the core factors are supported by the empirical obser-
vations (n = 9; 43%). Of these, the majority find support for the expectations
(n = 7; 78%). More notably, of the articles that operationalize one or more of the
core factors (n = 16; 76%), almost half draw no conclusions at all (i.e., either
directly or indirectly) about whether the expectations expressed by Baumgartner
and Jones are supported by the data (n = 7; 44%).

Second, for incremental change, fewer than a quarter of the articles reviewed
state, directly or indirectly, whether the expectations put forward by Thelen et al.
about one or more of the core factors are supported by the empirical observations
(n = 11; 22%). Of those that do, the majority find support for the expectations (n = 8;
73%). Again, it is more notable that, of the articles that operationalize one or more of
the core factors (n = 19; 39%), over one-third do not make any observation on
whether or not the expectations expressed by Thelen et al. are supported by the data
(n = 8; 43%).

Third, for institutional isomorphism, we see a different trend. About two-
thirds of the articles reviewed draw conclusions, directly or indirectly, about
whether or not the expectations of DiMaggio and Powell about one or more of
the core factors are supported by the empirical observations (n = 53; 64%). Again,
the vast majority of these articles find support for the expectations (n = 48; 91%).

Table 9. Evidence or counterevidence that core factors affect change

Punctuated equilibrium (n = 21) Incremental change (n = 49) Institutional isomorphism (n = 83)

Yes (following theory) 7 (33%) Yes (following theory) 8 (16%) Yes (following theory) 48 (58%)
No (opposing theory) 2 (10%) No (opposing theory) 3 (6%) No (opposing theory) 5 (6%)
Not specified 7 (33%) Not specified 8 (16%) Not specified 10 (12%)
Not tested 5 (24%) Not tested 30 (61%) Not tested 20 (24%)
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Concept Proliferation, Factor Proliferation, and Application of a Broader Heuristic
Framework

The final issues we are interested in are, first, whether scholars suggest that
the theoretical approaches should be expanded through the identification of
“new” concepts (concept proliferation), and, second, whether scholars suggest
additional explanatory factors (factor proliferation), either as part of a broader
heuristic framework (bringing in additional factors from other theories), or by
inductive synthesis from the data observed, to describe or explain the data.
Table 10 provides an overview.

First, for PET, none of the articles reviewed engages with concept proliferation
and none suggests including additional concepts in the theory. Over half of the
articles engage with factor proliferation and suggest additional factors to describe
or explain observed policy punctures (n = 14; 67%). The dominant additional fac-
tors are economic factors (n = 3), political factors (especially party politics, n = 3),
and ideational factors (values, beliefs, perceptions, n = 2).

Second, for incremental change, a modest number of articles suggest addi-
tional concepts (n = 10; 20%). These can best be understood as sub-concepts or
refinements of the ones introduced by Thelen et al. (Van der Heijden & Kuhl-
mann, 2017, discuss this at great length). Nearly half of the articles suggest addi-
tional factors to describe or explain observed incremental change (n = 21; 43%).
These factors are predominantly found by induction from the data, rather than in
alternative theoretical perspectives (n = 14; 67%). Ideational factors, and particu-
larly the force of ideas, stand out as the dominant type of additional factors sug-
gested (n = 5).

Third and finally, for institutional isomorphism, a small number of articles sug-
gest additional concepts (n = 7; 8%). These complement the three concepts intro-
duced by DiMaggio and Powell, rather than refine. Dominant in relation to the
proliferation of concepts is the strategic use of isomorphism by organizations and
individuals, or, in other words, symbolic, selective, ceremonial, or temporary isomor-
phism to gain legitimacy but without true commitment to the norms or values that
underpin this isomorphism. The vast majority of articles suggest additional explana-
tory factors to describe or explain institutional isomorphism (n = 67; 81%). Two dom-
inant sets of additional factors stand out: agency (n = 10) and networks (n = 4).

Synthesis and Discussion

From the synthesis of our findings from the 153 articles that engage with the
core aspects of the theoretical approaches, and particularly those that engage with

Table 10. Concept proliferation, factor proliferation, and application of a broader heuristic framework

Punctuated equilibrium (n = 21) Incremental change (n = 49) Institutional isomorphism (n = 83)

Concept proliferation 0 (0%) Concept proliferation 10 (20%) Concept proliferation 7 (8%)
Factor proliferation 14 (67%) Factor proliferation 21 (43%) Factor proliferation 67 (81%)
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the concepts, we can paint a clear picture. Our sample of articles indicates that,
while the theoretical approaches are applied across a range of policy fields, empir-
ical studies are limited to assessing policy change at national level, predominantly
in western countries and by scholars based at universities in western countries.
We also observed that the theoretical approaches are mainly applied in single-n
or small-n comparative case studies (n = 148; 97%). Furthermore, the geographical
spread of units of analysis (mainly country level: n = 146; 95%) in empirical stud-
ies is limited for PET (eight countries in our sample), and shows considerable
variance for incremental change and institutional isomorphism (22 and 32 coun-
tries, respectively). The geographical spread of first authors is also limited for PET
(eight countries), and again is more diverse for incremental change and institu-
tional isomorphism (14 and 24 countries, respectively)—we should note, however,
that these detailed differences in country variety are partly due to the differences
in sample size for each of the theoretical approaches included.

Besides this limited variety of where these theoretical approaches are
applied and by whom, we also found limited coherence in the way in which
they are applied. That is, we observe a highly selective application of the theo-
retical approaches and analysis of the concepts. While the authors of the theo-
retical approaches argue either that the concepts will be very difficult to
distinguish empirically (DiMaggio and Powell are particularly vocal about this)
or that the concepts are affected by a series of interacting core explanatory fac-
tors, many scholars study (or observe) an individual concept, and very few of
the works reviewed apply the full set of explanatory factors to the concept(s)
observed—we counted only 23 instances of this in our full sample (15%). More
often than not, scholars select one or two factors and discuss or explain the
concept(s), or do not use any of the factors suggested in the key works at all
—in our full sample, we counted 64 instances when one or two of the factors
were applied (42%), and 55 instances where none of the factors was applied
(36%).

When considering the evidence for or against the relationship between con-
cepts and factors as expressed in the literature, we also obtain clear findings:
among the articles that engage with any, some, or all of the concepts and some or
all of the core factors introduced in the key works (n = 98; 64%), a majority report
that the factors affect the concepts describing a particular type of change in accor-
dance with the hypotheses (n = 63; 64% of the 98 articles), a minority find that
the factors do not affect the concepts in accordance with the hypotheses (n = 10;
10%), and a substantial number do not make any direct or indirect observations
about this relationship (n = 25; 26%). While this aggregate finding is at first glance
supportive for the three theoretical approaches—their expectations are confirmed
by a majority of the articles reviewed—it needs to be treated with some care.
First, the relatively high level of support is strongly affected by the articles on
institutional isomorphism (48 of the 67 articles on this approach are supportive,
72%), and these themselves are found to be biased toward specific forms of iso-
morphism and to report specific results (Farashahi et al., 2005; Mizruchi & Fein,
1999). Second, it should be kept in mind that these findings are predominantly
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reported on the basis of studies that only apply to and engage with a small part
of the theoretical approaches, and not the full set (see above).

In other words, there has been limited empirical scrutiny of the proposals of
the leading scholars on these theoretical approaches in relation to the concepts
behind policy change and institutional transformation and the full set of factors
that are expected to affect them. Consequently, we have less empirical evidence
than we should expect of whether the theoretical approaches and their hypotheses
generally hold in real-world settings, given the high number of empirical works
engaging with these theoretical approaches. Moreover, rather than fully applying
these already complex theoretical approaches—involving multiple concepts and
multiple and interacting explanatory factors—scholars tend to expand them
through induction or deduction. Overall, a modest number of scholars put for-
ward additional concepts (n = 17; 11%), but a relatively large number introduces
additional explanatory factors to explain their findings (n = 102; 67%).

Conclusion: What is Known, and Where Next?

We began this article by asking: What is the variety of the empirical applica-
tions of three theoretical approaches to policy change? To answer this question,
we reviewed a substantive body of empirical peer-reviewed articles (n = 153) that
engage with a total of 10 concepts defining particular types of policy change as
introduced in PET and in theorizing about incremental change and institutional
isomorphism. These three theoretical approaches, and the concepts introduced in
relation to them, are among the most commonly cited in studies of policy change
and institutional transformation. To ensure that our review was transparent and
that we included a large body of high-quality research on these concepts, we
applied PRISMA methodology as explained in the methods section. Still, and as
with all studies, the conclusions that follow should be understood in the light of
our research methodology, and particularly the selection process of theories.
Given the range of policy process theories available, we have opted for a prag-
matic choice and included three dominant theories based on a relatively simple
citation count. Future reviews may aim for more nuanced findings by comparing
theories that focus on similar or related types of policy change (e.g., rapid or
gradual), focus on similar or related core explanatory factors (e.g., structure or
agency), or tend to be applied in similar or related types of research (e.g., single-n,
medium-n, or large-n studies).

Summing up, most of the articles reviewed study policy change at national
level in western settings and were carried out by scholars based at western uni-
versities—more precisely, in the United States and Europe. In addition, these arti-
cles only partially build on or apply the theoretical approaches that are central to
the analyses they present. Thus, while these studies have added to our empirical
knowledge base on policy change in specific cases, it is difficult to synthesize this
knowledge and learn about policy change across these studies because of their
specific, and often partial, applications of the theoretical approaches and their lim-
ited empirical reach. The tendency toward concept and factor proliferation on the
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scale we observed further hampers our ability to synthesize knowledge on policy
change, simply because the more that is added to a theoretical approach, the more
its original intention—that is, to reduce complexity and allow for comparisons
across cases—is diminished (Van der Heijden & Kuhlmann, 2017). To conclude,
the observed trend in empirical applications of these theoretical approaches limits
the possibility of synthesizing knowledge to validate and improve our general
understanding of the theoretical approaches and concepts used. This obviously
raises important questions about what we truly know about policy change and
institutional transformation in general terms, and about whether and how more
(substantive) knowledge can be gained in policy analysis.

Where next? An obvious conclusion from our review is that more accurate
applications of the theoretical approaches are warranted. Their assumptions
should be put to the test, and an understanding gained of their reach and applica-
bility across scalar, geographical, and policy domains. We do not, however, sug-
gest that a strict deductive use of these theoretical approaches is a more crucial
task than other uses. To understand and explore specific phenomena, it may be
especially helpful to use these approaches for inspiration, to operationalize parts
of them selectively, or to combine aspects of different approaches in tailored
heuristic frameworks. However, if we want to gain generic knowledge on policy
change and institutional transformation by using these theoretical approaches, a
more accurate application of the theories is required. This is simply because only
studies that look at similar concepts and factors and operationalize these in
(broadly) similar ways can ultimately be compared in synthesizing studies. Even
if such synthesizing studies were to conclude that there is no general pattern to
be uncovered when it comes to policy change, this is valuable knowledge. What
is therefore urgently required, we feel, are more systematic studies of policy
change covering, for example, non-Anglo and non-European countries, where
researchers seek to understand the full spectrum of modes of isomorphism, punc-
tuated equilibrium, and incremental change as well as how the full set of core
conditions affects them. Ultimately, a less selective application of these theoretical
approaches may extend the insights obtained from the important contributions
reviewed in this article.

Having said that, the scale of concept and factor proliferation we observed
also appears to demonstrate that the analytical coverage of these theoretical
approaches may very well be (too) limited for empirical application. If that is
indeed the case, then a strict application of these approaches may result in little
more than pseudo truths when empirical observations are forced into the molds
provided by them (Merton, 1957; Mizruchi & Fein, 1999). Therefore, besides more
accurate applications of the theoretical approaches we also see value in a more
pluralistic application of them. However, we would warn against just any form of
mixing-and-matching. A promising strategy may be to broaden the explanatory
reach of one individual theory with core conditions or explanatory factors from
another, but only if the two theories are ontologically and epistemologically com-
patible (Cairney, 2013).9 An alternative strategy may be to study a single observed
instance of policy change by subjecting it to various theories on policy change,
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but to do so along the lines of the strict application we suggested before. Doing
this may help scholars of policy change to overcome the (unintentional or not)
careful but subjective selection and interpretation of relevant facts by the narrator
to make the data fit a specific theory—in other words, by exposing a single obser-
vation of policy change to multiple theories, equally plausible accounts may be
given of a single event (van der Heijden, 2013). Yet another, and related, strategy
for applying these theories in a pluralist manner is to apply them, again strictly,
in parallel or sequence to various aspects of observed instances of policy change.
As authors such as Hall (1993) and Capano and Howlett (2009) have discussed,
policy change occurs on different levels (e.g., policy outputs, policy philosophy,
policy settings), has different speeds (fast, slow), may have different directions
(e.g., cumulative, non-cumulative), and addresses policy means and policy ends.

After all, the collective utility of theories on policy change is that they can
help us to overcome the limited focus of any individual theory—however narrow
or broad that focus is—and allows us to study and capture, explore, and under-
stand, the larger and more complex narratives of policy change. As these three
strategies indicate, a more accurate application of existing and dominant theoreti-
cal approaches by no means implies a less creative application.

Jeroen van der Heijden is an Associate Professor at the School of Regulation and
Global Governance (RegNet), Australian National University, and the Environ-
mental Policy Group, Wageningen University. His research interest is in regula-
tion, governance, and policy change, with a specific focus on urban climate
governance.
Johanna Kuhlmann is a post-doctoral researcher at the Chair of Comparative Pol-
itics and Public Policy, University of Braunschweig. Her research interests include
theories of the policy process and comparative social policy with a focus on labor
market policy and health policy.

Notes

1. We acknowledge that this selection process, and particularly the set of search phrases, may have
excluded existing empirical work from our systematic review. The full body of empirical work is,
therefore, likely to be larger, and we do not claim to have reviewed the full universe of available
peer-reviewed articles. We also acknowledge that our choice to include only peer-reviewed journal
articles may have excluded relevant high-quality books, book chapters, and other publications from
the sample.

2. To understand this explicit engagement with the theoretical approaches, we first assessed how often
the key works were cited. We found that if the key works were cited once or twice, these were more
likely to be citations along the lines of “for another theoretical approach, see X.” Other review arti-
cles have indeed also found high levels of “ritualistic citations” (Mizruchi, and Fein, 1999). We then
looked for explicit markers of engagement with a particular theoretical approach, such as “this arti-
cle applies X to the case of Y.” If neither of these tests was conclusive, we assessed the article for
use of the concepts and explanatory factors combined with citations to the key works, to assess
whether it engaged explicitly with the theoretical approach.

3. Belgium (n = 3), Denmark (n = 1), Germany (n = 2), Italy (n = 1), the Netherlands (n = 1), South
Korea (n = 1), Great Britain (n = 3), and the United States (n = 10).
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4. Armenia (n = 1), Australia (n = 1), Austria (n = 1), Brazil (n = 1), Canada (n = 1), Chile (n = 1), Den-
mark (n = 4), Finland (n = 1), Germany (n = 9), India (n = 1), Ireland (n = 1), Israel (n = 2), Italy
(n = 1), the Netherlands (n = 4), Northern Ireland (n = 1), Norway (n = 3), Singapore (n = 1), Swe-
den (n = 5), Switzerland (n = 2), Turkey (n = 1), Great Britain (n = 4), and the United States (n = 6);
plus the European Union or European Council (n = 6), and the Baltic Sea (n = 1).

5. Australia (n = 4), Bangladesh (n = 1), Brazil (n = 2), Bulgaria (n = 2), Canada (n = 2), China (n = 12),
Czech Republic (n = 1), Denmark (n = 2), Finland (n = 2), France (n = 3), Germany (n = 3), Ghana
(n = 2), India (n = 3), Indonesia (n = 1), Ireland (n = 1), Israel (n = 1), Italy (n = 3), Japan (n = 3),
Lithuania (n = 1), Nigeria (n = 1), Norway (n = 1), Poland (n = 1), Portugal (n = 2), Romania (n = 2),
Russia (n = 3), South Africa (n = 1), South Korea (n = 2), Spain (n = 2), Sweden (n = 2), Turkey
(n = 1), Great Britain (n = 7), and the United States (n = 18); plus the European Union or European
Council (n = 4).

6. Belgium (n = 3), Canada (n = 1), Denmark (n = 2), Germany (n = 3), the Netherlands (n = 1), South
Korea (n = 1), Great Britain (n = 2), and the United States (n = 8).

7. Australia (n = 2), Canada (n = 4), Denmark (n = 3), Germany (n = 6), Ireland (n = 1), Israel (n = 2),
Italy (n = 1), the Netherlands (n = 4), Norway (n = 4), Singapore (n = 2), Sweden (n = 4), Switzer-
land (n = 2), Great Britain (n = 10), and the United States (n = 4).

8. Australia (n = 5), Austria (n = 1), Canada (n = 4), China (n = 6), Denmark (n = 2), Finland (n = 4),
France (n = 4), Germany (n = 10), Ghana (n = 1), Hong Kong (n = 1), India (n = 1), Ireland (n = 1),
Israel (n = 1), Italy (n = 1), the Netherlands (n = 4), New Zealand (n = 1), Norway (n = 1), Portugal
(n = 1), Russia (n = 1), South Korea (n = 1), Spain (n = 2), Sweden (n = 1), Great Britain (n = 9), and
the United States (n = 20).

9. A related, but different strategywould be linking two different strands of literature (e.g., Blum 2018).
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