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Introduction 

The so called Hartz labor market reforms are judged as a paradigm shift in German labor 

market policy by many commentators (see the review of Raddat 2011). This reform package 

which was split up into four bills (colloquially referred to as Hartz I through IV) clearly 

brought far-reaching changes which mostly went in the direction of “re-commodification”. 

Among other things, the first Hartz reform created “personnel service agencies”, state run 

counterparts to private temporary employment agencies. Hartz II facilitated employment in 

the low paid sectors of the labor market via so-called “mini-jobs” which should only be 

subject to a flat-rate contribution to social security of 10 percent, and encouraged self-

employment via tax incentives to so called “Me inc.”s (“Ich AGs”). The third reform bill 

contained a substantial re-organization of the Federal Labor Office. The most controversial 

part of the reform was the fourth reform step (Hartz IV). This reform stipulated a shortening 

of the period in which unemployment benefits are paid. Moreover, unemployment assistance, 

i.e. unemployment benefits for long term unemployed (Arbeitslosenhilfe), and welfare 

benefits (Sozialhilfe) were merged which meant benefit reductions for substantial parts of the 

long-term unemployed. Furthermore, the criteria under which recipients of benefits could 

refuse a job were tightened. 

These reforms are particularly difficult to explain from the point of view of established lenses 

of public policy research. From a partisan politics perspective, for example, it is hard to 

understand why a social democratic government that in its first four years tightened labor 

market regulation and increased social security benefits (as could be expected from the 

parties-do-matter-perspective) suddenly came up with a policy agenda that explicitly reversed 

these policies. Similarly, from a veto-player-theory point of view, König et al. (2003: 105) 

predicted that “in the economic domain, the Schröder government will have immense 

problems reforming the obsolete labour and investment regulations, in particular in the strong 

bicameral Zustimmungsgesetzgebung”. Only four months after this paper was published, the 

government and the opposition parties that controlled the second chamber (the Bundesrat) 

reached an agreement on the most encompassing labor market reforms in living memory.  

Given the difficulties traditional theoretical approaches exhibit in explaining these labor 

market reforms, we suggest to look through a lens used less frequently, namely the Multiple 

Streams Approach (MSA), originally introduced by John Kingdon (1984). As MSA has 

hardly ever been utilized to explain labor market policies or German politics in general, our 

study is largely of an explorative nature. 

We start by laying out Kingdon’s theoretical framework and revising it to fit the whole 

decision process, the peculiarities of parliamentary systems in general and the veto-ridden 

German system in particular. We then apply the framework to explain the Hartz reforms 

before we discuss the lessons that can be learnt from our case study regarding the applicability 

of MSA to labor market reforms and policy adoption. 

The Theoretical Framework 

The MSA, originally introduced by Kingdon (1984), aims at explaining agenda changes in 

political systems. Its basic idea is that policy-making is not an exercise in rational problem-
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solving; rather policy entrepreneurs are looking for problems to which they can attach their 

pet solutions. The MSA draws heavily on the garbage can model of organizational decision 

making by Cohen et al. (1972). Central for the garbage can model is the idea of organized 

anarchies. Cohen et al. define organized anarchies as organizations or decision situations that 

are characterized by problematic preferences, unclear technology, and fluid participation 

(Cohen et al. 1972: 1). Problematic preferences result from ambiguity, which is “a state of 

having many ways of thinking about the same circumstance or phenomena” (Feldman 1989: 

5). Time constraints force politicians all too frequently to come to a decision before having 

formed precise preferences (Zahariadis 2007: 67). Hence, preferences emerge during (inter-

)action, which might go along with ambivalent and mutable (Münter 2005: 44) – and in the 

worst case even contradictory – preferences. Moreover, unclear technology is widespread, i.e. 

individual members of an organization are only aware of their individual responsibilities, but 

do not know how they fit in the overall relational structure of the organization. Policy-making 

is further complicated by fluid participation in decision-making with fluidity relating to the 

changing composition of the decision-making body due to the concrete decision at stake and 

to the varying amount of time and effort members of the decision-making body are willing 

and able to invest (Cohen et al. 1972: 1).  

In contrast to the garbage can model, Kingdon (1984: 92) puts more emphasis “on the 

‘organized’ than on the ’anarchy’”, because the political decision making processes he is 

interested in show structures and patterns. He identifies three largely independent streams 

with different dynamics flowing through the political system as relevant for explaining 

agenda setting: the problem, politics, and policy stream.  

The problem stream is comprised of all conditions that are perceived as problems, i.e. which 

are theoretically changeable and desired to be altered (politically) (Kingdon 1984: 119). 

Mechanisms that lead to the perception of problems are singularly or repeatedly reported 

indicators, focusing events, and feedback. Focusing events refer to disasters, crises, personal 

experiences, and symbols. Channels for feedback on policy outcomes are, for instance, 

systematic monitoring and evaluation studies (Kingdon 1984: 106).  

The politics stream depicts the procedural dimension of policy-making, with Kingdon high-

lightening the importance of the electorate, parties and interest groups (Kingdon 1984: 152). 

Thus, it essentially deals with the strife for power. Kingdon also discusses the national mood 

as being important in the politics stream. As the pivotal actors in the process of sensing the 

national mood are politicians in their interactions with the electorate, interest groups, and civil 

servants, it is difficult to draw a clear line between these variables and the national mood.1 

Changes in the politics stream are indicated by a change in the partisan composition of the 

government, a new or confirmed election mandate, or interest groups’ campaigns. 

                                                           
1 This can be deduced from the following comment by Kingdon (1984: 156): „First, elected politicians judge 

their constituents' mood from such communications as mail, town meetings, smaller gatherings, and delegations 

of people or even individuals coming to them during their office hours in the district. Second, nonelected 

officials tend to sense the national mood from what they hear from politicians“. 
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The policy stream emphasizes the content-dimension of the policy with ideas being at the 

center. Kingdon speaks of the “policy primeval soup” (Kingdon 1984: 122), which consists of 

ideas in the form of proposals, that “are floated, come into contact with one another, are 

revised and combined with one another, and floated again“ (Kingdon 1984: 21). The 

proposals themselves are developed in policy communities, which are comprised of policy 

specialists who share a common concern with a specific policy problem. Prerequisites for 

proposals to be considered as eligible alternatives are “technical feasibility, value 

acceptability within the policy community, tolerable cost, anticipated public acquiescence, 

and a reasonable chance for receptivity among elected decision makers” (Kingdon 1984: 138). 

Technical feasibility and tolerable cost stress the question, if an alternative can be 

implemented in principle, while normative acceptance and receptivity among the decision 

makers focus on obstacles that could complicate its adoption in the decision-making process.  

Agenda changes depend on the successful coupling of the problem, politics, and policy stream 

(Kingdon 1984: 91). Opportunities to couple the three streams arise when a policy window 

opens. This happens if changes occur in the problem or politics stream. If a policy window is 

exploited or not depends on the activities of policy entrepreneurs, who are “advocates (…) 

willing to invest their resources – time, energy, reputation, money – to promote a position” 

(Kingdon 1984: 188). If the policy window is opened by events in the problem stream, policy 

entrepreneurs engage in consequential coupling (Zahariadis 1996: 406). This means that 

policy entrepreneurs attempt to present their favorite policy as a solution to the recently 

detected problem by means of an opportune framing, and on this basis, to gain the support of 

the political decision-makers. Policy windows that open in the politics stream allow doctrinal 

coupling (Zahariadis 1996: 407). This differs from consequential coupling as policy 

entrepreneurs try to take advantage of the changed political climate and to sell politicians their 

favorite policy as a solution to an already existent problem. If they succeed in coupling the 

three streams, an item enters from the governmental agenda, which is defined as a “list of 

subjects that are getting attention”, to the decision agenda, defined as a list of subjects “that 

are up for an active decision” (Kingdon 1984: 4). If no worked-out proposal is at hand when a 

policy window opens, it closes and leaves the decision agenda unchanged (Kingdon 1984: 

178).   

Although Kingdon stated that the MSA is not about “how issues are authoritatively decided 

by the president, Congress, or other decision-makers, but rather how they became issues in the 

first place” (Kingdon 1984: 2), it is common practice nowadays to expand the framework to 

explain policy formation (e.g. Zahariadis 1995; Münter 2005). In this regard, the approach 

introduced by Zahariadis (1992) has proven highly influential. According to him, only a 

minor modification is necessary, namely that “policy windows and coupling here refer to 

decision, not just agenda, choices” (Zahariadis 1992: 359). This modification has the 

advantage that the structural features of the framework remain untouched, but is accompanied 

by the shortcoming of not allowing analyzing precisely the coupling process. As illustrated 

above, the governmental agenda is set in either the problem or politics stream, while the 

decision agenda results from the coupling of all three streams by policy entrepreneurs. Hence, 

the coupling process as such explains how the decision agenda is set. This does not 

automatically lead to “enactment or favorable bureaucratic decision, but it is a more active 
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status than being on the governmental agenda” (Kingdon 1984: 175). Put differently, the 

coupling process ends when an alternative is available and ready for decision. Depending on 

the political system and the potential for conflict the ensuing policy processes during which a 

policy is adopted can last several months. Thus, defining the coupling process in terms of 

setting the decision agenda and passing a bill involves almost inevitably analytical 

imprecision. 

To avoid this analytical imprecision, we suggest considering two coupling processes (Herweg 

2011). The first coupling process comprises the setting of the decision agenda, and is identical 

to what Kingdon had in mind. The output of this coupling process is a worked-out proposal. 

Hence, the second coupling process focuses on policy formulation and captures the political 

struggle about the concrete design of the proposal. Which of the ideas from the proposal are 

seen as suitable for gaining the majority needed for a decision, depends on the activities of 

policy entrepreneurs. If successful, the adoption of a bill marks the end of this second 

coupling process. Henceforth, for reasons of clarity, the first coupling is referred to as 

“agenda window”, while the second one is labeled “decision window” (cf. figure 1). 

- figure 1 - 

As the coupling process is the decisive concept that lifts the MSA from describing to 

explaining agenda and policy changes, this extension makes possible a precise analysis of 

both the agenda setting and the policy decision process. Although it shares with Zahariadis’ 

(1992) approach that it leaves the structural features of the framework untouched, there are 

some differences to keep in mind between the agenda window and the decision window. The 

agenda window (which equates to the policy window in Kingdon’s terminology) is opened by 

changes in the problem and/or politics stream, while the decision window is opened by the 

policy stream because once an issue is set on the decision agenda, it will be dealt with 

irrespective of the pressure to address a particular problem. This does not imply that the 

problem stream is irrelevant for the decision window as the perceived pressure to address a 

problem can influence the dynamics of the bargaining process. But it does not affect whether 

bargaining takes place at all. The same logic applies to the politics stream. Political actors will 

not pass the chance to influence a decision for their benefit once the bargaining process has 

started. In contrast to agenda windows where the coupling logic depends on the stream that 

has opened the window, policy entrepreneurs choose the coupling tactic that looks most 

promising when a decision window opens. Nevertheless, we expect doctrinal coupling to be 

applied more frequently than consequential coupling, because the setting of the decision 

agenda already requires the definition of a problem.  

Notwithstanding that Kingdon inductively derived the MSA from observations of agenda 

changes at the federal level of the United States, some authors have attempted to apply it to 

parliamentary settings (e.g. Zahariadis 1995, Zahariadis 2005; Compston and Madsen 2001; 

Bundgaard and Vrangbæk 2007). In order to do so, Zahariadis (1999) has suggested to use 

party ideology as the variable that sums up the characteristics of the politics stream. This 

accounts for the fact that parliamentary systems go along with well-organized parties and 

cohesive parliamentary groups due to the close connection between the government and the 

majority in parliament. Contrary to presidential systems, this in turn results in party and 
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coalition discipline. Thus, “parties tend to dominate the political stream and exercise 

considerable control over the shape of policy choices“ (Zahariadis 1999: 80). We follow 

Zahariadis in focusing on the positions as well as coherence of political parties in the politics 

stream in parliamentary systems. Nonetheless, in contrast to Zahariadis, we think it is 

important to include the electorate and interest groups. This applies in particular to German 

labor market policy, where sectoral corporatism has a long tradition, resulting in an increased 

significance of labor unions and employer organizations. 

Explaining the Hartz Reforms 

The Problem Stream 

Unemployment was certainly the most important item in the problem stream. While 

unemployment had been extremely low in Germany until the first oil shock in 1973, it had 

increased almost continuously ever after (cf. figure 2). The situation became even worse after 

German unification in 1990 as the East German economy did not catch-up to the Western 

level. Thus, in January 1996, for the first time in the Federal Republic’s history, more than 4 

million people were officially unemployed (figure 3). This figure was alarming for the then-

incumbent government of Christian democrats (CDU/CSU) and liberals (FDP) that adopted a 

number of liberal labor market and welfare reforms in response to the dismal labor market 

performance.  

- figure 2 -  

As these reforms did not have an immediate effect on the labor market, unemployment was 

also one of the most important issues in the general election of 1998. In that election, the 

social democratic candidate for Chancellor, Gerhard Schröder, promised to reduce the number 

of unemployed to 3.5 million until the next election, to be held in 2002. After the Social 

democrats had won the election together with the Greens and Gerhard Schröder had become 

chancellor, the unemployment figures indeed moved in the direction the government had 

hoped for: While the number of unemployed stood at an average of 4.3 million in 1998 it had 

fallen to 3.9 million in 2000. In October 2000, unemployment was even down to slightly over 

3.6 million, close to the level of 3.5 million envisaged by Mr. Schröder for 2002 (cf. figure 3). 

Therefore, the government could hope to reach its target by 2002 (particularly as the elections 

were to be held in early fall, i.e. at a time when unemployment usually is below the annual 

average).  

- figure 3 - 

In 2001, however, the economy slowed down and unemployment started to rise again. 

Therefore, it became highly unlikely that unemployment would fall to 3.5 million by 2002 

(Hassel and Schiller 2010: 17) which meant that the chancellor would not be able to keep his 

election promise concerning the number of unemployed. Therefore, the number of 

unemployed clearly operated as a problem indicator: Not only did the development of the 

number of unemployed clearly deviate from what the government wished (indicating that 

there actually is a problem) but at the same time this problem was highly relevant for decision 
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makers as it concerned one of its central election pledges. Therefore, the problem stream was 

certainly ‘ripe’ for reform. 

The Politics Stream 

The politics stream is made up of what Kingdon calls the ‘national mood’, interest groups and 

political parties. With regard to the partisan composition of the government, a coalition of the 

Social democratic party (SPD) and the Green party existed since 1998. These parties had not 

shown a particular zeal in terms of labor market reforms in their first three years in 

government (Merkel 2003) to say the least. While the predecessor government of Christian 

democrats (CDU/CSU) and liberals (FDP) had adopted a number of reforms aiming at the 

liberalization of the labor market and a reduction of the high non-wage labor costs (e.g. 

liberalization of dismissal protection for small enterprises, cuts to a number of welfare 

programs including sick pay), the government of SPD and Greens was quick in revoking these 

reforms in its first months in office and further regulated the labor market, in particular by 

widened the contribution base of the social security systems by making casual jobs and so-

called “apparently” self-employed (people who are essentially self-employed and only work 

for a single company) subject to social insurance contributions (Rose 2003). Non-wage labor-

costs were somewhat reduced by introducing eco taxes. Thus, evidently, the government was 

initially not particularly interested in far-reaching activation on the labor market. 

It has to be underlined, however, that the SPD, i.e. the party that was the unquestioned agenda 

setter in labor market policy (Zohlnhöfer 2004), was internally divided about the path the 

party should pursue in employment policy. While the so called ‘traditionalists’ argued for a 

highly regulated labor market and were not willing to retrench welfare programs in order to 

increase employment, the so called ‘modernizers’ argued that an adaptation of the Social 

Democratic employment policy instruments to the new challenges of globalization, 

Europeanization and societal change was inevitable. As should be clear after only a brief 

glance at the reforms the coalition had adopted, the traditionalist faction was able to dominate 

employment policy in the first few years in government. One of the reasons for this was that a 

member of this faction, former union leader Walter Riester, controlled the powerful ministry 

of labor and social affairs. Therefore, more liberal or activating reform proposals simply were 

not produced by the ministry. 

In German policy-making, the Bundesrat, a powerful second chamber made up of 

representatives of the state governments has to be taken into account, too. In our period of 

observation, the Bundesrat was controlled by the bourgeois opposition parties CDU/CSU and 

FDP. These parties had a track record of moderately liberal labor market reforms and were 

thus inclined to accept more liberalization of the labor market policy-wise.  

Apart from parties, interest groups also play an important role according to the MSA. In labor 

market policy, unions and employer organizations are of particular interest. Unsurprisingly, 

employers promoted a liberalizing labor market agenda while the unions were highly 

skeptical of any reform that might liberalize the labor market, retrench the welfare state or in 

any other way re-commodify labor. Importantly, the interest group constellation in German 

labor market policy at the turn of the century can be characterized as sectoral corporatism. 
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The red-green government had set up a so-called “Alliance for Jobs, Training and 

Competitiveness” (“Bündnis für Arbeit, Ausbildung und Wettbewerbsfähigkeit”) in 1998, an 

institution where the chancellor and some key ministers met with the leaders of the most 

important labor unions and employer organizations on a regular basis to develop a joint 

strategy to tackle Germany’s economic, and above all employment problems.  The main aim 

of the “Alliance” was to generate a consensus between the government and the social partners 

concerning future reforms of the labor market. Such a consensus, however, failed to emerge. 

What is more, the government was unable to gain concessions from either unions or employer 

associations in return for favorable policies. Therefore, the “Alliance for Jobs” neither served 

as a forum for coordinating policy nor as an institution where legislation concerning the labor 

market was discussed and prepared. Probably even more importantly, the labor unions had 

very close relations to the ministry of labor and social affairs which gave them substantial 

leverage over policy in that area. Given the strict opposition of the unions to any attempt to 

liberalize the labor market, this strong influence was a substantial impediment for any such 

policy. 

Finally, the national mood has to be discussed. As is often remarked, this is a very elusive 

concept, particularly given that Kingdon advises not to confound the national mood with the 

results of opinion polls. The latter would certainly not lead one to believe that labor market 

reform was in the air. Although surveys indicate a certain intuition on the part of the voters 

that reforms of the welfare state and the labor market were necessary in principle, at the same 

time they proved voters’ reluctance to accept these reforms if cuts affect themselves (cf. 

Rieger 2002). Moreover, there is no indication that any of the relevant decision makers felt 

that the national mood was ripe for far-reaching labor market reforms.  

Therefore, in sum we can argue that the politics stream was not particularly conducive to 

reforms of the labor market. Despite voters’ acknowledgement that some reforms were 

necessary there is no indication that a national mood for these reforms existed. The interest 

group constellation was not helpful either. Although employer organizations were advocating 

a liberalization of the labor market and more activating reforms, unions were vehemently 

opposed to these reforms and were well entrenched in the ministry of labor and the “Alliance 

for Jobs” and could thus veto almost any reform. The partisan complexion of government was 

not particularly promising for the advocates of change either as the SPD, the dominant party 

of government, was split between proponents of more far-reaching reform and supporters of 

the status quo, who held a veto position as the responsible minister was a traditionalist. On the 

more positive side for reform proponents, not only the modernizer faction of the SPD but also 

the opposition parties that controlled the majority in the second chamber, were in favor of 

reform. 

The Policy Stream 

There was of course an extensive scientific debate on labor market reforms in economics and 

the social sciences already in the 1990s. For a substantial period of time, a rather liberal strand 

of that literature seems to have dominated that debate as exemplified by the OECD Jobs Study 

(OECD 1994). This study among other things suggested a flexibilization of working-time, 

cuts in passive benefits and strict means testing, reforms of employment protection 
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provisions, activating labor market policies, and reforms of the tax and other contribution 

systems, particularly the reduction of the tax burden for labor.  

On the European level, a related approach was worked out that led to the inclusion of an 

employment chapter in the EU treaty and the European Employment Strategy (EES) in 1997. 

The EES shares a number of ideas with the OECD Jobs Study, even though it focuses more 

on the improvement of employability through preventive measures, lifelong learning, and 

activation, actively fostered by the state on different levels (cf. Zohlnhöfer and Ostheim 

2005).  

Both concepts (and the EES in particular) were rather abstract and not too coherent in some 

parts. Nonetheless, at least in part they reflected and fed into the German debate. They 

reflected the German debate in that there, too, proponents of a substantial labor market 

deregulation (e.g. Siebert 1997) confronted advocates of a more activating, education-oriented 

role of labor market policy (Rabe and Schmid 1999). At the same time, they fed into the 

German debate because both organizations monitored member states’ progresses and the 

member states had to respond to the EES guidelines on a regular basis, so both regularly 

caught attention at least in the relevant policy community.  

The domestic debate on activating labor market policy (as opposed to a policy of reducing the 

labor supply that had dominated in Germany for a very long time) culminated in a paper 

written by the members of the benchmarking group of the “Alliance for Jobs” in 2001 (Fels et 

al. 2001). This group consisted of five economists and social scientists who had been asked to 

prepare the consultations of the “Alliance for Jobs” by collecting comparative data on relevant 

indicators and to present and examine potential policy options. In their paper, the authors 

suggested that active labor market policy should focus on the reintegration of unemployed 

people into the first labor market, should establish a closer link between an unemployed 

person’s rights and her obligations and should increase the employability of the unemployed 

by qualifications tailored to suit a market need. Furthermore, a more decentralized approach 

and the inclusion of private actors in the placement process were recommended (cf. Hassel 

and Schiller 2010: 206). With regard to a merging of unemployment assistance and welfare 

benefits, the benchmarking groups remained ambivalent. Nonetheless, the debate on this latter 

issue had been going on since the second half of the 1990s and by 2002 even many political 

actors like the federal states, the employer associations and all relevant parties except for the 

SPD were committed to some form of merger between these two programs (Hassel and 

Schiller 2010: 195).  

Did these concepts match Kingdon’s “criteria for survival” then? Technical feasibility was not 

much of a question at least for most ideas about activation as other countries had been 

experimenting with these policies for quite some time. This information was available to the 

relevant actors as the EU’s employment reports as well as the OECD’s progress reports gave 

best practice examples and the SPD in particular even actively sought information in places as 

Denmark, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom (Kemmerling and Bruttel 2006: 104). 

Things are less clear with regard to the merging of unemployment assistance and welfare 

benefits but here a number of pilot projects were set up in 2001 (so called MoZArT projects: 

cf. Hassel and Schiller 2010: 192). Budget constraints were certainly very important at the 
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time. As the relevant concepts promised to reduce unemployment, however, which in turn 

would mean substantial savings for the public purse, the criterion can also be counted as 

matched. Nonetheless, the budget in a way constrained the activation approach as a significant 

increase of spending for active labor market measures would have been seen as problematic 

by a part of the community. Value acceptability was unproblematic as there seems to have 

emerged consensus in the policy community (excluding the large parts of the unions, though)  

that some form of activation was necessary. Finally, with regard to public acquiescence and 

receptivity of decision makers, the activation concept stood better chances than the merging 

of social assistance and welfare benefits as almost all decision makers were in favor of 

activation (to which they even had committed themselves in the EES), although the unions 

were not enthusiastic about the concept which also meant that public acquiescence was not 

certain. Receptivity and public acquiescence were significantly lower with regard to the 

merger of the two benefits, however, as unions and the largest coalition party were not 

convinced of this policy. 

Nonetheless, in sum, it turns out, that the policy stream was ‘ripe’. Within the respective 

policy community (as opposed to large parts of the unions and substantial parts of the SPD) a 

far-reaching agreement existed that the status quo was untenable. Furthermore, a number of 

coherent (and not necessarily exclusive) concepts of future labor market reforms were widely 

discussed and generally matched the “criteria of survival”. 

Agenda Window, Policy Entrepreneur and First Coupling 

The agenda window opened as a scandal regarding wrong placement statistics of the Federal 

Labor Office became known in February 2002 (Kemmerling and Bruttel 2006: 91; Schmid 

2007: 271; Hassel and Schiller 2010: 20; Hegelich et al. 2011: 38). In a report, the Federal 

Court of Auditors (Bundesrechnungshof) made it clear that substantial organizational 

problems existed in the implementation of German labor market policy. This scandal can be 

seen as a focusing event opening up an agenda window in the problem stream. 

Nonetheless, it is quite clear that this agenda window was not an obvious one as the problem 

of wrong placement statistics would not have necessitated a substantial reform of labor market 

policy. Rather, Chancellor Schröder realized that this scandal could be employed as an agenda 

window for labor market reform and actively engaged in policy entrepreneurship. Given the 

developments in the problem stream (i.e. given that he would not be able to reduce 

unemployment to the envisaged level by the next election) he desperately needed to prove his 

government’s willingness and ability to implement reforms if he wanted to win the upcoming 

election. As it was highly unlikely that such a reform would be worked out in the responsible 

ministry due to the unions’ resistance he appointed an expert commission chaired by 

Volkswagen manager Peter Hartz. The commission’s composition did not mirror Germany’s 

sectoral corporatism: Of the 15 members of the commission only two were union 

representatives and one came from the employer association. Two further commission 

members were social scientists, two were SPD politicians, one came from the labor office and 

the rest came from management consultancies and large companies (cf. Siefken 2007: 190 for 

the details). 
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At least officially, this commission was set up to work out proposals for a re-organization of 

the Federal Labor Office only. When the experts reported back in August 2002, however, they 

came up with more ambitious reform proposals to improve the overall employment situation 

in Germany. There is no doubt in the literature that this expansion of the commission’s 

mandate was encouraged by the Chancellor for whom the commission killed two birds with 

one stone: On the one hand, the bad labor market performance put the governing parties’ re-

election at risk and the coalition needed to document its will to fight unemployment if it still 

wanted to win the next election. The proposals of the Hartz commission which were presented 

only a few weeks before the general election were of particular importance in this respect. On 

the other hand, the commission allowed the Chancellor to circumvent the ministry of labor 

and thus also the veto positions of the unions and the SPD’s traditionalist wing. Thus, 

although most of the proposals were well known from the discourse in the policy stream the 

commission put a proposal on the decision agenda that would not have been tabled had the 

ministry of labor not been circumvented.2  

The Decision Window 

As we have seen so far, the Chancellor as policy entrepreneur could use the scandal about 

wrong placement statistics as an agenda window to appoint a commission which came back 

with a report which included many elements from the policy stream. Although the focusing 

event that opened the policy window occurred in the problem stream it was far from obvious 

that this event could be coupled with the more relevant unemployment problem. Schröder, 

however, managed to expand the commission’s mandate to suggesting reforms for the labor 

market as a whole (as opposed to simply an organizational reform for the Federal Labor 

Office). Thus he was able to circumvent a number of important veto actors and get a reform 

proposal that went far beyond what would have been possible had the ministry of labor been 

involved directly. As the MSA traditionally was only interested in agenda setting, our analysis 

could stop here. This would, however, be somewhat disappointing as our analysis of the 

politics stream had shown that this stream was not ‘ripe’. Schröder was able to bypass most 

relevant actors from the politics stream until here but it is hard to see how he could 

circumvent the ministry of labor and the social democratic parliamentary party to get the 

reform passed in the Bundestag. Therefore, we suggest applying the second coupling process 

which allows analyzing the actual decision making. 

Evidently, the main emphasis in the analysis of the decision window is on the politics stream. 

In contrast, the problem stream did not change much as unemployment further increased (cf. 

figure 3) and as a result of the first process of coupling a complete reform package was 

                                                           
2
 It should be noted in passing that the appointment of the Hartz commission is a nice example of an 

entrepreneurial activity that Ackrill and Kay (2011) have called commissioning. This takes place, if policy 

solutions “get on the agenda not by being sold by persistent skillful policy entrepreneurs, but because policy-

makers select the ideas appropriate for the policy window and thus the policy entrepreneur who advocate” 

(Ackrill and Kay 2011: 78) and broker. Hence, the main difference between brokerage and commissioning is, 

that commissioning (a) takes place during open policy windows only and (b) is an activity limited to policy-

makers. If policy-makers do not have a clear idea about their favorite policy when a policy window opens, and if 

they perceive this opportunity as an impetus for action, they consider the viable proposals and choose the one 

that promises to be the most expedient for them. From this point of view, commissioning stresses that ideas need 

“a reasonable chance for receptivity among elected decision makers” (Kingdon 1984: 138), and refers to this 

prerequisite for proposals to survive in the policy stream.  
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available in the policy stream (i.e. the proposals of the Hartz commission) around which 

further debate centered. 

The Hartz proposals were presented to the public shortly before the elections. The Chancellor 

immediately promised to implement them “one-to-one” in the electoral campaign. It is 

important to note that his party, the SPD, but also the labor unions followed suit. This might 

be surprising at first glance as the unions had been against most of what the Hartz commission 

had proposed previously and the SPD was at least split. At closer inspection, however, it is 

easy to explain why SPD and labor unions rallied behind the Hartz proposals in the summer 

of 2002. As the bourgeois opposition parties had focused their campaign on unemployment 

because the government had evidently missed its own target of no more than 3.5 million 

unemployed by the next election, the Social democrats desperately needed to prove their 

competence in this field in order to be able to win the election. The Hartz “expert 

recommendations” provided the party with a chance to gain precisely this kind of competence 

back. Given that the election was imminent, internal conflicts about labor market policy 

would have had a devastating effect on the party’s competence rating and thus also on its 

election result which was not in the interest of any SPD politician. Union leaders were not at 

all interested in a change of government, either, and thus also acquiesced to the proposals, at 

least as long as the government fought for its re-election. Thus, by circumventing the ministry 

of labor (and its own party) and thanks to the particular situation of the late electoral 

campaign Schröder was able to commit his party and the unions to activating labor market 

reforms that would have been impossible to adopt under other circumstances.  

Thus, as unemployment was a top priority of governing as well as opposition parties in the 

electoral campaign the upcoming elections did not lead to the closure of this decision window. 

After the narrow win in the election, which made sure that the window remained open, 

Schröder further guarded the reform by splitting up the ministry of labor and social affairs (cf. 

Schmidt 2007: 306). The divisions responsible for labor market policy were merged with the 

ministry of economic affairs which was not affiliated with the unions to any substantial 

extent. The new minister became SPD modernizer Wolfgang Clement who was a committed 

proponent of the reform package. In this way, Schröder made sure that the veto powers of the 

unions would not dilute or block the bills that were to translate the Hartz proposals into 

legislation.  

And indeed, the unions demanded changes to the proposals as soon as the elections were over. 

As the SPD leadership was not willing to give in to the union’s demands (and even broke up 

the consultations in the “Alliance for Jobs” in spring 2003), relations between SPD and labor 

unions got very tense in the following period (cf. Hassel and Schiller 2010: 265-69). What is 

more, many of the proposed measures were fiercely opposed by the social democratic 

“traditionalists” once the bills were prepared. This did not affect the Hartz I and II bills very 

much which were adopted only a few months after the election. The other two bills, however, 

and Hartz IV in particular, remained highly controversial. The opponents in the SPD even 

started an inner party referendum against the “Agenda 2010” and compelled the SPD 

leadership to concede an emergency party conference where the reform proposals were 

discussed controversially. In the end, however, up to 90 percent of the delegates approved of 

the government’s proposals (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 2 June 2003). This result does 



13 

not necessarily indicate near unanimous consent for the reform in the party, however. Rather, 

Schröder had put pressure on the delegates by threatening to resign as Chancellor and party 

leader should the party conference vote against the reform.  

Despite the party conference’s approval, the reform’s adoption in the Bundestag proved 

difficult. The chancellor browbeat possible dissenters by again threatening to resign should 

the coalition not obtain a majority of its own in the oncoming roll-call votes in the Bundestag. 

At the same time, some minor concessions were made to the dissenters (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 

13 October 2003). Hence, the coalition secured own majorities in the roll-call votes on the 

major elements of the labor market reforms in the Bundestag with only one green MP 

abstaining.3 Thus, Schröder as policy entrepreneur again invested his resources in terms of 

reputation and power to get the reform adopted. 

While the critics in the SPD thought the reforms were going too far, the bourgeois opposition 

parties that controlled the Bundesrat believed that they weren’t going far enough. As 

CDU/CSU and FDP controlled a majority in the second chamber, the Bundesrat, they were 

able to influence at least those parts of the reforms that required its approval. As argued 

above, both of these parties were inclined to accept more far-reaching labor market reforms 

policy-wise. Nonetheless, given the unpopularity of liberal labor market reforms, these parties 

were in a strategic dilemma: They could either support the reforms, thus furthering their 

policy goals and getting necessary but unpopular reforms out of the way before returning to 

government, or they could criticize and even block (parts of) the reforms, thus capitalizing on 

their unpopularity while at the same time foregoing the opportunity to get those parts of the 

reforms that needed Bundesrat approval adopted without being solely responsible for them 

later on. The former perspective won out but the opposition parties demanded changes to the 

reforms which essentially made them more far-reaching. As a consequence, some of the 

concessions made to the traditionalist wing of the SPD to secure a majority in the Bundestag 

were revoked in the mediation committee of Bundestag and Bundesrat. This compromise 

between the government and the opposition parties frustrated a number of SPD MPs, some of 

whom voted against the compromise proposal in the Bundestag’s final vote on the labor 

market reform as a consequence. This did not block the reform, however, as the opposition 

parties accepted the compromise and thus voted for it.4  

Conclusion 

Why did the Schröder government adopt far-reaching labor market reforms after it had not 

done much in that regard for the first almost four years of its government? This question 

poses substantial difficulties for many theoretical lenses of comparative public policy 

research. In this paper we have tried to explain these reforms by applying a slightly modified 

version of the multiple streams framework. Conceptually, we expanded the approach by 

introducing a second coupling process in order to explain not only agenda setting but also 

policy adoption.  

                                                           
3
 Verhandlungen des Deutschen Bundestages, 15th parliamentary term, 67th session, 17 October 2003, pp. 

5795-7 and 5799-5801. 
4
 Verhandlungen des Deutschen Bundestages, 15th parliamentary term, 84th session, 19 December 2003, pp. 

7389-7391. 
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Empirically, it turns out that the approach is indeed able to explain the Hartz reforms. While 

the problem stream was ripe for quite a long time already and policy alternatives were readily 

available in the international discourse and in neighboring countries which were also reflected 

in the domestic discourse, the politics stream was not ripe. Sectoral corporatism as 

exemplified in the “Alliance for Jobs”, the strong position of the labor unions vis-à-vis the 

ministry of labor and the strong traditionalist wing in the SPD made far-reaching labor market 

reforms virtually impossible. Only when Chancellor Schröder, acting as a policy-

entrepreneur, utilized a seemingly insignificant focusing event as a policy window and by-

passed sectoral corporatism and the ministry of labor by appointing an expert commission 

more far-reaching reforms came on the agenda. In a similar way, he used the very competitive 

electoral campaign of 2002 to commit unions and the labor wing of the SPD to the Hartz 

proposals. Furthermore, he was able to protect the essence of the reforms from substantial 

changes by counter-balancing the pressures from the traditionalist faction of the SPD on the 

one hand and the bourgeois parties controlling the majority in the Bundesrat on the other 

hand.  

More generally, the MSA proves to be particularly suitable for the analysis of ‘unlikely’ 

reforms, i.e. we would not expect on the basis of traditional theoretical approaches. The 

framework allows analyzing special cases by making available the analytical categories of 

focusing events, policy windows and political entrepreneurs which allow systematically 

integrating elements of the decision making process that traditional theoretical lenses tend to 

ignore. Therefore, the multiple streams framework might be an analytical approach whose 

time has come. 
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Figure 1: A modified Multiple Streams Approach considering two coupling processes 

Source: Authors' compilation 
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Figure 2: Number of unemployed in Germany, 1973-2003 (annual averages) 

 

Source: http://statistik.arbeitsagentur.de/Statischer-Content/Statistik-nach-

Themen/Zeitreihen/Generische-Publikationen/Arbeitslosigkeit-Deutschland-Zeitreihe.xls 
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Figure 3: Number of unemployed in Germany, 1995-2003 (monthly data) 

 

Source: http://statistik.arbeitsagentur.de/Statischer-Content/Statistik-nach-

Themen/Zeitreihen/Generische-Publikationen/Arbeitslosigkeit-Deutschland-Zeitreihe.xls 

 


