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Abstract

How should we conceptualize major institutional and policy changes that take place in

the absence of crises, shocks or big bangs? This article uses the case study of tobacco

policy (in 23 democracies) to highlight the concept of phased transition towards paradigm

change. It recognizes the importance of fundamental policy change while going beyond

the binary distinction between the world at one point in time replaced by a fundamen-

tally new political world in the next. It uses multiple measures of policy change over

time to identify the magnitude and speed of change and considers how the current

literature conceptualizes such outcomes.

Points for practitioners

Major policy change need not be associated solely with crisis or a major event. Rather, it

can follow a series of steps or phases during which a series of key factors change and

those changes reinforce each other to produce momentum. The case of tobacco con-

trol highlights the potential for relatively coherent policy change over three decades.

Keywords

cumulative change, evolution, new institutionalism, public health, punctuated equilibrium

Introduction

How should we conceptualize major institutional and policy changes that take
place in the absence of crises, shocks or big bangs? The effect of such events on
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institutional and policy change is well documented in the political science and
policy analysis literature. However, major studies of ‘punctuated equilibrium’
also highlight their rarity: a very small number of major changes are accompanied
by a very large number of small changes (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993, 2009; Hall,
1993). Further, we can identify a trend in the literature to seek new ways to con-
ceptualize, and account for the pervasiveness of, non-punctuated change with pro-
found long-term results, including: ‘punctuated evolution’ (Hay, 2002: 163);
‘gradual change with transformative results’ (Streeck and Thelen, 2005: 9) and
‘gradual but profound’ change (Palier, 2005: 129).

In that context, this article highlights the concept of phased transition towards
paradigm change. ‘Paradigm change’ involves a fundamental shift in the way that
policymakers understand and address a policy problem. ‘Transition’ refers to the
importance of fundamental policy change in a series of phases (or eras, which are
often decades apart) during which different policymaking environments help pro-
duce different outcomes. The aim is not to point to a date in the calendar when one
era of policy ended and another began but, instead, to divide time into a series of
phases to compare along the following lines: different actors, with different prefer-
ences, may be involved; the organization responsible for policy has changed, or the
existing organization’s ‘standard operating procedures’ have changed; policymakers
understand, and seek to solve, the problem in a different way; a government’s know-
ledge of the problem, and its knowledge of the ways in which other governments
have sought to address it, has changed; the relationship between interest groups and
governments has changed; and the socioeconomic context provides new opportu-
nities or constraints (Cairney et al., 2012). This arrangement allows us to examine the
manner in which policy changes in different cases, identifying, for example: the
linear, gradual accumulation of change over time; disjointed periods of policy
change over a number of phases; or, the relatively sudden and dramatic replacement
of one era by another. While the manner and extent of change will differ by case, the
framework does not. Rather, it helps us focus on the most important causal factors –
‘institutions, networks, socioeconomic process, choices, and ideas’ (John, 2003: 488)
– as a means to gauge and explain policy change. This approach to understanding
policy change is universal, not case specific, and it represents a valuable tool to
inform theories of policy and institutional change.

We use the case study of comparative tobacco policy to illuminate the value of
this framework. Tobacco control is a fundamental global issue partly because of
the size of the policy problem: there are 1.35 billion smokers and smoking contrib-
utes to one in ten deaths worldwide (Cairney et al., 2012: 2). It is an example of
major post-war policy change that may have taken place (in many ‘developed’
countries) in the absence of a major punctuation (Cairney et al., 2012; Lopez
et al., 1994; Studlar, 2002). In the mid-twentieth century, cigarette smoking was
‘normalized’; an accepted part of social behavior reinforced by governments pro-
tecting tobacco production and demand. By the early 2000s, tobacco as a product,
behavior, and industry had become denormalized, with policy changes introduced
that would have been inconceivable 50 years earlier. The article draws on data from
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23 democracies (in Europe, North America, and the Western Pacific) over the past
half century, to assess the strength (magnitude) and scope (breadth) of policy, and
its change over key time dimensions (timing, tempo, sequencing, duration, trajec-
tory), to identify key phases in tobacco policy. The methods will be to provide first
a broad historical interpretation of the development of tobacco control policies in
Western democracies over the past century, followed by more specific, summary
tabular analyses of policy instruments across these countries, designed to measure
time dimensions as well as strength, scope, and trajectory.

Conceptualizing non-punctuated change

Two of the most influential studies of institutions and public policy employ the con-
cept of ‘punctuated equilibrium’ to explain policy change. Baumgartner and Jones
(1993, 2009; Jones and Baumgartner, 2005) and Hall (1993) identify rare cases of
major change when actors help secure a fundamental reframing of policy problems
and their solutions and/or policy failures prompt crises and newways of thinking.Hall
(1993) compares this process toKuhn’s (1962) ‘paradigm shift’ to describe the replace-
ment of one scientific community by another, with profoundly different ideas.
Paradigmatic policy change is associated with profound institutional change as: (a)
policymakers are replaced at the next election and/or they seek advice from new
experts; and (b) radically new ideas are adopted and institutionalized (Hall, 1993: 281).

A third influential account, the Advocacy Coalition Framework (Sabatier, 1993;
Weible et al., 2009) may identify a greater likelihood of major change following
some form of crisis but, in all three accounts, major changes take place in the
context of a general picture of incremental change or institutional inertia (see
Cairney, 2012: 230). Their task is to conceptualize these periods of stability and
continuity punctuated by instability and change.

More recently, we can identify attempts to seek new ways to conceptualize non-
punctuated change with profound long-term results. Such attempts often represent
rather strong criticisms of a reliance on ‘punctuated equilibrium’ explanations (or
similar big bang terms such as crisis, critical junctures and focusing events) and an
alleged tendency to make binary distinctions between phases in time (Béland and
Cox, 2010; Goetz and Howlett, 2011). The case is made particularly strongly by
Streeck and Thelen (2005: 1):

. . .much of the institutionalist literature relies . . . on a strong punctuated equilibrium

model that draws an overly sharp distinction between long periods of institutional

stasis periodically interrupted by some sort of exogenous shock.

Streeck and Thelen (2005: 9) identify ‘gradual change with transformative results’
to try to go beyond this distinction. Hay (2002: 163) prefers ‘punctuated evolution’
to describe the ‘cumulative nature of often incremental change’. Palier (2005: 129)
identifies ‘gradual but profound’ third order changes unaccompanied by crisis (see
also Cairney et al., 2012: 221). Further, many ‘constructivist’ accounts seek to
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conceptualize institutions as unstable and open to constant challenge and revision
(Béland and Cox, 2010; Blyth, 2002: 7; Hay and Wincott, 1998; Schmidt, 2010).

Common ground between punctuated and non-punctuated
accounts?

However, these ostensibly contrasting theories often present similar ideas about the
magnitude and speed of policy change (Cairney, 2013). In punctuated equilibrium
accounts, we can identify a range of changes from annual budget punctuations, in
which ‘hyperincrementalism’ in most areas accompanies seismic change in a small
number of others (Jones et al., 2009: 861; True et al., 2007: 170), to the decades it
took to produce a complete shift in government policy on issues such as tobacco,
pesticides and nuclear power (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009: 269; Cairney et al.,
2012: 221–227). These descriptions do not differ markedly from others in the field,
such as Kingdon (1984: 122–136) whose discussion of the gradual evolution of
ideas ranges from ‘a while’ to ‘a few years’ to ‘twenty-five-years’.

The same can be said for debates within new institutionalism. Do modern
accounts of ‘gradual but profound’ changes really contrast with Hall’s image?
The latter draws on Kuhn (1962, 1970: 150) who identifies gradual paradigm
change as one generation of scientists, with a new way to understand and explain
the world, replaces another. Hall’s idea may be that this process happens more
quickly in certain cases, since scientists do not have to retire before their generation
becomes excluded from policymaking. Rather, an approach to policy may die
quickly as new governments with different ideas replace old experts with new
ones or if a crisis appears to force an established government to do likewise.

This is an area in which we might expect great variation. In some cases, such as
Hall’s example of UK economic policy, we might expect a crisis to provoke a
complete shift within a decade or so (compare with Sabatier, 1993) because eco-
nomic policy, as an area that defines the nature of the state, is more highly visible,
open and competitive. In other policy areas, which are more readily divided into
less visible (and often less open and/or competitive) ‘subsectors’ (see Cairney, 2012:
12), we might often expect a generational shift of experts within government to take
several decades, reflecting the ability of some groups with privileged insider access
to continue to provide information to policymakers at the expense of their com-
petitors. Expertise and information alone do not determine their position – their
reputation and established personal networks (often based on their past value to
government), combined with their resources, allow them to remain insiders longer
than others whose status rises and falls simply according to (more or less pressured)
policymaker perceptions regarding the value of their ideas.

This discussion informs our attempts to frame accounts of policy change. The
literature suggests that major change may take place over an extended time period,
from one to several decades, in the presence or absence of major game-changing
events. Consequently, a sole focus on only two phases separated by a major event
may have limited value. Instead, we explore the value of a focus on ‘phased
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transition’ in which policy changes, sometimes profoundly, during a series of
phases, often in the absence of a ‘big bang’ (compare with Lindblom, 1964: 157,
on major change ‘through a series of incremental steps’; see also Durant and
Diehl’s 1989 commentary on Kingdon).

Modern tobacco policy in the Western world

The case study of tobacco policy allows us to examine phased transition in more
detail. The article presents a narrative of major policy change (in most developed
countries) based on the following indicators:

. timing (when policy instruments were introduced);

. sequencing (the order in which policy instruments were introduced);

. scope (the range or coverage of overall policies);

. magnitude (strength) of overall policies (high, medium, and low);

. speed (mean year in which major policy instruments were introduced);

. trajectory (direction of policies, from tobacco promotion to control); and

. duration (the time since the first policy instrument was introduced).

There are numerous ways to identify and measure policy instruments (Bardach,
2009; Birkland, 2005: 174–177; Howlett et al., 2009; John, 2012), from legislation to
regulate behavior to the provision of public expenditure or other forms of encour-
agement to change behavior (such as voluntary agreements or official government
statements). In tobacco policy, Cairney et al. (2012: 14) identify 14 instruments in
five main categories:

1. regulation of tobacco advertising and promotion, tobacco sales, smoking in
public places, tobacco ingredients and customs control;

2. finance, including taxation, spending on health services, economic incentives and
litigation against tobacco companies;

3. capacity-building grants to anti-tobacco organizations;
4. education, such as mass media campaigns and health warnings on cigarette

packages; and
5. learning tools, such as funded scientific research and government reports (see

Schneider and Ingram, 1990).

The article focuses on the shift from tobacco promotion to tobacco control, which
began in the 1950s following the discovery of the health hazards of smoking (Doll,
1998). After a period of hesitancy, policy began to change significantly (Studlar,
2004). Smoking moved from being a normal social act to a denormalized (and often
demonized) behavior. Tobacco policy in the past half-century has moved from ‘pol-
itical economy’, which emphasized tobacco promotion as an economic benefit
through government subsidies and research, to ‘public health/secular morality’, in
which priority is normally given to these considerations (Brandt and Rozin, 1997;
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Studlar, 2008). This has been a relatively uniform change, albeit at variable speeds,
throughout Western societies, with few exceptions.

Profound policy change has taken place over five decades (accelerating in par-
ticular from the 1980s), reflecting a mutually reinforcing process of change and
interaction between ‘institutions, networks, socioeconomic process, choices, and
ideas’ (John, 2003: 488). ‘Institutions’ refers to regular patterns of behavior and
the rules, norms, practices and relationships that influence it (Cairney, 2012: 69).
Political systems contain multiple policymaking institutions and disperse power
across levels and types of government. ‘Networks’ refers to the relationships
between actors responsible for policy decisions and those, such as interest
groups, with which they consult and negotiate. Government departments may
have particular operating procedures that favor particular sources of evidence
and some groups over others. ‘Socioeconomic process’ refers to the policy condi-
tions that policymakers take into account when identifying problems and deciding
how to address them. Relevant contextual factors include a political system’s
demographic profile, economy and mass attitudes and behavior. ‘Ideas’ is a
broad term to describe two related processes: the way that a problem is framed
or understood, and therefore how much attention it receives and how it is solved;
and, the beliefs (knowledge, world views, language) that actors share. Policymakers
make choices within this overall context.

Institutional change has taken two key forms: a shift of responsibility and a shift
of focus. Government departments and other organizations focused on health
policy have taken greater responsibility for tobacco control, replacing departments
focused on finance, agriculture, trade, industry and employment. Further, the rules
within these departments have shifted, from the early post-war period geared
towards solving problems such as contagious diseases towards more attention to
tobacco policy (but often in partnership with the tobacco industry) in the 1970s,
before the modern focus on tobacco control (often despite tobacco industry oppos-
ition) from the 1980s. Consequently, the rules of decision-making have changed.

The definition of the problem now takes place through the lens of public health,
and sometimes secular morality. Tobacco was once viewed primarily as a product
with economic value, and tobacco growing and manufacturing was often subsi-
dized or encouraged. Now, it is largely viewed as a public health problem, often as
an epidemic to be eradicated.

The balance of power within networks has shifted. The tobacco industry was an
ally of government for decades before and after the Second World War. When
policy was coordinated by finance and other departments, tobacco companies were
the most consulted. Now, anti-tobacco groups are more likely to be consulted and
tobacco companies are often excluded.

The socioeconomic context has changed markedly. The economic benefit of
tobacco production and consumption has fallen (for example, tax revenue is less
important to finance departments once protective of the industry), the number of
smokers has declined, and opposition to tobacco control has been replaced by a
‘permissive consensus’ in which the public is increasingly willing to accept
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comprehensive tobacco control. Finally, the production and dissemination of the
scientific evidence linking smoking (and passive smoking) to ill health has been
accepted within most governments, while the most effective policies to reduce
smoking are increasingly transferred across countries.

Change in these factors has been mutually reinforcing. For example, increased
acceptance of the scientific evidence has helped shift the way that governments
understand the problem. The framing of tobacco as a health problem allows
health departments to take the policy lead. A decrease in smoking rates reduces
the barriers to tobacco control; more tobacco control means fewer smokers.

However, policy change has taken considerable time to occur. The gap between
the identification of smoking (and passive smoking) related ill health, and a com-
prehensive policy response was, in most cases, 20–30 years. The modern tobacco
control regime developed over five decades as the scientific evidence accumulated,
the socioeconomic context changed and governing institutions became more recep-
tive to tobacco control ideas.

Tobacco policy: from two phases to multiple phases

This broad outline of policy change demonstrates that the current phase of tobacco
control is markedly different from the past. The aim of this section is to demon-
strate that there is an analytical importance to the division of time into more than
two phases representing different paradigms. This section concentrates on the first
five phases outlined in Table 1 (for more detailed chronologies see Asare et al.,
2009; Cairney et al., 2012; Studlar, 2002, 2005, 2009).

Clearly, paradigm shift did not happen overnight. It is also difficult to identify a
big bang event that set policy on a profoundly new direction (although see Cairney
et al., 2012: 224, on tobacco punctuations). In this context, can we identify a
meaningful process of phased transition? The difference between phases 1–2 and
5 are relatively clear. In phase 1, early moral concerns, as a new way to frame
tobacco, gained some traction in some countries, especially English-speaking ones,
but were defeated by the First World War and a strong association between
tobacco and patriotism through supplying cigarettes to the troops. Other govern-
ment involvement in tobacco production was minimal, making it only a weak
target for groups seeking to control the distribution and consumption of tobacco.
Suspicions about the health hazards of smoking were inadequately supported by
scientific evidence, and cigarette sales began to grow (Cairney et al., 2012).

In phase 2, moral concerns were less discernible as a consequence of the now
well-established image of tobacco companies as patriotic and smoking as glamor-
ous. This image was reinforced by its association with women’s equality, slim
bodies (if smoking replaced ‘nibbling’) and the US film industry. Government
involvement grew, largely to further an economic image of tobacco in which the
leaf could be subsidized for domestic production and cigarettes could become a
source of domestic taxes and overseas exports. In other words, the main policy
instruments encouraged tobacco production and consumption. Consequently, the
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main government departments related to agriculture, trade and treasury functions
and networks worked closely with tobacco companies. Knowledge of the health
hazards of smoking was minimal (at least until the early post-Second World War
period), and tobacco consumption peaked, with over half of the male population
smoking in some countries (Cairney et al., 2012: 5).

These early phases contrast with phase 5, in which tobacco control has become
comprehensive in many countries, with many policy innovations reinforcing each
other to produce a coherent package. This contrast shows us the importance of
phases 3 and 4, which may have seemed to represent slow progress at the time, but
can now be viewed as key phases in the shift from one paradigm to another.

In phase 3, the main change relates to the available knowledge of tobacco-
related harm. Studies in the US and UK prompted a decade-long period of estab-
lishing scientifically the dangers of smoking, culminating in the Royal College of
Physicians Report in the UK in 1962 and the US Surgeon General’s Report in 1964
(Doll, 1998). The earlier studies had a significant effect on patterns of tobacco
consumption (see Baumgartner and Jones, 2009: 91 on the US), particularly fol-
lowing the popular Reader’s Digest article ‘Cancer by the Carton’ (Norr, 1952).
They began to reshape the socioeconomic context (e.g. fewer smokers means
reduced consumption and revenue from taxation). The new knowledge provided
the potential for innovative ways to frame the tobacco problem, for different gov-
ernment departments to become involved, and for additional groups to lobby.
However, that potential did not come to fruition in this period.

In phase 4 there is the beginning of what we now take for granted: a move
towards reframing the tobacco argument in terms of the health of the population
(prompted by a combination of the growing evidence and the increasing rates of
illness associated with smoking); a gradual strengthening of health department
involvement; the development of dedicated public health and anti-tobacco
groups, as well as a redirection of effort from medical groups (some of which
had made alliances with tobacco companies that would seem incredible in the

Table 1. The phases of tobacco control policy, 1880–2012

Period Events

Paradigm: Tobacco promotion (political economy)

Phase 1: 1880–1914 Consolidation of the cigarette industry and early controversies

over morality and public health

Phase 2: 1914–50 Tobacco growing, manufacturing, and sales promoted by governments

Phase 3: 1950–64 The gathering storm of health concerns

Paradigm: Tobacco restriction (public health)

Phase 4: 1964–84 Regulatory hesitancy; tobacco control seen as a developed world issue

Phase 5: 1984–2013 Tobacco as a social and global menace

Phase 6: The future? Neo-prohibitionism vs harm reduction

Source: Adapted from Cairney et al., 2012; Studlar, 2002.
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present day – Wolinsky and Brune, 1994); and, the development of national and
international networks dedicated to the production of scientific knowledge and the
sharing of ideas on tobacco control. Yet, we can also see a difference from phase 5:
public health groups and health departments were relatively marginalized, and
tobacco control was still in its infancy. Control was often restricted to a few limited
measures and, in some cases, voluntary agreements between the government and
industry, to reflect tobacco’s unusual status as potentially damaging but legal and
economically valuable. There were tobacco control instruments in place in many
countries, but they would be seen as inadequate through the lens of contemporary
politics and policymaking (Cairney et al., 2012: 15).

The data on multiple phases: scope, duration, speed and
strength

This section examines how well the quantitative data on policy instruments across
Western democracies, mainly available for the last two phases, support the more
qualitative narrative of these distinctions. Table 2 shows the aggregate pattern of
scope, strength, and tempo, based on 24 policy instrument adoptions (advertising,
and second-hand smoke regulations, some financial incentives/impositions, educa-
tion, and learning tools) across 23 Western democracies. Table 2, columns 1 and 2,
indicate that there has been a relatively widespread and uniform tobacco control
policy response across Western democracies. This convergence of policy results in
an overall average index of adoption (scope) of 0.9, meaning that almost all of
these countries have adopted some version of the instruments noted above. While
some time variations occur, the degree of uniformity as well as the amount of
policy change across these countries is notable. Those that began tobacco control
measures, however limited, earlier (column 3: duration, first year) have faster rates
of overall adoption of these instruments (column 5) but not necessarily greater
policy strength (column 4, as estimated by Joossens and Raw, 2011). Reflecting
the wide variation of starting dates of different policies, the overall mean speed
(column 5: tempo) of all policy adoptions across these countries is 1986, the center
of the surge of tobacco control policies.

Sequencing and trajectory of tobacco control policies

The broad, overall pattern of sequencing of policy instruments by recent decades,
including some directionality, appears in Table 3 (see Cairney et al., 2012; Studlar
2004, 2007, 2009). The pre-1980s era is collapsed into one because of the paucity of
tobacco control measures before then as well as their wide geographical and timing
dispersion. These are based on mean adoption dates across the 23 countries or
those that have employed particular instruments. In the past decade, new policy
instruments also have appeared in some jurisdictions, including no visual displays
of cigarette packages in stores, no smoking in public places for child protection
(automobiles, adoption services), and fire safe cigarettes.
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The process has developed differently according to the instrument. There were
few adoptions of any instruments until the 1980s, then a protracted acceleration of
adopters over the next 30 years, with more convergence (or more rapid diffusion)
occurring in the 1990s and 2000s. Some instruments (mass media campaigns, tele-
cast bans and other advertising restrictions, minimum sales age, indoor smoking
restrictions in limited venues, and package health warnings) appeared before
others, such as contents restrictions, cigarette distribution restrictions, and

Table 2. Scope, duration, strength, and speed of policy adoptions in 23 Western countries

N Scope

Duration

(1st year)

Strength

(2010)

Speed

(median year)

1. Australia 25 1 1900 High 1974

2. Austria 23 0.96 1973 Low 1996

3. Belgium 23 0.96 1975 Medium 1985

4. Canada 25 1 1891 High 1978

5. Denmark 20 0.83 1972 Medium 1989

6. Finland 22 0.92 1965 Medium 1980

7. France 24 1 1976 Medium 1984

8. Germany 20 0.83 1965 Low 1989

9. Greece 17 0.75 1952 Low 1987

10. Iceland 24 1 1969 High 1981

11. Ireland 23 0.96 1922 High 1982

12. Italy 23 0.96 1934 Medium 1979

13. Japan 24 0.6 1900 Low 2003

14. Luxembourg 16 0.67 1977 Low 1991

15. Netherlands 21 0.88 1981 Medium 1994

16. New Zealand 24 1 1903 High 1980

17. Norway 22 0.92 1965 High 1981

18. Portugal 20 0.83 1981 Medium 1989

19. Spain 22 0.92 1982 Medium 1993

20. Sweden 23 0.96 1964 Medium 1986

21. Switzerland 20 0.83 1975 Medium 1991

22. United Kingdom 22 0.92 1908 High 1981

23. United States 24 0.96 1883 High 1975

Overall mean .90 1953 Medium 1986

Based on analyses in Cairney et al., 2012; Joossens and Raw, 2011; Studlar, 2007, 2009.

Sources: European Commission. 1982; Roemer, 1982, 1993; Sasco et al., 1989, 1992; WHO Regional Office for

Europe 2007, http://data.euro.who.int/tobacco

Note: N refers to the number of cases for which exact dates of adoption can be found. Voluntary agreements

included.
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restaurant and bar smoking restrictions. Some innovations, notably minimum age
restrictions, have moved slowly while others progressed more rapidly.
Generalizations about the timing of some instruments are hindered by a low N
because of lack of specific dates or the presence of pioneers who acted many years
ahead of other countries. However, overall, the results support a pattern of pro-
gressive adoption of more instruments, with an acceleration in the 1980s, through-
out most developed democracies (Cairney et al., 2012; Studlar, 2004, 2007, 2009).

There has been a slow but accelerating trajectory of restrictive measures, with
sporadic outbursts of activity. There was a spurt in the 1960s and 1970s for a
limited number of instruments (education, health warnings, broadcast and telecast
advertising bans), then broader adoption of policies in the 1980s (including

Table 3. Sequencing of tobacco control policy instruments

Pre-1980s (6)

1. Increases in taxation for revenues

2. Age limits for purchase and possession (some countries)

3. Educational campaigns

4. Health warnings on packages

5. Broadcast advertising limits

6. Limited smoking venues for safety reasons and in major carrier public transportation

(buses, subways, trains)

1980s (9)

7. Cessation services

8. Capacity building for local governments and anti-tobacco organizations

(selected jurisdictions)

9. Broader advertising limits

10. Limits on smoking in more mass public venues, private and government

11. Government reports

12. Cigarette contents restricted

13. Airlines restricted

14. Promotions restricted

15. Stronger health warnings (multiple, rotating)

1990s (8)

16. Taxation for public health

17. Raising the age limit for cigarette purchase

18. Bans on smoking in government venues

19. Limits on package size

20. Restrictions on vending machines

21. Bans on smoking in private hospitality venues

22. Comprehensive government strategy

23. Restrictions on point of sale advertising

2000s (1)

24. Pictorial health warnings
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increased taxation, second-hand smoke restrictions, and capacity building), with
more instruments and greater restrictiveness in calibrations in the 1990s and 2000s
(graphic health warnings, banning of cigarette displays, broadened second-hand
smoke restrictions).

There are policy plateaus in some countries but are few episodes of reversibility of
policy. Some taxation policies in Canada and in subcentral jurisdictions in the US
and Canada have been reversed, at least temporarily, because of smuggling concerns
or temporary revenue needs (Studlar, 2002). The Dutch government has been
accused of reversing education policies (Cheng and Sterling, 2012). Nevertheless,
the general situation contrasts to the prohibitionist anti-tobacco policies of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when tobacco sales bans were widely vio-
lated or reversed legally (Studlar, 2005; Tate, 1999; Tyrrell, 1999). At that time, many
of the proposed ‘remedies’ did not ‘take off’. A half-century later, they not only
remained but increased in numbers and restrictive calibrations. In the 15 older EU
member states there has been an upward trend in the regulation of tobacco, but with
considerable variation in the pace of trajectories and some leapfrogging of policies
and leaders (Studlar, 2009; Studlar et al., 2011). The most common policy instru-
ments have followed an approximate S-curve, with different policy instruments
beginning at different times. This is a common process in studies of diffusion of
policy across jurisdictions (Bennett, 1997; Berry and Berry, 2007).

A focus on phases allows us to reflect on the fact that policy change does not result
inevitably from the production and dissemination of ideas – even when they are as
important as the knowledge of tobacco-related harm that is now taken for granted.
Instead, the time delay has been a resource for tobacco producers in two ways. First,
there is a long incubation period for tobacco-related diseases, allowing tobacco to
become established as ‘normal’. Second, tobacco companies exploited the fact that
smoking became difficult to change (economically, culturally, politically), to delay
institutional and policy change. The scientific knowledge took time to establish,
particularly because the industry’s denial of the growing body of scientific evidence
was so effective (Oreskes and Conway, 2010). In contrast, anti-smoking groups were
often hampered by the abstract nature of their claims based on ‘downstream costs’
when diseases presented themselves after a considerable time lag. This may still be an
issue, even in the new era of tobacco control. Many policies still contain discretion-
ary time rules for implementation (including the three Action Plans of the Europe
Against Cancer program of the EU – European Commission, 2004). There are also
government policies with more long-range declaratory time goals (which are difficult
to enforce), such as the periodic reports by the US Department of Health and
Human Services announcing ambitious targets for the goals of Healthy Public
Policy, including smoking reduction.

Conclusions

A framework which focuses on phased transitions helps us to conceptualize para-
digm change in the presence or absence of a major crisis. In both cases, it is
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valuable to explore change over a series of phases rather than presenting a binary
shift from one outcome to another. The framework helps scholars theorize the
often-mutually-reinforcing interplay between key causal factors in public policy –
‘institutions, networks, socioeconomic process, choices, and ideas’ (John, 2003:
488) – as policy changes, often profoundly, over decades.

In this context, which theories or concepts help explain developments in tobacco
policy? Our focus on phases allows us to integrate a series of points from the policy
literature. From Kingdon (1984, 1995) we can take the idea of ‘softening’. Kingdon
describes the slow progress of an idea towards acceptability within the policy com-
munity. Policy changes, but only when new solutions are ‘softened’ to make them
more consistent with existing practices and attitudes. This helps explain why policy
does not immediately follow a lurch of attention to a new problem (in some countries
attention to tobacco arose several times in phases 3 and 4 before the issue was
addressed in a comprehensive way) and why we should not consider tobacco control
necessarily to be an idea ‘whose time has come’. Rather, it took considerable time
and effort for the idea of tobacco control to become acceptable in most countries.
Yet, softening alone does not help us explain how or why amajor change took place.
Kingdon’s focus on the ‘politics’ stream (the motive and opportunity for policy-
makers to adopt a new solution) helps show us the conditions that have to be met
before major change will take place, but it has less to offer on why the policy context
changed so profoundly. The lesson from tobacco control is that, if the same balance
of power continued from the early post-Second World War period, the idea of
tobacco control would never become soft enough! Rather, the idea of control
became acceptable only when the policymaking conditions changed.

For this aspect of policy we can draw more on Baumgartner and Jones’ (1993,
2009) emphasis on venue shopping. A key factor in the production of a policy envir-
onment in which tobacco control became more acceptable is the role of venue shift –
when, for example, departments of health became central to the development of
tobacco policy, producing a change in the balance of power between interest
groups and providing a more receptive audience for new knowledge (the science
on tobacco-related harm and lessons from other countries) which reinforced the
case for tobacco control. Such changes, combined with an analytical focus on the
profound transformation in the nature of attention (government, media, public) to
tobacco, help explain how a radically different environment developed. Attention
changed from being low and positive in the early post-SecondWorld War period, to
majority-negative in the 1980s (Studlar, 2004, 2009). This is a discussion that is
central to the idea of softening; only when the policy environment changed was it
possible for the idea of tobacco control to begin its progress towards acceptability in
policy arenas. This may be described as a policy ‘punctuation’ if the term does not
refer to a specific event (or even a small number of events) or a dramatic shift in
policy direction overnight (Cairney et al., 2012: 224). Rather, we identify profound
change as occurring over several phases and decades.

We can draw similar conclusions from Hall’s (1993) analysis. Much intellectual
effort is now being expended trying to go beyond the idea of institutional
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punctuated equilibrium; to identify and explain gradual paradigm changes. Such
change may occur when policymakers seek advice from new experts, allowing
radically new ideas to be adopted and institutionalized as one scientific community
is replaced by another. In the case of tobacco, this took more time than Hall’s
famous example of UK economic policy. Although the experts in favor now have
profoundly different views from the interests that dominated in the post-war
period, this did not happen dramatically during a crisis period. Rather, we can
identify a series of phases in which institutional shifts occurred more gradually, and
new networks developed over decades.

This finding does not contradict Hall’s idea (particularly since tobacco policy may
not be directly comparable to higher stakes and higher attention economic policies),
but it does highlight three factors worthy of further consideration during the pro-
duction of future case studies. First, we find that paradigm change, associated with
shifts of expertise, may happen in protracted phases rather than during a brief tran-
sition. For example, the stickiness of group–government relationships results from
the ability of groups to draw on resources other than expertise. In the tobacco case,
companies had built up a reputation within government (based on their initial pat-
riotic image, followed by their economic value) and established personal networks
that allowed them to remain insiders long after their claim to expertise was being
undermined. Second, this legacy has an effect on the phases of change, producing an
often confusing picture of policymaking during a major transition. For example,
governments may simultaneously combine institutional mechanisms to promote and
control tobacco. It may resemble a process labeled ‘layering’; ‘of new arrangements
on top of pre-existing institutions intended to serve different purposes’ (Schickler,
2001: 16). The case of tobacco shows that such processes need not necessarily be
treated as ‘disjointed’ or ‘incoherent’ (Streeck and Thelen, 2005: 23). Rather, in some
cases, there is temporary inconsistency as one policy regime is replaced gradually by
another. Third, we may identify a complicated mixture of policy decisions under the
term ‘policy’. For example, one part of government may be holding onto its trade
links with tobacco companies at the same time as another part is funding public
health groups and devoting considerable resources to denormalizing smoking and
perhaps even demonize the industry. The policy inconsistency has, in the tobacco
case, generally proved to be temporary.

Of course, one thing that our framework does not provide is a means to predict
the future. On the contrary – our focus on phases rather than binary shifts or linear
progression highlights the possibility of complicated and uncertain policy trajec-
tories. However, we can make some informed comments about the potential sixth
phase of tobacco control, which has been debated for several years. There are two
alternative scenarios. One would be a continuing sporadic but more uniform move-
ment towards a ‘neo-prohibitionist’ regime (Nadelmann, 1990), with laggard coun-
tries adopting stronger policies, continued decreases in smoking, more public
health measures such as plain packaging (de-commercialization) backed by stron-
ger institutional support, the public health/morality perspective achieving
greater dominance, and tobacco industry political power declining in favor of
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that of anti-tobacco groups. But recent disenchantment with slow progress in
reducing smoking may lead towards the embrace of a more radical approach.

The search for alternatives to the traditional consumption of addictive, toxic
cigarettes continues and could complicate the neo-prohibitionist scenario.
Difficulties in reducing smoking prevalence, as well as the development of snus,
e-cigarettes, and the ongoing search for a ‘safe’ cigarette (Felderbaum, 2011;
Jacobs, 2011), have complicated the neo-prohibitionist vision. The
alternative regime of harm minimization/reduction argues that a better strategy
is to reduce overall smoking hazards by encouraging alternative nicotine delivery
mechanisms, even if these are not completely harmless. The goal is to reduce
smoking to a hard core of identifiable addicts. De-commercialization can be part
of either approach, not only in the form of plain packaging but also through
mandated changes in cigarette product design, price and/or profit controls, and
state-regulated distribution of cigarettes (Borland, 2003; Cunningham, 1996;
Malone, 2011).

Those opposed to harm reduction argue that supposedly ‘safer’ products can be
used to induce consumers to smoke cigarettes, or co-dependency. While there may
be potential for a tobacco harm reduction regime, it would take time to implement
such a policy. In the absence of an agreed breakthrough in a safe, effective delivery
product, the development of a global tobacco harm reduction regime will continue
to be slow and controversial. The future of tobacco policy is complicated and
uncertain, depending not only on alternative visions but also on scientific results
as well as the interaction of the five factors described above.

In other words, the past half-century of tobacco policy has been one of gradual
change in multiple countries, which in the longer-term perspective has resulted in
cumulative,major change thatwould havebeen considered highly improbable, and in
factwasnot predicted, in the 1950s.Yet, it has not led to the eradicationof smokingor
the end of the power of the tobacco industry (much to the frustration of public health
groups). Rather, the industry is still profitable and powerful, even in countries with
the strongest tobacco control regimes. Continued uncertainty over the next phase of
tobacco control reminds us of the continuous ability of the industry to adapt; to
decelerate policy change through multiple venues, as in the bureaucracies of central
governments, cabinets and legislatures (through campaign contributions), courts,
and, in some countries, appeals to public opinion.
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Béland D and Cox R (2010) Introduction. In: Beland D and Cox R (eds) Ideas and Politics in

Social Science Research. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 3–20.

Bennett C (1997) Understanding ripple effects: The cross-national adoption of policy instru-
ments for bureaucratic accountability. Governance 10: 223–233.

Berry FS and Berry WD (2007) Innovation and diffusion models in policy research.

In: Sabatier P (ed.) Theories of the Policy Process, 2nd edn. Boulder, CO: Westview,
pp. 223–260.

Birkland T (2005) An Introduction to the Policy Process: Theories, Concepts and Models of
Public Policy Making, 2nd edn. London: M.E. Sharpe.

Blyth M (2002) Great Transformations: Economic Ideas and Institutional Change in the
Twentieth Century. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Borland R (2003) A strategy for controlling the marketing of tobacco products: A regulated

market model. Tobacco Control 12(5): 374–382.
Brandt AM and Rozin P (1997) Introduction. In: Brandt AM and Rozin P (eds) Morality

and Health. New York: Routledge, pp. 1–11.

Cairney P (2012) Understanding Public Policy. Basingstoke: Palgrave.
Cairney P (2013) What is evolutionary theory and how does it inform policy studies? Policy

and Politics 41(2): 279–298.
Cairney P, Studlar DT and Mamudu H (2012) Global Tobacco Control: Power, Policy,

Governance, and Transfer. London and New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Cheng M and Sterling T (2012) Netherlands backtracks on antismoking efforts. Associated

Press, 1 January. Available at: http://articles.philly.com/2012-01-01/news/

30579143_1_tobacco-control-tobacco-industry-tobacco-products
Cunningham R (1996) Smoke and Mirrors: The Canadian Tobacco War. Ottawa:

International Development Research Centre.

Doll R (1998) The first reports on smoking and health. In: Lock S, Reynolds L andTansey EM
(eds)Ashes toAshes:TheHistory ofSmoking andHealth.Amsterdam:Rodopi, pp. 130–142.

Durant RF and Diehl PF (1989) Agendas, alternatives and public policy. Journal of Public

Policy 9(2): 179–205.
European Commission (1982) Actions against Smoking in the Member States of the European

Community. Report EUR 7531. Brussels and Luxembourg: Directorate-General for
Employment, Social Affairs and Education, Direction Health and Safety.

European Commission (2004) Tobacco or Health in the European Union: Past, Present and
Future. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Commission.

Felderbaum M (2011) E-cigs: No smoke, but some areas are banning them. Boston.com, 4

June. Available at: http://articles.boston.com/2010-09-02/news/29294029_1_e-cigarettes-
electronic-cigarettes-actual-cigarettes

Goetz KH and Howlett M (2011) Time, temporality and timescapes in politics and policy.

ECPR Workshop, Antwerp. Available at: http://new.ecprnet.eu/ViewDocument.aspx
Hall P (1993) Policy paradigms, social learning, and the state: The case of economic

policymaking in Britain. Comparative Politics 25(2): 275–296.
Hay C (2002) Political Analysis. Basingstoke: Palgrave.

Hay C and Wincott D (1998) Structure, agency and historical institutionalism. Political
Studies 46(4): 951–957.

528 International Review of Administrative Sciences 80(3)

 at Library - Periodicals Dept on September 12, 2014ras.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ras.sagepub.com/


Howlett M, Ramesh M and Perl A (2009) Studying Public Policy: Policy Cycles and Policy
Subsystems. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Jacobs P (2011) Pursuit of a safer cigarette gathers pace. Financial Times 2 June.

John P (2003) Is there life after policy streams, advocacy coalitions, and punctuations?
Policy Studies Journal 31(4): 481–498.

John P (2012) Analyzing Public Policy. London: Routledge.

Jones B and Baumgartner F (2005) The Politics of Attention. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press.

Jones B, Baumgartner F, Breunig C, Wleizen C, Soroka S, Foucault M, Francois A, Green-

Pedersen C, Koski C, John P, Mortensen P, Varone F and Walgrave S (2009) A general
empirical law of public budgets: A comparative analysis. American Journal of Political
Science 53(4): 855–873.

Joossens L and Raw M (2011) The Tobacco Control Scale 2010 in Europe. Paper presented

at the Fifth European Conference on Tobacco or Health, Amsterdam, 28–30 March.
Available at: http://www.ensp.org/sites/default/files/TCS_2010_in_Europe_FINAL.pdf

Kingdon J (1984, 1995) Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies, 1st and 2nd edns. New

York: HarperCollins.
Kuhn T (1962, 1970) The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 1st and 2nd edns. Chicago, IL:

University of Chicago Press.

Lindblom C (1964) Contexts for change and strategy. Public Administration Review 24(3):
157–158.

Lopez AD, Collishaw NE and Piha T (1994) A descriptive model of the cigarette epidemic in
developed countries. Tobacco Control 3(2): 242–247.

Malone R (2011) Imagining things otherwise: New endgame ideas for tobacco control.
Tobacco Control 19(5): 349–350.

Nadelman EA (1990) Global prohibition regimes: The evolution of norms in international

society. International Organization 44(4): 479–526.
Norr R (1952) Cancer by the carton. Reader’s Digest December: 35–36.
Oreskes N and Conway EM (2010)Merchants of Doubt: How aHandful of Scientists Obscured

the Truth on Issues fromTobacco Smoke to GlobalWarming. NewYork: Bloomsbury Press.
Palier B (2005) Ambiguous agreement, cumulative change. In: Streeck W and Thelen K (eds)

Beyond Continuity: Institutional Change in Advanced Political Economies. Oxford: Oxford

University Press, pp. 127–144.
Roemer R (1982, 1993) Legislative Action to Combat the World Tobacco Epidemic, 1st and

2nd edns. Geneva: World Health Organization.
Sabatier P (1993) Policy change over a decade or more. In: Sabatier PA and Jenkins-Smith

HC (eds) Policy Change and Learning: An Advocacy Coalition Approach. Boulder, CO:
Westview, pp. 13–40.

Sasco A, dalla-Vorgia P, Skalkidis Y, Katsouyianni K and Trichopoulos D (1989) An

Evaluation of the Effectiveness of Tobacco-control Legislative Policies in EEC
Member States. 1948–1987:AReport. Lyon: International Agency forResearch onCancer.

Sasco AJ, dalla-Vorgia P and Van der Elst P (1992) Comparative Study of Anti-smoking

Legislation in Countries of the European Economic Community. Lyon: International
Agency for Research on Cancer.

Schickler E (2001) Disjointed Pluralism: Institutional Innovation and the Development of the
US Congress. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Schmidt V (2010) Taking ideas and discourse seriously. European Political Science Review
2(1): 1–25.

Studlar and Cairney 529

 at Library - Periodicals Dept on September 12, 2014ras.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ras.sagepub.com/


Schneider A and Ingram H (1990) Behavioral assumptions of policy tools. Journal of Politics
52(4): 510–529.

Streeck W and Thelen K (2005) Introduction: Institutional change in advanced political

economies. In: Streeck W and Thelen K (eds) Beyond Continuity: Institutional Change in
Advanced Political Economies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 1–39.

Studlar DT (2002) Tobacco Control: Comparative Politics in the United States and Canada.

Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press.
Studlar DT (2004) Tobacco control policy instruments in a shrinking world: How much

policy learning? In: Levi-Faur D and Vigoda-Gadot E (eds) International Public Policy

and Management Policy Learning Beyond Regional, Cultural, and Political Boundaries.
New York: Marcel Dekker, pp. 189–209.

Studlar DT (2005) The political dynamics of tobacco control in Australia and New Zealand:
Explaining policy problems, instruments, and patterns of adoption. Australian Journal of

Political Science 40(2): 255–274.
Studlar DT (2007) Ideas, institutions, and diffusion: What explains tobacco control policies

in Australia, Canada, and New Zealand? Commonwealth and Comparative Politics 45(2):

164–184.
Studlar DT (2008) US tobacco control: Public health, political economy, or morality policy?

Review of Policy Research 25(5): 393–410.

Studlar DT (2009) Tobacco control policy in Western Europe: A case of protracted para-
digm change. In: Capano G and Howlett M (eds) The Dynamics and Drivers of Policy:
European and North American Experiences of Policy Change. London: Routledge,
pp. 71–90.

Studlar DT, Christensen K and Sitasari A (2011) Tobacco control in the EU-15: The role of
member states and the European Union. Journal of European Public Policy 18(5):
728–745.

Tate C (1999) Cigarette Wars: The Triumph of ‘the Little White Slaver’. New York: Oxford
University Press.

True JL, Jones BD and Baumgartner FR (2007) Punctuated-equilibrium theory: Explaining

stability and change in American policymaking. In: Sabatier PA (ed.) Theories of the
Policy Process, 2nd edn. Boulder, CO: Westview, pp. 155–187.

Tyrrell I (1999) Deadly Enemies: Tobacco and Its Opponents in Australia. Sydney: University

of New South Wales Press.
Weible CM, Sabatier PA and McQueen K (2009) Themes and variations: Taking stock of

the advocacy coalition framework. Policy Studies Journal 37(1): 121–140.
WHO Regional Office for Europe (2007) Tobacco control database. Available at: http://

data.euro.who.int/tobacco
Wolinsky H and Brune T (1994) The Serpent on the Staff: The Unhealthy Politics of the

American Medical Association. New York: Putnam.

Donley T. Studlar, Professor of Government and Public Policy at the University of
Strathclyde, has published extensively on tobacco policy, including two books,
Tobacco Control: Comparative Politics in the United States and Canada (UTP
Press, 2002) and Global Tobacco Control: Power, Policy, Governance and
Transfer (Palgrave, 2012) as well as numerous articles in leading international
journals. He also has conducted research on comparative morality policy in
Western democracies, notably in the Journal of European Public Policy (2013)

530 International Review of Administrative Sciences 80(3)

 at Library - Periodicals Dept on September 12, 2014ras.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ras.sagepub.com/


and in the book, Isabelle Engeli, Christoffer Green-Pedersen and Lars Thorup
Larsen (eds) Morality Politics in Western Europe: Parties, Agenda and Policy
Choices (Palgrave, 2012). See http://scholar.google.co.uk/citations?user¼
TsXGic4AAAAJ&hl¼en

Paul Cairney, Professor of Politics and Public Policy, University of Stirling, is the
author of Understanding Public Policy: Theories and Issues (Palgrave, 2012) and
The Scottish Political System Since Devolution (Imprint, 2011) as well as co-author
of Global Tobacco Control: Power, Policy, Governance and Transfer (Palgrave,
2012) and Scottish Politics (Palgrave, 2012). He has written a range of articles in
leading international journals on public policy theory and practice. See http://
scholar.google.co.uk/citations?user¼kfoRhFYAAAAJ&hl¼en, http://paulcairney.
wordpress.com/

Studlar and Cairney 531


