
04-Dec-2012 

 

Dear Professor Cairney: 

 

The editors and referees of World Politics have given careful consideration to your submission, WP-12-262, 

"How Can International Agreements Short-Cut ‘Evolutionary’ Policy Change?" As the reviewers felt that the 

paper suffers from serious shortcomings, the editors regret that they could not accept it for publication. The 

reviewers' reports follow; we hope you find them useful. 

 

We thank you for submitting the article to World Politics and for your patience during the review process. We 

also hope to have another opportunity to consider your work at some future time. 

 

Sincerely, 

Joy M. Scharfstein 

Assistant Editor 

World Politics 

 

 

Reviewers' Comments 

 

Reviewer 1 

This paper attempts to develop an argument that can explain variation in policy implementation by looking for 

possible international drivers. This is a very useful question as the standard convergence literature often looks 

primarily at policy adoption and gives scant attention to on-the-ground implementation questions. Similarly, 

the topic of tobacco control is an interesting one, which has received little attention in the IR literature. 

Despite the significant promise of the general area of research and the empirical domain, I recommend that 

the paper be rejected. I was not persuaded that the evolutionary argument actually answered the interesting 

questions posed. Moreover, I was not convinced that the evidence presented could adjudicate between 

competing explanations or really dug into implementation questions. I offer some comments to the author 

that may help if they chose to resubmit to another journal. Given the topic, RIPE might be a future possibility. 

 

1. The theoretical argument was unpersuasive: I did not understand how the evolutionary framework helped 

explain variation in implementation. In general the discussion seemed vague and lacked clear expectations. 

Moreover, I did not understand how it offered more analytic purchase than the diffusion literature. More 

important, it seemed targeted primarily at the issue of policy transfer and not implementation variation. The 

key point raised throughout has to do with the domestic policy environment and whether it is conducive to 

receiving the foreign stimulus. This could be related to a host of causal processes that have nothing to do with 

the evolutionary argument. 

 

2. Integrate and respond to competing research: There are a number of literatures that directly relate to this 

question which need to be addressed and then the author needs to differentiate his/her argument from theirs. 

A few notable literatures include work on compliance (von Stein, Hafner-Burton), diffusion (Simmons et al.), 

and work on transgovernmentalism (Bach and Newman; Kaczmarek and Newman). These are all work that 

would provide alternative explanations for international influence in policy implementation. Similarly, there is 

an important literature which looks at domestic factors that account for such variation (e.g., Mosley). 

 

3. The finding was not surprising: the idea that developing countries have lower rates of implementation 

seemed like the standard assumption. While the paper could publish this data as descriptive evidence, I did 

not find that it called for a novel theoretical analysis.  



 

4. The evidence did not directly address the question: While the author said they were going to focus on issues 

of implementation, much of the data dealt with policy adoption. Even the survey blurs the issues by asking 

both adoption and implementation in one question. It is therefore very difficult to make an assessment of the 

dependent variable. Moreover, there is little evidence that gets to the mechanism behind possible variation. 

The author will need to nuance the argument and move past simple developed vs developing accounts to 

persuade me that something interesting is happening.  

 

Reviewer 2 

This article offers a sophisticated engagement with evolutionary theories, applies them to the diffusion of 

global tobacco policy, and concludes that variations in domestic institutions and practices are critical in 

shaping the speed and extent to which countries adopt global policy prescriptions. 

 

The literature on evolutionary theory is now quite large and informs a wealth of studies. The present article 

does a very nice job surveying such theories and offers useful insights into the general strengths and 

limitations of the literature. However, it is not clear that we get that much mileage out of evolutionary theory 

in explaining the variations that are evident in the empirical sections. In the next iteration, the author may 

wish to focus revisions on the following areas. 

 

1. The article’s set-up is very much centered on evolutionary theory itself. Only on page 4 do we get a sense of 

the empirical puzzles at the center of the article. That is unfortunate, for the question at the center of the 

article – whether international policy prescriptions can speed up national institutional and policy reform – is a 

very interesting one. Currently the article turns to a discussion of the empirical material to “illuminate” the 

value of evolutionary theory. It would be more effective to begin with the empirical questions/puzzle and then 

provide the rationale for why evolutionary theory may hold promise for answering questions/resolving 

puzzles.  

 

2. The key problem with the current set-up is that evolutionary theory doesn’t seem to provide a whole lot 

value added to our existing theories of why countries vary in patterns of policy implementation. To say that 

policy-making is a process that evolves is fine, but it is not clear we need evolutionary theories to make that 

case. The empirical sections reference very standard factors in explaining cross-national variations in the 

implementation of global policy prescriptions, such as economic development and related variables like state 

capacity and the organization of economic interest. It is unclear what evolutionary theory adds to the picture, 

esp. since it does not appear that membership in IOs serves to “shortcut” the evolutionary process. In other 

words, we can reach the basic conclusion in the present article – that there are big differences between 

developed and developing countries in the adoption of public policy prescriptions and that the latter have not 

experienced any real shortcuts – without employing evolutionary theory. The article needs to make a stronger 

case for what aspect of evolutionary theory holds promise for the case material at hand, and at the same time 

make clear what the empirical variations/puzzles will be accounted for/resolved. 

 

3. The second part of the paper is a very lengthy literature review. It is well written as far as literature reviews 

go, but it is much too long for a research article. It needs to be shortened and also needs to entail more precise 

hypotheses about the expected consequences of various evolutionary dynamics on the adoption of 

international policies and norms across countries. In that context, it would be helpful to have a more extended 

engagement with how IOs might matter in shaping national policy-making, a theme that is curiously not 

addressed at much length at all in the article.  

 

4. The case study of global tobacco policy is very interesting and contains a wealth of information. The core 

question is whether countries that generally have been slow in adopting policy prescriptions can speed up, or 



“short-cut” in the author’s words, the process by which they adopt global standards. The author asks whether 

the WHO’s Framework Convention for Tobacco Control (FCTC) can “shortcut” the typical evolutionary process 

of policy adoption in countries and can push governments to more quickly (and more completely?) adopt 

global prescriptions. This is an interesting empirical question. The author offers a great deal of evidence about 

variations in policy adoption between broad categories of states -- developed and developing states. The 

former have generally adopted FCTC prescriptions more quickly and extensively than the latter. This is not 

surprising, however, because (as the author briefly mentions) governments in developing countries generally 

lack effective means to implement public health policies and often have strong incentives to maintain a large 

tobacco industry. While the author points to these factors, the case study section does not systematically test 

theories invoking these (or other) alternative explanations for variations in policy implementation and 

adoption. Instead, we get a general story and then only two paragraphs on China and India that simply confirm 

that developing countries have not quickly adopted global prescriptions. But we don’t know what domestic 

variables are the primary reason for why China and India have not experienced a shortcut in their policy 

making process.  

 

More generally, the author may wish to select a few countries to compare and embrace some version of a set 

of pair comparisons that entail variation on the independent and dependent variables. 

 

5. We are presented with evidence that FCTC did not serve to “shortcut” evolutionary policy change. It would 

help the article a lot if there were a discussion about the potential conditions under which evolutionary short-

cuts are more likely to occur. Answering that question would require a different research design, one that 

included greater variation in policy adoption and that thus was able to tease out whether greater adoption and 

implementation of FCTC standards was the a function of IO membership or not. As it stands now, we don’t 

have any firm tests of the potential independent effect of IOs on the policy-making process, and thus cannot 

have a firm answer to whether membership in IOs can serve to short-cut policy-making.  

 

6. The conclusion again reviews a good bit of literature, and should be rewritten to focus more directly on the 

empirical story and on the mechanisms by which international organizations may contribute to the adoption of 

global policy prescriptions. 

 

 

I enjoyed reading this article, which entails a good review of the evolutionary theory literature and global 

tobacco policy, but I am not convinced that the research design is the optimal one or that evolutionary theory 

is needed to explain the empirical variations that are detailed. In the next iteration, the author may wish to 

consider some of the issues raised above, which would allow him/her to make valuable contributions both to 

the evolutionary theory and IO literatures, all while introducing a broader readership to the stakes involved in 

global tobacco policy. 


