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ABSTRACT

This article develops an interdisciplinary theoretical framework and comparative research
program to explain why the public visibility and agenda-setting capacity of social movements so
often fail to translate into binding institutional impact. Rather than presenting empirical findings,
it is conceived as a theory-building intervention. More specifically, the article seeks to extend the
explanatory reach of the Political Opportunity Structures (POS) literature—which has been
particularly effective in explaining access to the political system—into the processes of policy
formulation and implementation through the concept of institutional insulation mechanisms.
Institutional influence is reconceptualized along three dimensions: access, oversight, and binding
policy impact. The article examines financial filters in the legislative arena and technical or
algorithmic opacity in the administrative arena as functionally equivalent mechanisms that
distance public pressure from binding outcomes. It then proposes a methodological roadmap,
grounded in strategic case selection and process tracing, to show how these mechanisms may be
empirically tested, which observable traces should be examined, and how rival explanations can
be systematically ruled out.

1. The Problem and Conceptual Proposal: The Limits of Institutional Influence

The literature on the policy outcomes of social movements has tended to measure success
primarily in terms of public visibility, agenda-setting, or the mere passage of legislation (Giugni,
1998). This article shifts the focus to the ways in which state institutions absorb social demands
—not through outright rejection, but by pruning bills in committee or rendering implementation
inaccessible through technical complexity. To theorize this distinction, the article introduces
institutional influence as its central concept. Institutional influence refers not simply to the
capacity of social actors to generate visibility, but to their ability to scrutinize decision-making
rationales and exert consequential influence over binding policy content.

On this view, institutional influence should not be understood as a one-dimensional ladder of
success. Rather, it consists of three analytically distinct dimensions:

Access: the capacity of demands to enter the legitimate political agenda and become the object
of public and political contestation.

Oversight: the capacity to render decision-making rationales visible and to hold administrative
reasoning accountable.

Binding Policy Impact: the capacity to alter binding policy content, such as laws or budgetary
allocations. Because social movements rarely occupy a formal decision-making position in
law, this dimension refers not to formal co-decision status, but to de facto influence over the
final text.

The research design follows a focusing strategy that reflects the asymmetrical nature of the
institutional arenas under examination. In the legislative process, the principal point of strategic
intervention for social actors is the content of the final text, that is, binding policy impact. In
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administrative processes, by contrast, the most accessible leverage point is the transparency of the
decision-making rationale, that is, oversight. Direct intervention in the substantive content of
administrative decisions is structurally constrained in most legal systems.

2. Theoretical Mechanism: Institutional Insulation and Functional Equivalence

Institutional insulation does not refer to the total exclusion of public demands from the political
system. Rather, it describes a process through which demands are institutionally recognized and
processed while their binding effects are systematically diluted. In the legislative arena, this
process operates through financial and expertise-intensive filters at the committee stage. In the
administrative arena, it operates through technical opacity, vendor shields, and elevated
thresholds of explanation. In both cases, public pressure remains visible while the core of
institutional decision-making is protected.

The functional equivalence of these two forms of insulation does not rest on any claim that
legislatures and administrations share identical institutional forms. Rather, it refers to the
production of similar political outcomes that limit the translation of public demands into binding
effects. Their shared functions include:

- delaying and diluting the conversion of public demands into binding decisions;
- channeling objections into technical and bureaucratic thresholds that are costly to overcome;

- inserting an institutional buffer between visible participation and substantive transformation.

3. Two Institutional Arenas: Hypotheses and Observable Traces

Mechanism H1 (Legislature): Financial and Committee Filters

Hypothesis. Even where redistributive public demands enjoy substantial public support and
achieve visible acceptance in the early stages of the legislative process, they will be stripped of
their core distributive content during committee and reconciliation stages through the language of
fiscal feasibility, technical revision, or expert evaluation.

Expected observable traces.

1. The presence of a redistributive provision in the initial draft of a bill.

2. The pruning or dilution of that provision at the committee stage under a justification of
'feasibility' or 'implementability.'

3. The detection of a clear projection of sectoral lobbying language in committee records, even
where the formal justification is articulated in the language of public interest. Textual
overlap, however, cannot by itself serve as causal proof of influence; it should instead be
treated as a supporting trace that may also reflect a shared language of expertise within the
decision-making process.

Mechanism H2 (Administration): Technical and Algorithmic Opacity

Hypothesis. In algorithmic and administrative decision-making regimes, even when formal
access to individual appeals is granted, the underlying logic of the system will remain shielded
from effective oversight, thereby systematically reducing the oversight capacity of social actors.
Technical complexity, trade secrecy, data protection, and expert language should not be treated as
disconnected justifications; rather, they represent different legitimating forms of the same
insulation mechanism, one that distances decision-making rationales from legal and political
scrutiny.
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Expected observable traces.

1. Repeated and institutionally justified restrictions on access to algorithmic decision logic
through legal and technical rationales.

2. The confinement of the appeals process to the level of the individual case, rather than
allowing scrutiny of the governing logic of the system itself.

3. The displacement of responsibility from human decision-makers to technical systems or
private vendors—what Busuioc (2021) identifies as accountability deflection—in
administrative review or Freedom of Information proceedings.

4. Strategic Case Logic and Rival Explanations

This design does not seek laboratory-like causal purity through variable isolation. Instead, it aims
to test whether insulation mechanisms generate similar effects across different institutional
architectures through strategic case selection.

- For the legislative filter, the comparison between the United States and Germany is not
intended as a random sample. Rather, it constitutes a test in which Germany—with its
stronger traditions of public financing and corporatist intermediation (Kliiver, 2013)—is
positioned as a least-likely case relative to the United States, where lobbying power is more
overtly entrenched.

- For the administrative filter, the comparison between the United Kingdom and the Netherlands
relies on treating the Netherlands—where ambitious transparency initiatives such as an
algorithm register have been advanced (Meijer & Wessels, 2019)—as a critical case relative
to the United Kingdom, where closed procurement arrangements are more common.

Eliminating Rival Explanations and Ensuring Falsifiability

As a methodological principle, the article does not treat the mere absence of data as proof of
insulation. Insulation can be inferred only where a recurrent practice of restricting access is
identified and rival explanations can be ruled out. In the legislative arena, the analysis must
determine whether pruning is driven simply by strict party discipline or executive pressure; this
can be tested through budget-neutral cases. In the administrative arena, the analysis must
determine whether opacity reflects an insulation reflex or instead stems from the need to increase
processing speed and protect personal data; this can be examined, for example, by testing whether
anonymized decision logics are made available.

5. Conclusion

This study presents a theoretical and methodological research program for analyzing how public
demands are translated—or prevented from being translated—into institutional outcomes. Its
primary contribution is to propose an interdisciplinary analytical framework that brings into
conversation the study of power and inequality in political sociology, debates over bureaucratic
accountability in public administration, and principles of algorithmic transparency in technology
law.

By identifying a blind spot in the Political Opportunity Structures literature, the article offers a
testable, falsifiable, and empirically observable framework for measuring institutional resistance.
Against approaches that treat visibility alone as the primary indicator of movement success, it
argues that meaningful institutional impact can be understood only by tracing concrete evidence
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in decision-making rationales and binding policy content. In this respect, the article calls for
social movement scholarship to be rethought along this axis.
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