
The growth of policies, rules, and regulations: A review of
the literature and research agenda

Markus Hinterleitner , Christoph Knill
Geschwister Scholl Institute of Political Science, LMU Munich, Munich, Germany

Yves Steinebach
Department of Political Science, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

Abstract
This article reviews the vibrant literature on policy growth in political science and adjacent disciplines, thus offering a concep-
tual framework for situating past and future research efforts and facilitating the engagement between them. The first part pre-
sents important concepts that capture policy growth or aspects of it (rule growth, policy layering, policy mixes, policy
accumulation, policyscapes, the policy state) and dominant measurement approaches. The second part provides an overview
of the main drivers of policy growth in advanced democracies, discussing the role of societal demands, political competition,
institutional fragmentation, and bureaucratic processes. The third part outlines the multi-faceted and far-reaching conse-
quences of policy growth for policy, politics, and the polity. While policy growth is often portrayed as the price to pay for
upholding the democratic capitalist order in constantly modernizing and diversifying societies, the existing research also
points to the negative consequences emanating from increased state activity. Policy growth not only threatens to overburden
bureaucracies and thereby undermine policy effectiveness; it may also transform the institutional structure of the democratic
state and make its politics more complicated and conflictual.

Keywords: bureaucracy, democracy, policy growth, policy state, regulatory growth, rule growth.

1. Introduction

Barack Obama, the 44th president of the United States of America (US), once remarked that the job of the gov-
ernment is to “get stuff done” (Time Magazine, 2014). Getting stuff done basically means that governments for-
mulate and implement policies to address specific goals, from the reduction of poverty to the regulation of
cryptocurrencies to the mitigation of climate change. More and more research suggests that this job has become
more comprehensive and demanding over the last decades (e.g., Adam et al., 2019; Baumgartner & Jones, 2015;
Benish & Levi-Faur, 2020; Hurka et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2019; Orren & Skowronek, 2017; Pierson, 2007b). There
has been a consistent increase in the number of policies, laws, rules, and regulations that democratic governments
adopt. “Policy growth,” as we call this phenomenon, captures the observation that governments steadily broaden
and deepen their reach into society, that is, they become involved in more and more areas and their involvement
in them becomes more pervasive.

Policy growth has attracted increased attention beyond that of political scientists working in different sub-
fields such as public policy, regulatory studies, public administration, public management, or American political
development; it has also attracted the attention of sociologists, economists, and legal scholars (e.g., Gratton
et al., 2021; Jennings et al., 2005; Kaufmann & van Witteloostuijn, 2018; Schuck, 1992). The existing research base
indicates that policy growth is a very widespread and consequential political development whose close study
reveals rich (although still often neglected) insights into democratic change and challenge. While policy growth is
often portrayed as the price to pay for upholding the democratic capitalist order in constantly modernizing and
diversifying societies, the existing research also points to the negative consequences emanating from increased
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state activity. Policy growth not only threatens to overburden bureaucracies, and thereby undermine policy effec-
tiveness, it may also transform the institutional structure of the democratic state and make its politics more com-
plicated and conflictual. Moreover, policy growth may undermine citizens’ belief in the effectiveness and fairness
of government.

This review canvasses the literature on policy growth to provide scholars with a succinct overview of this
important phenomenon and its implications for political science and adjacent disciplines. The article consists of
three main parts that together form a conceptual framework that situates past and future research efforts and
facilitates the engagement between them. The first part presents the various concepts that scholars from various
scientific backgrounds have developed to capture (aspects of) the phenomenon of policy growth and presents the
three dominant measurement approaches in the literature. The second part provides an overview of the political,
institutional, and bureaucratic causes of policy growth and highlights the various dynamics that prompt demo-
cratic governments to regularly adopt more policies than they abolish. The third part outlines the multi-faceted
and far-reaching consequences of policy growth for policy, politics, and the democratic polity. The conclusion
sketches avenues for future research on policy growth.

2. Policy growth: Concepts and measurements

Scholars working in various subfields of political science and adjacent disciplines, such as sociology, economics,
and legal studies, have developed concepts that seek to capture (aspects of) the phenomenon of policy growth.
The most important concepts are “rule growth,” “policy layering,” “policy mixes,” “policy accumulation,”
“policyscapes,” and the “policy state.” Some of these concepts are descriptive, and they seek to capture the broad-
ening and/or deepening of state activity over time. Others are more explanatory, and they seek to make sense of
why governments assume ever more tasks in ever more areas. Still others (especially policyscapes and the policy
state) seek to capture some of the broader political, institutional, and democratic implications of policy growth.
Despite these differences, they all observe that governments continuously adopt more policies than they abolish.
Moreover, all these concepts adopt a rather “macroscopic” or “aggregate” perspective on state activity, which
leaves issues such as the actual content of rules or the distribution of resources out of the analysis. The following
is not a systematic review of contributions working with a particular concept but rather an attempt to bring dis-
tant strands of literature together and show that they are essentially concerned with the same phenomenon. We
thus focus on works that allow us to exemplify each strand’s contribution to the study of policy growth.

2.1. Relevant concepts
As Bardach (1976, p. 123) already remarked, while policy termination is often contemplated, “it is not often
attempted and it rarely succeeds.” The termination or “dismantling”1 of policies that are outdated or have lost
their purpose is unattractive for politicians because, over time, policies create layers of support that make their
abolishment increasingly politically costly (Jordan et al., 2013; Pierson, 1994). Policies act as focal points for orga-
nized activity because they provide interest groups with resources and incentives to organize (Pierson, 2014).
Accordingly, the literature on policy termination provides many examples of situations where termination
attempts were unsuccessful (Geva-May, 2004). Most research on policy growth therefore focuses on the fact that
governments constantly adopt additional policies, while (implicitly) assuming that the existing ones are rarely
abolished—a constellation that, over time, results in a growing number of policies in a policy sector or country.

Literature on rule growth, for example, suggests that rule stocks have increased substantially at the suprana-
tional, country, and organizational levels across developed countries (Jennings et al., 2005; Kaufmann & van
Witteloostuijn, 2018; March et al., 2000; van Witteloostuijn & de Jong, 2008, 2010). For instance, Jakobsen and
Mortensen (2015) document the steady growth of Danish primary legislation and administrative rules from 1989
to 2011 across various domains. An important observation that can be found in the literature on rule growth is
that many rules added to rule stocks constitute “red tape,” that is, superfluous rules that are not really needed to
govern a particular social or political situation (Kaufmann & van Witteloostuijn, 2018). However, distinguishing
between superfluous and “necessary” rules is hard to do from an aggregate perspective, thus begging the question
of how many rules in a rule stock could theoretically be abolished without distorting existing governance
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arrangements. In this context, DeHart-Davis (2009, 362) argues that rule stocks not only consist of “red tape”
but also of “green tape,” that is, effective rules that bolster an organization’s functioning.2 Therefore, the advice
to cut rules “without theory or evidence as to the functions of rule attributes throws the proverbial baby out with
the bathwater and ignores evidence that rules have positive social psychological effects (…).”

While the concept of rule growth describes changes in the number of laws or regulations over time, the con-
cept of policy layering focuses on the interactions that develop when new policies are added to existing ones
(Hacker, 2004; Thelen, 2004). Theories of institutional change conceptualize layering as a process of institutional
evolution where new elements are attached to existing institutions and thereby gradually change their status and
structure. Layering occurs “when new rules are attached to existing ones, thereby changing the ways in which the
original rules structure behavior” (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010, p. 16). The existing literature usually analyzes
instances of layering in specific historical situations. However, it also suggests that layering is a process that can
be observed in whole policy domains as new elements and innovations are regularly added to existing policy
structures (Schickler, 2001; Van der Heijden, 2011).

While research on policy layering usually focuses on individual policies or institutional domains, that is, par-
ticular instances where one or several policy elements are added to an existing policy and thereby change its func-
tioning, the concept of policy mixes adopts a more aggregate focus on the policies that can be found within a
specific policy sector. As policy scholars have observed, policy-makers often mix and match tools to reach partic-
ular goals. Howlett and Rayner (2007, 2013) propose a basic taxonomy of policy mixes, which distinguishes them
at the horizontal level according to the number of goals, policies, and instruments in place. This horizontal per-
spective is combined with a vertical perspective, which captures the extent to which multiple instruments and
goals exist across sectors and governments. Applying this taxonomy to specific countries and policy sectors usu-
ally reveals that policy mixes have become more multifarious over time, that is, policy-makers pursue a greater
number of goals and employ an increasing range of instruments to a broader set of targets to achieve them.

Like policy mixes, the concept of policy accumulation adopts an aggregate focus on sectoral policy develop-
ments over time. Adam et al. (2019) define policy accumulation “as the end result of a continuous addition of
new policy elements to existing policy portfolios without the compensatory reduction of already existing policy
elements.” Any policy is typically composed of two dimensions: policy targets and policy instruments. While pol-
icy targets are all of the issues addressed by the government (and hence capture the “breadth” of state activity),
policy instruments are the means that governments have at their disposal to address policy targets. Policy instru-
ments include informational instruments, economic incentives (subsidies, grants, etc.), and hierarchical forms of
governing (obligatory standards, prescriptions, etc.) (and hence capture the degree or “depth” of state interven-
tion in society). The differentiation between policy targets and instruments creates a two-dimensional portfolio
space within which policy accumulation, that is, the addition of new targets and/or instruments to the portfolio
space, takes place (Fern�andez-i-Marín et al., 2021). Adam et al. (2017, 2019) use this approach to identify strong
policy accumulation in environmental, social, and morality policies for 21 OECD countries from the 1970s until
the early 2020s.

While rule growth, policy layering, policy mixes, and policy accumulation are primarily descriptive concepts
that capture policy growth in individual cases (i.e., policies) or in reference to a policy sector, the concepts of
policyscapes and the policy state focus more on the broader implications of governments’ adoption of ever more
policies. Policyscapes refer to constellations where policies created in the past have become institutions that cur-
rently shape governing operations, political behavior, the policy agenda, and the relationship between state and
society (Mettler, 2016). An important insight from research on policyscapes is that adopted policies often develop
in unintended and unforeseen ways. This is especially true in dense policyscapes where policies are likely to pro-
duce lateral effects, that is, they compete with other policies for funding or attention and interfere with their func-
tioning. Therefore, in areas characterized by strong policy growth, the upkeep and maintenance of existing
policies turns into an increasingly central task for policy-makers.

The concept of the policy state, also referred to as the “activist state” or “activist government,” seeks to cap-
ture the broader political, institutional, and democratic implications of policy growth. The policy state describes
the organization of a state in which policy has become the preferred problem-solving tool of the government
(Orren & Skowronek, 2017). In the policy state, governments set down “prohibitions and requirements for every-
thing from hiring practices to the design of entryways for private buildings to the kinds of wordings prohibited
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or required on consumer packaging” (Pierson, 2007a, pp. 114–115). As governments undertake more over a
broader range of issues, policy infrastructure thickens and permeates almost all areas of social, political, and
economic life.

2.2. Measurement approaches
In line with the development of analytical concepts to capture the phenomenon of policy growth, there have been
pronounced efforts to develop measurement schemes that allow for a more aggregate and comparative perspec-
tive on state activities. Initial approaches primarily focused on measuring how public expenditure developed in a
given policy sector. Yet such measures struggle to capture growth in terms of rules, laws, regulations, or policies.
Knowing, for instance, that the welfare spending of a country increased or decreased over time provides little
information about the configuration of the underlying policy portfolio. It is even conceivable that a decrease in
spending could be associated with an increase in the number of policies in the portfolio and vice versa (Benish &
Levi-Faur, 2020; Levi-Faur, 2014). In response to this challenge, scholars have striven to develop more accurate
measurement approaches for the aggregate amount of governmental activity or policy outputs within and across
sectors. This section presents three such approaches.

The first approach seeks to comprehensively capture “what governments actually do” by identifying changes
across different dimensions of governmental activity: public spending, rule-making, the granting of rights, and
tax subsidies. The idea here is that the combined assessment of these “instruments of political authority” provides
a richer sense of the breadth of state activity and its penetration into society than focusing on just one instrument
(such as public spending). Pierson (2007b) uses this approach to document a marked increase in state activity in
the case of the US. During the second half of the 20th century, the federal state substantially increased nonde-
fense spending as a share of GDP, devised ever more federal regulations and increased their scope, guaranteed
ever more social rights, and subsidized an increasing number of private activities, such as housebuilding or retire-
ment planning through the tax code. Figure 1, for instance, presents increases in nondefense state spending and
in regulatory spending over time. It shows that federal nondefense spending (as a percentage of GDP) almost
doubled between the 1960s and 2000. State and local spending, in turn, has even increased threefold. Likewise,
we see an increase in regulatory economic and social spending. While economic regulatory spending increased
modestly, social regulatory spending has grown about 10-fold.

The second approach for measuring policy growth focuses on the formal features of laws. It assumes that the
more laws are adopted and the longer these laws are, the more rules regulate society (Kaufmann & van
Witteloostuijn, 2018; Knill et al., 2012). Word counts, the number of lines or the number of paragraphs therefore

FIGURE 1 Federal, state, and local nondefense spending as percentage of GDP, and regulatory spending in billions of dol-
lars, 1960–2003. The data are taken from Pierson (2007b).
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serve as proxies for capturing the extent of policy growth (see, e.g., Jennings et al., 2005; Kosti & Levi-Faur, 2019;
March et al., 2000; van Witteloostuijn & de Jong, 2007, 2008, 2010). Scholars have since proposed refinements
and additions to this basic approach. For example, Jakobsen and Mortensen (2015) filter out non-constraining
sentences such as mere rhetorical changes in preambles so as not to overestimate policy growth. Moreover,
Gratton et al. (2021) perform algorithm-based semantic analyses of legal texts to go beyond capturing the number
of rules adopted to also analyzing their quality by assuming that longer and more complex sentences usually indi-
cate lower legislative quality. Hurka et al. (2022) use a comparable method to demonstrate that European Union
(EU) policies have become more “complex” over time, that is, legal texts are not only getting longer but are also
characterized by an increasing number of internal and external cross-references. Figure 2 presents the develop-
ment of EU legislation with regard to the (1) average word count and (2) the number of structural elements
(recitals, paragraphs, points, and indents) per legal document over time. The figure reveals that the average num-
ber of structural elements in newly proposed legislation grew more than twofold from 25 in the early 1990s to
more than 75 in 2021. This trend is even more pronounced when analyzing the average word count, which sky-
rocketed from about 1000 to more than 4000 words in the same period.

The third approach relies on the previously described two-dimensional policy space consisting of instruments
and targets to systematically measure policy growth within and across policy sectors.3 Adam et al. (2017, 2019)
identify the number of policy targets and instruments based on a content analysis of laws and regulations. Sec-
toral policy accumulation can be measured using a predefined benchmark of a maximum number of policy tar-
gets and policy instruments for a specific policy sector under study. Based on this portfolio space, it is possible to
calculate a standardized measure of the sectoral portfolio size that can range from 0 (no policy instrument for
any of the targets) to 1 (all policy instruments for all the targets). Figure 3 exemplifies this approach for the Ital-
ian environmental policy portfolio at two points in time (1976 and 2018). It shows how Italy’s environmental
policy portfolio increased from 5% of the total space occupied in 1976 to 37% in 2018. The gray boxes represent
the new environmental policy instruments added to the portfolio.

Assessing changes in the size of sectoral policy portfolios not only allows one to specifically analyze both
changes in the breadth (policy targets) and depth (policy instruments) of state activity; it also comes with distinct
advantages over counting the number of laws and assessing their length. First, this approach can account for con-
stellations where new laws do not introduce any additional measures, for example, where a new law repeals or
only amends existing legislation. Second, this approach also adequately captures situations where a single “land-
mark” law introduces a multitude of new policy targets and policy instruments. And finally, by using standard-
ized measures to capture sectoral policy growth, this approach allows researchers to engage in cross-country
comparisons. Comparisons across countries based on document amounts and lengths are often misleading, given

FIGURE 2 Formal features of EU legislation, 1993–2021. The points indicate the annual mean and the solid line represents
the smoothed estimates. The data capture the length and the number of structural elements of policy proposals from the
European Commission, which typically mark the starting point of the legislative process in the EU. The data are taken from
Hurka et al. (2022).
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that countries substantially differ in their legal traditions and hence in the number (and length) of the laws they
adopt. Cooter and Ginsburg (2003), for instance, have shown that the exact same EU provision results in differ-
ent lengths of statute and judicial opinions in member states and that both aspects are positively associated with
a large lawyer population.

While Adam et al. (2019) have developed their approach to capture dynamics of sectoral policy growth, there
is a complementary approach developed in the context of the Comparative Agendas Project that measures the
diversification of policy agendas over time and hence goes beyond a mere sectoral focus (Baumgartner
et al., 2019). The insights gained from this research correspond to the sectoral perspective by showing that the
diversity of issues that governments address has increased considerably over time (e.g., Alexandrova et al., 2012).
However, contrary to the sectoral portfolio approach, this measurement approach primarily captures changes in
the breadth of state activity (i.e., issues addressed).

This review of different measurement approaches reveals that the literature assesses policy growth in different
ways. However, all these approaches attest that governments are “doing more” over time. The following
section discusses the causes of this ubiquitous trend.

3. Causes of policy growth

The existing literature clearly suggests that policy growth is a widespread phenomenon. It also discusses the fac-
tors that lead to more or less policy growth in specific countries or policy sectors. Recent experimental insights
into human behavior suggest that people systematically overlook subtractive change options in decision-making
situations (Adams et al., 2021). People systematically default to searching for additive transformations, and conse-
quently overlook subtractive transformations, even in situations where subtraction would be advantageous for
goal attainment. People’s predisposition to search for additive changes may be one reason why they struggle to
mitigate overburdened schedules and institutional red tape (Sunstein, 2013). While this predisposition at the

FIGURE 3 The Italian Environmental Policy Portfolio in 1976 and in 2018. The graphs show Italy’s environmental policy
portfolio at two points in time (1976 and 2018). The gray “boxes” were added during the examination period. The data are
taken from Adam et al. (2019).
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micro-level may constitute an important general source of policy growth, politics in modern democracies encom-
passes a range of dynamics that have been argued to cause policy growth beyond micro-level factors. The litera-
ture identifies four principal drivers of policy growth in democracies: societal demands, political supply,
institutions, and bureaucratic processes.

3.1. Societal demands
Modernization processes offer one explanation for policy accumulation in societies. Modern societies experience
a steady stream of economic, demographic, technological, and value changes. While these changes yield many
positive effects, such as greater affluence, health, comfort, and opportunities, they also come with an increased
range of challenges and threats. For example, while the invention of the automobile increased people’s mobility,
it also raised the issue of road safety. While the rise of the internet increased people’s communication possibilities
and provided them with dating platforms and shopping opportunities, it also came with the threat of cyberattacks
and the poisoning of political communication.

There is ample evidence that citizens want governments to address these challenges: they articulate their
demands by voting in elections, through social media or by forming and supporting social movements (Jones
et al., 2019). As Teles (2013, p. 105) argues, “[o]ne of the clearest findings in the study of American public opin-
ion is that Americans are ideological conservatives and operational liberals. That is, they want to believe in the
myth of small government while demanding that government address public needs and wants regarding every-
thing from poverty and retirement security to environmental protection and social mobility.” This finding has
also been replicated in other OECD countries. While many citizens report that they are generally against big gov-
ernment, they also demand that their governments address specific issues such as the reduction of income differ-
ences or the provision of health care (Adam et al., 2019, pp. 34–35). One reason for these demands is that
citizens have come to appreciate higher levels of social protection (Béland, 2007). Citizens have become used to
the fact that governments protect them from all kinds of harms, hazards, threats, and risks (Ansell, 2019).4

However, it is not only ordinary citizens who demand action from their government; interest groups do so as
well. Political scientists have consistently argued and shown that interest groups have a significant influence on
public policy (e.g., Bawn et al., 2012; Gilens & Page, 2014; Hacker & Pierson, 2014). By their very nature, interest
groups care strongly about specific issues. They are also usually much better organized and informed than ordi-
nary voters. Informational and organizational resources, in turn, allow them to closely survey the actions of poli-
ticians and parties, voice their demands in coherent and effective ways, and attract like-minded politicians
through financial and/or organizational support (Hacker & Pierson, 2014). All these factors turn interest groups
into strong policy demanders.

Societal demands usually result in policy growth because governments address them through policy interven-
tions. Policies are governments’ number one problem-solving tool because they allow them to deal “with issues and
problems as they arise” (Orren & Skowronek, 2017, p. 3). Unlike the design of institutions, which structure political
processes, policies can be relatively easily adapted to newly emerging problems. Moreover, it has also proven very
difficult for modern governments to create structures that partly relieve them from the job of responding to societal
demands through policy interventions. Historically, many societal demands that could have potentially been
brought to the government and subjected to the purview of policy were still bracketed out of politics and handled
by other means, notably by local self-government and voluntary associations (Lipset, 1960). In modern societies, a
more restrained governmental role is increasingly difficult to maintain for at least three reasons.

First, outsourcing “societal problem management” to non-state actors does not result in fewer policies
because non-state actors need to be monitored and instructed. While outsourcing may create greater efficiency in
actual policy delivery, it frequently comes with additional monitoring and coordination tasks (Cordelli, 2020).
Second, outsourcing problem management to “markets” is also unlikely to curb policy growth. Counteracting the
oligopolistic and monopolistic tendencies of markets requires governments to constantly interfere through regula-
tions (Vogel, 1996). Hence, the “regulatory state,” which assumes a less active role in terms of redistribution and
macroeconomic stabilization and instead concentrates on making rules and correcting market failures, is not a
state characterized by less policy growth but one that meets societal demands through other means (Benish &
Levi-Faur, 2020; Levi-Faur, 2011; Majone, 1997). And third, while one could expect that liberalization processes
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in the context of citizens’ rights and morality policies (relating to issues such as gender and ethnic non-
discrimination, LGBT rights, abortion or euthanasia) result in less governmental intervention, liberalization usu-
ally coincides with more rather than with fewer policies (Keiser et al., 2021; Schwartz & Tatalovich, 2018). For
instance, once prostitution is no longer prohibited but instead treated as a regular service industry, it becomes
subject to industry regulations similar to those of other sectors. Similarly, in many countries the decriminalization
of abortions came with very detailed rule sets on the precise scope conditions under which abortions are legal
(Knill et al., 2015).

3.2. Political supply
Societal demands can of course only result in policy growth if governments (more or less eagerly) “supply” them.
In fact, policies’ flexibility and forward-looking nature is one of the main reasons why, historically, governments
developed strong incentives to use them to address the demands of their constituents. Theories of representative
democracy thus consider policy adoption as a crucial “representation activity.” Politicians and parties compete
for citizens’ votes by articulating their preferences and aggregating them into party programs. Through electoral
competition, parties gain access to government power and subsequently transform citizens’ preferences into pub-
lic policies (Caramani, 2017; Powell, 2004).

Others have argued that policy growth not only occurs because policy-making is the quintessential representa-
tion activity in representative democracies but also because policy growth is a rather unintended side effect of
political competition. This argument usually starts from the assumption that politicians are self-interested, mainly
motivated by career and (re-)election concerns and that they have rather short political horizons (Downs, 1957;
Mayhew, 1974). For politicians who primarily think about their performance in the next elections, policy adop-
tion becomes a signal of political activism and commitment. When an election is looming, they propose and—if
in power—seek to adopt new policies in the hope that citizens consider them to be skilled and committed law-
makers (Gratton et al., 2021). This often means that politicians adopt more policies than would be needed to
address specific problems. According to this argument, political competition drives policy growth over and above
societal demands.

Note that both arguments apply regardless of the political orientation of the party(ies) in power. In fact, the
“politics matter” argument, which explains policy by referring to the ideological positions of the incumbent gov-
ernment, is overall not very prominent in research on policy growth and has even been challenged by recent con-
tributions. As Jones et al. (2019) demonstrate, the classic hypothesis that left-wing governments want more state
activity than right-wing governments cannot accurately account for the policy growth that has occurred in the
US from the 1960s onwards. As soon as one looks across various policy domains, the expansion of state activity
in the US appears to be a bipartisan effort. For example, while the Democratic party is the main driver of addi-
tional environmental policies, the Republican party is the main driver of criminal justice policies.

3.3. Institutions
Institutions, widely understood as the “rules of the game” that structure and regulate politics (North, 1990),
figure prominently in explanations of policy growth. In democratic political systems, institutions such as federalism,
the committee structure of parliaments, or the organization of the party landscape act as veto points that policy pro-
posals need to pass before they can become reality (Tsebelis, 2002). While one could expect that veto points work
against policy growth by exacerbating policy adoption, scholars argue that they actually have the opposite effect.
Teles (2013) proposes conceptualizing veto points as “toll booths”—where the toll-taker has a vested interest in the
status-quo and accordingly demands “a price in exchange for his willingness to allow legislation to keep moving.”
This “price” can come in various forms, including the demand for additional provisions or exceptions to policy pro-
posals, and also explains why it is difficult for policy-makers to replace existing policies with more simplified solu-
tions.5 For example, Levi-Faur (2014) argues that social protection is less and less achieved through the relatively
straightforward provision or redistribution of financial resources and benefits. Instead, social protection is provided
through an ever-greater range of regulatory institutions, tools, and processes.

According to this literature, institutional fragmentation, that is, the distribution of policy-making power
across various actors, is therefore conducive to producing complex, cobbled-together policies that consist of a
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multitude of provisions, instruments, and exceptions that are supposed to appease opponents and secure legisla-
tive passage (Hurka, 2022). New policies are therefore very often “layered” onto existing ones. A pertinent exam-
ple is the Affordable Care Act (ACA) passed by the Obama Administration in 2010. Facing an uphill battle
before its successful passage, the Obama Administration pursued a strategy focused on compromise and pragma-
tism by accommodating critical stakeholders like the insurance industry and small businesses; a strategy that
greatly increased the complexity of the ACA (Oberlander, 2010).

The relevance of institutional fragmentation for the extent of policy growth has also been studied from a dif-
ferent perspective. Knill et al. (2020a, 2020b) argue that a central factor that fuels policy growth is the high degree
of functional and structural differentiation that characterizes modern political-administrative systems. Govern-
mental functions are not only divided across policy sectors, they are also divided along the various stages of the
policy process (e.g., policy formulation and implementation). Moreover, these functions are the purview of differ-
ent levels of government (Arrow, 1974). This structural fragmentation allows those in charge of producing poli-
cies (mainly central politicians and ministries) to shift the costs of implementing them to other administrative
bodies or levels of government. Moreover, structural fragmentation makes it more difficult for implementation
bodies to communicate their policy experiences and needs from the bottom up to the policy-making level. How
the two levels relate to each other—that is, their pattern of vertical policy-process integration (VPI)—shapes the
extent (i) to which the policy producers must consider related implementation costs or can shift them to subordi-
nate bodies (top-down integration) and the extent (ii) to which implementers can inject their knowledge and
needs into the policy process (bottom-up integration). Knill et al. (2020a, 2020b) show that VPI not only varies
by country, it also varies across policy sectors and can account for changes in the extent of policy growth.

3.4. Bureaucratic processes
The literature also contains arguments suggesting that policy growth is not primarily a development that origi-
nates from interactions between societal demands and political supply but rather a development that emerges
from within bureaucracies. Arguments drawing on this logic often go back to a well-known observation already
made by Weber (1978) that “rules breed rules” (e.g., Kaufmann & van Witteloostuijn, 2018; March et al., 2000;
Schulz, 1998; van Witteloostuijn & de Jong, 2010). Newly adopted policies usually require additional specifica-
tions and guidelines for implementers, which often greatly add to the overall number of rules that exist in a pol-
icy sector. The example of the ACA also illustrates this dynamic. While the original law passed by Congress is
906 pages long, approximately 10,000 additional pages of regulations were added after the ACA’s passage to spec-
ify its implementation.6 Further policy growth can be expected after specifying the implementation of policies.
This is because existing policies eventually need to be adapted to changing realities and constantly coordinated
with an often complex and evolving policy landscape (Hacker, 2004; Mettler, 2016).

While the need to specify and maintain policies makes bureaucracies “complicit” in the growth of policies,
scholars also argue that bureaucratic actors have an inherent incentive to constantly produce policies to legitimize
their existence. This especially seems to be the case for supranational and international organizations. While gov-
ernmental institutions can be legitimized through direct elections in the national context, supranational and inter-
national organizations traditionally earn their legitimacy through the collective benefits they produce for states
and societies (Tallberg & Zürn, 2019). Scharpf (1999), for instance, who is generally pessimistic about the EU’s
ability to gain legitimacy through democratic procedures, emphasizes the need for the EU to gain its legitimacy
through the production of effective and mutually beneficial policies. Recent research on other international orga-
nizations such as the United Nations, the World Trade Organization, and the International Monetary Fund con-
firms the finding that citizens’ perceptions of international organizations’ problem-solving capacities constitute a
key determinant of their legitimacy (Dellmuth & Jonas Tallberg, 2015).

4. Consequences of policy growth

Research suggests that policy growth is relevant for democracies and their development over time. If one takes
the continuing modernization and functional differentiation of societies for granted, policy growth seems to be
the price to pay for upholding the democratic capitalist order. Ever more policies are needed to regulate denser
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and more complicated social interactions and to keep a dynamic system “stable” (see, e.g., Adam et al., 2019;
Rosa et al., 2017; Wagner, 1892). However, the existing research base also points to the various “costs” that result
from increased state activity. To structure the far-reaching (and often interrelated) consequences that have been
said to originate from policy growth, we draw on the fundamental trichotomy of policy, politics, and polity.

4.1. Consequences for policy
From a policy perspective, policy growth is not a problem per se. The production of additional public policies
often means that problems are addressed, public demands are satisfied, and potentially conflictual situations are
regulated. The steep rise in environmental policies that can be observed in many countries, for example, means
significant progress in national and international attempts to deal with environmental challenges (Adam
et al., 2019). At the same time, however, ever-more policies threaten to overburden bureaucracies. Additional poli-
cies usually come with additional implementation burdens for bureaucratic actors (Bozeman, 2000). For instance,
governments that seek to better protect their countries from terrorist attacks cannot simply decree that airport
security should be improved and suspicious internet activities should be monitored. For these measures to effec-
tively reduce the likelihood of terrorist attacks, governments also need to provide resources for investment in new
technologies (e.g., body scanners at airports, surveillance technology) and the employment and training of addi-
tional personnel.

While democratic governments have created expansive administrative structures and provided bureaucracies
with additional implementation capacities over time, empirical figures suggest that their growth has not kept up
with the accumulation of policies. Figure 4 illustrates this divergent relationship for the case of environmental
policy in 21 OECD countries. As can be seen, strong policy growth (Fig. 4a) does not go hand in hand with
expansions in implementation capacities (Fig. 4b). While implementation capacities remained more or less con-
stant, the average size of sectoral policy portfolios increased fivefold between 1976 and 2020.

Under these conditions, overburdened bureaucracies will find it difficult to effectively implement the policies up
for implementation, and policy effectiveness is thus likely to suffer. As bureaucracies have to implement additional
policies, they need to redeploy existing resources for the implementation of those new policies; a development
that ultimately leaves fewer resources for the implementation of existing policies. In such a scenario, further poli-
cies either remain largely ineffective or make things even worse when the overburdened bureaucracy opts to pri-
oritize and only selectively implement policies that are easy to control but may not lead to substantive
improvements (Tummers et al., 2015). In this context, Limberg et al. (2021) find that environmental policies only
improve the state of the environment if implementation capacities keep up with the rise in policies and that

FIGURE 4 Sectoral policy accumulation and implementation capacities over time. The solid line indicates the sample aver-
age at a given point in time. The dashed lines represent the minimum and the maximum values. The country sample includes
Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Spain, Greece, Italy, Japan, Portugal, the
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States of America. The data
are taken from Fern�andez-i-Marín et al. (2022).
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“uncompensated” policy growth even has the potential to exert a negative influence on the effectiveness of the
existing policy stock.

While governments could theoretically opt to rebalance policies and capacities by investing in the expansion
of the latter, this is unlikely in the era of “permanent austerity” (Pierson, 1998) and “New Public Management”
(Hood, 1991), where governments face strong political pressures to do “more with less.” Recent economics
research also suggests that it is difficult for states to rebalance policies and capacities once capacities are already
exhausted. Given that an overburdened bureaucracy is less likely to implement newly adopted policies, it is also
less likely that the true quality and effectiveness of these new policies would be able to reveal themselves instantly.
As Gratton et al. (2021) show, policy-makers who are not constrained by having to take the blame for low-quality
legislation or deficient implementation are especially likely to engage in policy overproduction, that is, they freely
propose new legislation to portray themselves as committed lawmakers while neglecting questions of implementa-
tion, thereby further exacerbating the mismatch between implementation burdens and capacities. Dasgupta and
Kapur (2020) make a similar argument, showing that, in the case of India, the gap between the policies to be
implemented and the administrative resources needed to do so is particularly pronounced in administrative units
where the responsibility for policy success or failure is less clear overall.

Moreover, policy growth is not only likely to undermine policy effectiveness because it tends to exhaust
bureaucratic capacities, but also because it leads to greater policy complexity and thus more challenges for sound
policy evaluation. As individual policies are added to an increasingly dense web of already existing policy provi-
sions, the potential interactions between them increase considerably. Considering and controlling for potential
interaction effects is an increasingly challenging and time-consuming endeavor for policy-makers and evaluators
trying to achieve complementary instrument mixes and seeking to avoid redundancies and counter-productive
effects (Grabosky, 1995; Hou & Brewer, 2010; Kay, 2007; Van der Heijden, 2011). From this perspective, policy
growth may also impede policy learning and diffusion dynamics due to the increasing uncertainty surrounding
the appropriate choice of policy responses (Nicholson-Crotty, 2009). Mooney and Lee (1995), for instance, sug-
gest that both policy learning and diffusion dynamics are directly related to the time it takes for policy-makers to
gather information on a given policy and that more complex policies naturally demand more input and
information.

Finally, some recent literature suggests that policy growth also increases the duration of legislative negotiations
(Hurka & Haag, 2020). The more complex and populated a policy domain is, the more “preset” the interests of
actors involved in policy-making in that domain are, and the longer it takes them to find a compromise.

4.2. Consequences for politics
Policy growth is likely to transform democratic politics for several reasons. The first reason directly flows from
an overburdened bureaucracy, increased policy complexity, and lengthy negotiations. Democratic governments
that make policy promises that remain unfulfilled because of their deficient implementation or unintended effects,
or which do not come about in good time, risk undermining public trust in the problem-solving power of the gov-
ernment—a situation Adam et al. (2019) have called the “democratic responsiveness trap.” Governments seek to
adopt policies to demonstrate their responsiveness to societal demands. However, by doing so they trap them-
selves in a situation in which their responsiveness is increasingly difficult to maintain.

The second reason why policy growth can be expected to transform democratic politics is that it is likely to
make politics more conflictual. Scholars propose several arguments in support of this idea. For one, they argue
that policy growth increases both the number and intensity of political conflicts. Both Orren and
Skowronek (2017, pp. 172–192) and Pierson (2014, pp. 286–289) point out that one of the reasons why contem-
porary American politics is particularly conflictual is that policy growth provides political actors with abundant
opportunities for conflictual interactions. The expansion of state activity into new realms also encourages the
politicization of an increasing range of issues which beforehand were largely excluded from democratic delibera-
tion. These developments “opened policy making to wholly new influences, and vastly broadened the scope of
political conflict over the state priorities” (Skowronek, 2012, p. 334). With more and more issues falling under
the purview of the government and becoming politicized, political parties find more reasons and occasions to
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quarrel (Hinterleitner, 2020). Moreover, policy growth may turn into an object of political struggle in itself, as
demonstrated by Brexiteers’ relentless criticism of the regulatory burden yielded by the EU.

Pierson (2014) points to another reason for why policy growth contributes to more conflictual politics. New
policies act as focal points for organized activity because they provide social groups with resources and incentives
to organize. This, in turn, often leads to counter-mobilization on the part of groups that hold an opposing view
or fear experiencing losses because of the new policy arrangement. “New policies create new threats, leading pre-
viously dormant or under-organized groups to mobilize more energetically to fight back” (Pierson, 2014, p. 285).
Importantly, these groups put strong demands on political parties, often pulling them away from the center,
thereby contributing to the adoption of more polarized policy positions (Bawn et al., 2012).

Finally, policy growth threatens to undermine public debate about policy priorities. Adam et al. (2019) point
to an increasing mismatch between policy debates in specialized venues and policy debates in the broader public
and political arena. While specialized venues like expert communities are better equipped to keep up with the
complexity inherent in dense and interrelated policy infrastructures, public and political debate formats like tele-
vision shows or social media often struggle to do so. Public and political debates that are “debased” from their
underlying policy substance often experience a form of moralization in which policy issues are framed in crude
categories like right or wrong, just or unjust. Adam et al. (2019) suggest that this plays into the hands of populists
who claim to have simple solutions for complex problems. Declining complexity in arguments, in turn, means a
“growing mismatch between the simple solutions offered by political leaders and real problem complexity. This
decline combines with post-truth politics and the displacement of facts and evidence by the felt truth of ‘cultural
cognition’, in which social identity conditions opinion” (Dryzek et al., 2019, p. 1144). The work by Fesenfeld
(2022) speaks to these insights by showing that in situations of high policy complexity, citizens tend to evaluate
policy packages primarily on the basis of the most costly and thus presumably most controversial parts of the
policy mix.

4.3. Consequences for the polity
Finally, policy growth is also likely to transform the democratic polities in which it occurs. Through its effect on
the growth of administrative structures required for policy implementation, policy growth has been claimed to
blur the division of labor among the three branches of government. As Skowronek (2012, p. 336) observes in the
case of the US, policy-making is no longer confined to the legislature in modern democratic states. It is now com-
mon to “observe that contemporary judges are doing more to ‘make’ law than just to ‘find’ it; that contemporary
presidents are not just executing the law but declaring it unilaterally; that modern bureaucrats do not just admin-
ister the law but give it content.” With all branches involved in policy-making, administrative structures began to
grow around and between them, thereby eroding the traditional structure of the US political system (Orren &
Skowronek, 2017, pp. 105–123).

Moreover, policy growth causes policies to become an increasingly important part of the institutional terrain
of modern democratic states (Hacker & Pierson, 2014). Due to their sticky nature, policies become institutions in
their own right whose influences on politics have attracted increased interest from policy feedback scholars. Fol-
lowing in the footsteps of Lowi (1964), Schattschneider (1935), and others who argue that policies create their
own politics, research on policy feedback finds that policies, from pension policies to health care policies to finan-
cial regulations, have resource and interpretive effects on political elites and mass publics (Anzia & Moe, 2017;
Mettler & SoRelle, 2014; Patashnik & Zelizer, 2013; Pierson, 1993). For example, scholars have shown that the
design and implementation of policies can undermine political participation among particular segments of the
citizenry (Campbell, 2003; Soss, 1999). Moreover, policy feedback research demonstrates that policies can influ-
ence how positively or negatively citizens think of themselves and of the government (Mettler &
Stonecash, 2008). With the number of policies increasing over time, these (and other) effects are likely to become
more widespread and may reconfigure the relationship between the government and the governed; a development
whose broader implications are still poorly understood (Hinterleitner & Sager, 2022). An interesting argument in
this regard is made by Schuck (1992, p. 23), who—commenting on the downsides of “hyperlexis”7—argues that
dense rule systems are never neutral in their effects and that once citizens start recognizing that “these advantages
and disadvantages are unfairly, rather than randomly, distributed, and that this distribution is purposeful rather
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than adventitious, they will come to view complexity in an altogether different, less tolerant light.” In this context,
Ray et al. (2023, p. 1), for example, show that the burdens resulting from “facially neutral rules” often dispropor-
tionately harm marginalized (racial) groups. Policy growth may therefore also change the ways the polity is per-
ceived by its citizens.

5. Conclusion

Policy growth is a transformative development in modern democratic states that deserves continued attention
from political science and adjacent disciplines. While research has made great strides in measuring policy growth
and in diagnosing its causes and consequences, important issues remain to be addressed.

5.1. Future research on the causes of policy growth
Regarding causes, there is first the question of the relative importance of the various drivers of policy growth and
how they interrelate to produce country- and sector specific growth patterns. While explanations focusing on
societal demands, political supply, institutional fragmentation, and bureaucratic processes have their own separate
logics, they are not usually considered together in the same analysis. Little is known about how they combine to
produce various extents of policy growth in specific country contexts and policy sectors. For example, it is reason-
able to expect that societal demands constitute the original impulse for increased state activity, with institutions
and political competition then determining the country-specific extent of policy growth. However, it is also con-
ceivable that political competition leads to policy growth irrespective of distinct public demands, as politicians
manipulate citizens so they can win support for their policies and those of their supporters (Jacobs &
Shapiro, 2002). Moreover, sector-specific particularities and influences on policy growth are especially under-
theorized and underexplored. One might expect, for instance, that political competition primarily drives policy
growth in sectors where citizens can quickly appreciate the beneficial effects of newly adopted policies, and that
this effect is less pronounced in sectors where politicians cannot use policy adoption to readily signal their com-
mitment to voters.

Second, there are evidently other factors that may drive policy growth, which the existing research base has
not yet explicitly considered. In particular, the degree of bureaucratic autonomy, the role of the judicial system,
or the basic structure of governance (e.g., federal vs. unitary systems) could account for differences in policy
growth. For example, one might expect that autonomous bureaucratic actors contribute more to policy growth
than less autonomous actors because they have more leeway for detailing policies and tailoring them to concrete
cases and situations. One could further expect that judicial systems that assume an increasingly active part in
law-making may become a driver of policy growth in their own right (Orren & Skowronek, 2017). With regard
to the federal versus unitary distinction, one may expect that federal systems are less conducive to producing pol-
icy growth than unitary systems because much policy-making authority in federal systems occurs at lower levels
where only local interests are involved and compromises are thus easier to find; a situation that is conducive to
producing smart policies with little “excess baggage.” However, it is also conceivable that the distribution of
policy-making authority across federal levels produces policy redundancies that add to the overall policy stock.

Third, the temporal dynamics of policy growth are still poorly understood. While policy growth over long
stretches of time is a relatively well documented phenomenon across countries and sectors (Adam et al., 2019),
there currently is no clear understanding of whether policy growth occurs gradually or whether most additional
policies are adopted during extraordinary times with plateaus, or even reversals, in between. Jones et al. (2019),
for example, suggest that the great expansion of state activity in the US during the 1960s and 1970s was a histori-
cal event brought about by a peculiar constellation of factors—notably subsequent waves of social movements
and the political and policy feedback processes they triggered—that do not always exist and do not occur in all
countries. Knill and Steinebach (2022), for their part, have shown that the growth of German asylum policies
mainly occurred during times of crisis because crises provide momentum for far-reaching policy reforms. While
these are important insights, more research is needed to identify temporal patterns of policy growth across sys-
tems and sectors.
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Finally, and related, there is still the question of whether policy growth has really developed into a built-in fea-
ture of democracies that has the potential to influence their development for years to come or whether policy
growth may slow down at some point. While there may be factors that temporarily slow down policy growth
(Jones et al., 2019), the outlined political and institutional drivers clearly point toward a democratic future char-
acterized by incessant policy growth, at least if the modernization of societies continues and representative
democracies remain in place to manage this process. Moreover, factors that are likely to really curb policy growth
are few and far between. Policy dismantling is hard for politicians to achieve, and crises (as occasions for strong
policy growth) occur on a regular basis. While institutional reforms, such as increased vertical policy-process
integration, may slow policy growth, these reforms are difficult to implement.

5.2. Future research on the consequences of policy growth
Important questions also remain regarding the consequences of policy growth. A major complication for research
on the implications of increased state activity is that many of the previously outlined consequences do not result
from simple cause-effect relationships; instead, they involve complicated causal chains, interrelations, and knock-on
effects. For example, policy growth only increases the likelihood of deficient policy delivery if public administrations
are overburdened and thus struggle to effectively implement additional policies. Complex causal relationships pre-
sent a challenge for research designs as they bring many additional factors into the analysis and open the door for a
wide variety of alternative explanations. Consider, for example, the argument that policy growth negatively affects
parties’ incentives to compromise because increased state activity implies that parties have more opportunities for
conflictual interaction (a situation that deepens divisions and makes it harder to find compromises). While plausi-
ble, the opposite is also conceivable: policy growth may provide political parties with greater and more versatile
“bargaining chips” and thus more abundant opportunities for horse trading. Some of the arguments described
above also suggest knock-on effects and self-reinforcing feedback loops that have not yet been explored empirically.
For example, it is unclear how policy growth affects the likelihood that action in one policy domain will spill over
into another, thus potentially disturbing existing interests or activating seemingly unrelated public cleavages. Like-
wise, if policy growth leads to a situation in which all branches of government are increasingly involved in policy-
making (Orren & Skowronek, 2017), it may lead to a situation that further accelerates policy production.

As these examples demonstrate, systematic empirical research and carefully developed causal models are
needed to better understand the consequences of policy growth. This is probably especially true when it comes to
establishing how policy growth and its concomitants shape public perceptions of government. Several of the previ-
ously outlined consequences for policy, politics, and the polity are likely to have important impacts on public per-
ceptions. For example, policy growth that leads to lower policy effectiveness because of overburdened
bureaucracies likely influences citizens’ perceptions of the problem-solving power of the government. Moreover,
it is likely that citizens become more frustrated navigating and complying with ever denser rule systems (Adam
et al., 2021; Graeber, 2015). These considerations and arguments yield the overarching expectation that policy
growth undermines citizens’ belief in the effectiveness and fairness of government and may thus constitute an
important determinant of citizens’ resentment of democratic institutions and political elites (Hay, 2007;
Norris, 2011). One way to validate this expectation is to exploit cross-country variations in policy growth and to
examine their impact on diverse indicators that seek to capture the quality of and satisfaction with democracy,
such as democratic stability, performance, or trust in government.

Finally, there is the issue of policy growth in non-democratic contexts. Thus far, research on policy growth
squarely focuses on democratic contexts, which is not surprising given that the transformation of societal
demands into policy is an inherently democratic process. Nevertheless, rulers in autocratic regimes can also not
afford to always ignore societal demands, and one might argue that the bureaucracies of autocratic regimes
engage in rule-making to legitimize their existence (Knutsen & Rasmussen, 2018). It is therefore not unimagin-
able that autocratic regimes may also exhibit strong policy growth. Therefore, how democracies and autocracies
cope with the implications of policy growth may even constitute a neglected aspect of the new “system competi-
tion” (Milanovic, 2019) between democracies and autocracies.

This review demonstrates that policy growth influences the future shape of democratic government in impor-
tant ways. It is thus surely ironic that policy growth does not play a part in contemporary analyses of the “crisis”
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(e.g., Przeworski, 2019), “death” (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018) or “end” (e.g., Runciman, 2018) of democracy. Creat-
ing more insights into policy growth and integrating them more systematically into research on the current state
of politics thus promises to greatly enrich our understanding of the changes to and challenges for democracy.
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Endnotes
1 While “termination” usually describes the abrupt abolishment of governmental interventions, “dismantling” describes a

more gradual process.
2 This understanding of “green tape” is different from the term frequently used in the environmental policy literature where

“green tape” denotes the environmental rules that businesses need to comply with.
3 A focus on instruments and targets can also be found in the literature on policy mixes.
4 For example, Graeber (2015, 32) points to citizens’ reliance on the police for regulating conflictual interactions: “We are

now so used to the idea that we at least could call the police to resolve virtually any difficult circumstance that many of us
find it difficult to even imagine what people would have done before this was possible.”

5 Ehrlich (2011) develops a comparable argument, which frames institutions as “access points.” The more access points insti-
tutions provide to interest groups, the cheaper lobbying becomes and the more lobbying will actually occur, thus allowing
interest groups to insert specific provisions into public policies.

6 See https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/fact-checker/post/how-many-pages-of-regulations-for-obamacare/2013/05/14/
61eec914-bcf9-11e2-9b09-1638acc3942e_blog.html (accessed 26 June 2022).

7 Hyperlexis is a term found in legal studies describing the “pathological condition caused by an overactive law-making
gland” (Manning, 1977).
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