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ABSTRACT

In recent years, scholars have made major progress in understanding the dynamics of “policy drift”—the
transformation of a policy’s outcomes due to the failure to update its rules or structures to reflect
changing socioeconomic circumstances. Amid polarization and gridlock, drift has become an increasingly
common mode of policy change, and its major causes are now well understood. Yet surprisingly little
attention has been paid to the distinctive political consequences of drift—to the ways in which drift, like
the adoption of new policies, generates its own “policy feedback” effects. This article is meant to fill this
gap. Drawing on prior scholarship, we lay out clear expectations concerning drift’s likely effects on
downstream politics—in particular, on the development of institutions and organized groups—and then
assess these arguments in the context of four varied cases of drift: labor law, health care, welfare, and
disability insurance. Our core argument is that drift generates new incentives, interests, and alliances that
simultaneously respond to the disruptive effects it produces and are heavily constrained by those effects.
Regardless of whether these dynamics culminate in big reforms, they are one of the principal ways in
which American politics and policy “develop” over time.

Over the last half century, scholarship on “policy feedback” has shown that policies are
not simply the product of politics; they can also have significant causal effects on politics.
Students of policy feedback have demonstrated that policies can influence the development of
organized interests, reorient government operations, and shape elite and mass attitudes and
behaviors in ways that lend durability to the policy and reconfigure political conflicts.1 Classic
examples of such consequential policies include Social Security, Medicare, and the GI Bill.2
But recent scholarship has also shown that numerous factors must align for policy
entrenchment and political reconfiguration to occur.3 Not all policies create self-reinforcing
dynamics; some produce negative feedback processes that build opposition to a policy’s
continuance and may eventually prompt formal revision.4 At the same time, even policies that
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are not revised may change over time through less visible processes, such as the shifting use of
administrative discretion by front-line policy agents.5
The most pervasive of these “subterranean” processes is almost certainly policy drift.6
Drift occurs when “policies are deliberately held in place while their context shifts in ways that
alter their effects.”7 Drift thus describes a change in policy effects that takes place without a
change in policy rules.
What makes drift of particular interest is that it does not require formal action. By “doing
nothing”—or, more accurately, by blocking the adaptation of a policy to its changing
circumstances—political actors can shift a policy’s effects. The status quo bias of American
political institutions makes updating policies far more difficult than holding them in place, and
this asymmetry has been magnified by increasing partisan polarization and gridlock. What’s
more, drift is an attractive aim for political actors who want to remain out of the spotlight, since
it is generally not as visible or traceable to particular groups as authoritative policy revision.
Indeed, while the effects of policy drift can be substantial for voters as well as interest groups,
existing research suggests that the politics of policy drift is mostly animated by group
dynamics—interest organizations, social movements, parties—rather than by campaigns and
elections.
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Policy drift has been observed and studied across a wide range of settings: the eroding
value of the minimum wage; the declining scope of public risk protections as stable social
welfare programs confront changing socioeconomic conditions; the diminished enforcement
capacity of the Department of Labor as the size of the workforce outpaces the number of
inspectors; and the lack of “policy maintenance” leading to functional deterioration in areas such
as infrastructure and education policy.8 Political scientists now have a methodological toolkit for
detecting the observable implications of drift, as well as a fuller understanding of the conditions
under which policy opponents are more likely to pursue certain blocking strategies.9
Yet there is a striking gap in this growing body of increasingly sophisticated scholarship.
We know more than ever about why and how drift happens, but we know much less about the
consequences of drift for downstream politics—how, that is, drift “fundamentally alters the
contours of political contestation.”10 This is a surprising oversight. Research on drift was largely
inspired by theorizing about policy feedback, and drift, as a distinctive mode of policy change,
should have distinctive feedback effects. But despite this intellectual lineage, studies of drift
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have paid surprisingly little attention to the feedback effects of drift—to the ways in which drift,
like the adoption of new policies, may alter institutional arrangements, reshape the universe of
organized interests, and recast the dynamics of political action.
This article aims to bridge this gap. We first describe the basic features of drift that make
it a characteristic kind of policy change. Then, we offer some theoretical expectations regarding
how policy drift may alter downstream political developments in identifiable, explicable, and
relatively predictable ways. We focus in particular on organized (or potentially organized) actors
disadvantaged by drift. Much of the existing work on drift looks at those who are seeking to abet
it: the “winners,” so to speak. Yet we will argue that the most profound political effects of drift
often reflect how its “losers” respond to the problems and power imbalances it creates.
These distinctive dynamics are rooted in the defining element of drift: It involves fixed
policies that create changing social outcomes. In particular, drift presents new problems for those
on its losing end. These problems, in turn, create pressures for new groups to form and for old
groups to adapt. In this respect, drift is both mobilizing and constraining. It increases demands
for new arrangements that can soften its effects. But it also channels those demands in particular
directions, encouraging affected groups to adapt their political strategies, organizational forms,
and policy demands to the shifting set of problems it engenders.
To illustrate and deepen these arguments, we examine four policy cases: labor law, health
care, welfare, and federal disability insurance. We chose these cases to maximize variation along
two salient dimensions: whether drift was expansionary (welfare, disability) or contractionary
(labor law, health care) and whether it eventually culminated in major legislative revision (health
care, welfare) or did not (labor law, disability). Nonetheless, these cases should not be read as
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exhausting the possibilities, nor can they provide anything more than a strong plausibility test for
our arguments.
Still, by laying out some expectations based on the defining attributes of drift and then
interrogating those expectations in the context of four varied cases, we hope to offer researchers
a framework for linking the dynamics of policy drift to over-time changes in the institutional and
organizational landscape. Moreover, by emphasizing how the reactions to drift may generate
wholly new problems and political trajectories—sometimes leading to formal policy revision—
we seek to highlight and parse one of the important mechanisms through which American
politics and policy “develops.” For APD researchers seeking to explain peculiar substantive
outcomes and puzzling political trajectories, as many do, we think the downstream political
effects of policy drift warrant greater attention.

Feedback Effects of Policy Drift
Drift describes both an outcome and a cause. The outcome is a transformation in the
effects of a policy or institution that remains formally stable; the cause is the failure to update
that policy or institution to reflect changing contextual circumstances.11 Drift is only a deliberate
mode of policy change, however, if it involves the conscious choice of policymakers not to make
formal revisions that would prevent those functional changes. In general, the cases of drift that
are of greatest interest to political scientists are those in which political actors opposed to policy
updates use their blocking power to hold the policy in place and obstruct proposed reforms.
We know from existing research that policy drift is most likely to occur in contexts of
high political polarization and multiple institutional veto points, increasing the ease with which
11
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opponents can block policy updating. We also know that drift fundamentally reconfigures power
relations, swapping the position of those playing “offense” and “defense” and advantaging
organized interests with long time horizons and issue expertise.12 Beyond that, however, existing
studies have relatively little to say about how drift might generate distinctive feedback effects.
We start, therefore, by exploring the core properties of drift and theorizing about the kinds of
effects that a process with these properties will tend to generate. These core features can be
reduced to four: the policy remains authoritative (1) even as its effects change (2), creating new
problems (3), and all of these changes are likely to be gradual and relatively hidden (4).13
1. The policy remains fixed in place. Whether the effect of drift is contraction or
expansion, a defining attribute is that the policy remains fixed in place and continues to exert
governing authority despite its shifting effects. How would we expect political actors to respond
to this key characteristic?
Let us consider cases of contraction, which have received the most attention in existing
scholarship. In these cases, the policy’s opponents (now the winners) find that they can achieve
their goals by practicing “the fine political art of producing change by doing nothing.”14 By
contrast, the policy’s supporters (the losers) are caught in a bind. They would prefer to update the
policy, but to do so, they have to overcome the high hurdles to authoritative action. In the
12
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meantime (which may effectively be forever), the policy’s persistent rules, proscriptions, and
inducements limit their available options within its scope of authority.
Under these conditions, policy losers have incentives to work around extant rules and
structures and engage in what Baumgartner and Jones and Pralle call “venue shopping,” or what
other scholars have conceptualized as “layering” or “displacement.”15 That is, they may attempt
to circumvent the drifting policy to address the problem in new ways, building new policies or
new institutions in new venues to operate alongside and concurrently with existing policies.
Importantly, however, the drifting policy effectively takes certain policy designs off the
table. To layer new policies on top of a drifting policy or displace it with alternative policies,
losers have to accomodate themselves to core features of the drifting policy and try to work with
them even as they seek pathways around them. Thus, at the same time as drift encourages a turn
to new policies, it constrains the goals, strategies, and delivery mechanisms embodied in the new
forms.
2. The effects of the policy change. As a form of policy change, drift has a second key
characteristic: it produces outcomes that are distinct from those originally envisioned and
supported. As the policy begins to “underperform or otherwise fail to function as intended,”16 the
feedback mechanisms set in motion during earlier stages of policy development are likely
disrupted as well.
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Going back to the seminal contribution of Pierson (1993), the two main varieties of
feedback effects concern resources and incentives, on the one hand, and beliefs and perceptions,
on the other.17 Amid policy drift, resources may dwindle or stop flowing, and incentives may
change. At the same time, motivating beliefs or perceptions that once secured the policy may
lose their hold. Although the circle of those affected will obviously include individual voters, the
response is likely to be most consequential, strategic, and persistent among organized political
actors, particularly organizations that formed around prior policy feedbacks. These are the
biggest losers. Left in the lurch, they must adapt or perish as influential political actors.
Of course, strategic adaptation is to be expected from any organization, especially those
whose fortunes are tied to economic shifts and changing political alignments.18 But in the
specific context of drift, organizational adaptation should be aimed at replenishing the
mechanisms of support that have been lost as a result of the policy’s failure to function as
intended. To do so, disadvantaged groups may seek out new revenue streams and experiment
with new methods of attracting and retaining members; they may attempt to forge new links to
previously discrete policy areas or establish partnerships with previously unrelated allies in bids
to expand their reach; and they may devise policy patches and support hybrid alternatives to
demonstrate their continued relevance and fortify their position. These defensive efforts—
ranging from acts of desperation to shrewd and skillful adaptations—are likely to alter the
political calculations of other actors as well, who may then adapt and respond in turn, setting in
motion wholly new political and organizational dynamics.
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To be sure, heavily invested groups may fail to adapt, or adapt too slowly. There is
nothing automatic about the process. But the imperative is straightforward: “old” groups need to
find new sources of organizational nourishment, and their efforts should in turn affect the
balance of power among all groups contesting within an affected policy domain.
3. New problems emerge. The changing effects of a policy due to drift not only
undermine previous feedback mechanisms; they also create new problems. By problems, we
mean conditions that are viewed as adverse by a substantial number of politically relevant actors.
These may include growing public grievances, heightened risks, reduced access to benefits, or
increasing budgetary pressures. What is crucial is that those most adversely affected have
mounting incentives to seek redress.
Where might the aggrieved turn for help? Certainly, they can look to organizations
already operating in this domain—if they still exist. But old groups may not be capable of
adequately addressing emergent problems, or even of maintaining the legitimacy they once
enjoyed as defenders of the policy that is now experiencing drift. As a result, there are likely to
be powerful incentives for new groups to fill the void. Perhaps the strongest finding in the
literature on policy feedback is that policies can “create niches for political entrepreneurs, who
may take advantage of these incentives to help ‘latent groups’ overcome collective action
problems.”19 Since drift creates distinctive policy effects, it should also create distinctive niches
for new organized actors.
Depending on the policy area and the particular need or problem, the nature of these
niches will, of course, vary. But as a general rule, we should expect that new groups will
structure themselves around two imperatives: first, the need to find sources of organizational
19
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sustenance—both resources and supporters—not already monopolized by old groups; and
second, the need to find sources of legitimacy that are centered on those most conspicuously left
behind or otherwise harmed by drift.
4. Drift is generally a slow-moving, low-salience process. All these dynamics, finally,
should mirror the typically gradual and low-profile process of policy drift. Most instances of drift
involve “big, slow-moving processes,” such as population growth, changes in the composition of
the workforce, and increases in the cost of living.20 These sorts of steady, gradual, and
cumulative changes should only slowly prompt institutional layering, adaptation among old
organizations, and the development of new groups.21
What is more, given its slow-moving character, drift may only be recognized once it is
well advanced, when it may also have created or bolstered beneficiaries who can fight to block
updating. By this time, the policy space is likely to be so crowded and organizationally complex
that the range of policy options is greatly narrowed. Indeed, because drift relies not on ongoing
political mobilization for its continuance but on often-sweeping contextual changes, its feedback
effects are likely to be highly constraining. What emerges should reflect “the art of the possible,”
with the influence of the drifting policy plainly evident in the new forms pursued and achieved.
The discussion thus far is summarized in Table 1, which links the core attributes of drift
to likely responses from both old and new groups and ultimately to potential political effects. We
hasten to add that there is nothing automatic about any of these processes: the need for political
entrepreneurship, for example, does not inevitably generate its own supply. But by identifying
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the general incentives at play, we hope to make more tractable the process of identifying drift’s
feedback effects in particular cases, such as the four we explore in the next section.

Table 1: Theorizing the Feedback Effects of Policy Drift
Core attributes of drift

Anticipated responses

Policy remains fixed in place

Institutional layering
à

Altered effects

“Old” group adaptation

New problems emerge

“New” group formation

Gradual, low-profile changes

Delayed recognition and response

Political Effects

à

New problems,
conflicts,
cleavages
gradually
emerge—often
once drift is
well-advanced

From Feedback Effects to Political Development
Before moving to these cases, however, we want to briefly place the political effects of
drift into a larger developmental perspective. As foundational APD scholarship has shown, even
institutional and policy changes with profound effects do not operate in isolation, but often
overlap, collide, and impinge upon one another over time. The study of political development is,
in significant part, the study of how structures of authority created at one time and in one context
shape and constrain alternative structures and competing warrants for action that emerge out of
ongoing political, social, and economic change.22
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This type of interplay is precisely what we expect in consequential cases of policy drift.
Our argument, after all, is not just that political actors have incentives to respond to drift. It is
that these responses occur on an already densely populated institutional landscape. With the old
policy remaining authoritative in its own sphere, subsequent innovations must work around
existing rules and structures. This, in turn, is likely to engender contesting policy mandates,
contradictory implementation protocols, overlapping constituencies, and conflicting jurisdictions.
These clashes may in turn fuel new types of political conflict, negotiation, and mobilization.
The relationship between old and new groups is emblematic. Groups formed around a
policy before drift has occurred do not, as a rule, disappear. Often, they remain integral to the
new politics that emerges. But as drift reconfigures the political landscape, they may find
themselves operating alongside new groups with very different temporal origins and
relationships to existing policy. Almost inevitably, these relationships are marked by tension: turf
wars, strategic conflicts, even identity crises. These tensions are a fundamental feature of the
politics of drift, and whether and how they are resolved matters greatly for whether and how drift
is ultimately addressed. In the best case for those seeking to halt or ameliorate drift, new
organizations share similar strategic judgments and policy goals; in the worst, they end up
diluting their message or diverting pressures for reform.
Similar processes can play out on the other side of the conflict. Those seeking to abet
drift may fragment, too, though the costs of such internecine struggles are generally lower, given
how much easier it is to stop rather than promote authoritative change. Drift is, of course, less
likely to endure when it creates easily recognized and broadly distributed costs for powerful
actors.23 By definition, however, policy stasis alongside social dynamism is only considered a
23
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deliberate mode of policy change when some set of actors recognize and seek to abet it—actors
with sufficient power to block updating. There is little reason to think that as the costs of drift
mount for others, these actors will change their mind. Those costs are their benefits.
The picture changes, however, when the focus expands to the political effects of drift.
New political dynamics can fundamentally destabilize drift’s winners. The emergence of new
groups with new demands, the agitation or mobilization of constituencies with the ear of
influential political actors, the rise of interjurisdictional conflicts and other knotty problems
associated with jury-rigged institutional layering—such complications can cause winners to
rethink the long-term viability of their continued political stance. Whether or not the direct
benefits of policy drift change, in other words, the political effects very likely will. In such cases,
winning groups may split over the desirability of continued drift, or even defect to the other side.
Whether these trends lead to formal revision of a policy is another matter. Major reforms
come rarely and their likelihood depends on contingent factors—such as salient crises or other
“focusing events”—as well as more typical, well-studied avenues through which the preferences
of pivotal lawmakers change (election of a new president, changes in the balance of partisan
power in Congress, and the like).24 Precisely when policy windows will open is never easy to
predict. But when losers’ responses to drift pose an unacceptable degree of political risk for
winners —when staying the course threatens to undermine their political influence or cut them
out of the policymaking process entirely—the door may open to authoritative reform.
In any case, the defining attributes of drift should factor greatly into this process. Drift
fundamentally involves a shifting status quo as fixed policy rules interact with changing
circumstances. As the status quo changes, so too should the degree to which contending political
24
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actors are willing to support the present policy (as opposed to reform). In the language of spatial
models of lawmaking, drift is a process that can change the “gridlock interval” defined by the
relative position of pivotal lawmakers to the status quo, moving the status quo into a region
permissive of change even without shifts in the preference or composition of lawmakers. (In
practice, big policy changes usually require those, too.) These are what Alan Jacobs and Kent
Weaver refer to as “self-undermining feedbacks”—mechanisms through which policies create
negative economic and political effects, increasing the chance of their eventual revision.25
To be clear, our argument is not that policy drift single-handedly causes these reactions
or independently generates the new political dynamics that follow. There are undoubtedly many
casual factors at play, both deep structural causes and more proximate ones. Our claim is that in
the context of drift, political reactions are likely to be delimited and constrained by the
distinctive features of drift itself, the new problems that emerge are likely to reflect these
dynamics, and whether and in what way authoritative decisionmakers eventually respond are
likely to hinge, at least in part, on how these dynamics alter the preferences of and relative
balance of power between drift’s organized winners and losers. In this way, drift acts as a
powerful background condition that refracts and mediates political development.

Four Contrasting Cases
To illustrate these dynamics, we turn to four cases of drift. All four cover similar time
periods (the mid-twentieth century to the present), and broadly concern domestic social and
economic policy. They differ, however, along two key dimensions. Drift can take two idealtypical forms: contraction (in which the policies’ affected population or generosity decreases)
25
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and expansion (in which the affected population or generosity increases). Within any time frame,
moreover, there are two archetypal responses: reform (in which the policy eventually undergoes
formal revision, with or without solving the underlying and emergent problems), and stalemate
(in which the policy is not revised and drift continues). As Table 1 shows, each of our cases fit
into one of the four resulting quadrants: health care (contraction, reform), labor law (contraction,
stalemate), welfare (expansion, reform), and federal disability insurance (expansion, stalemate).
Notwithstanding this diversity, all our cases reveal the powerful downstream effects of
drift. In health care, labor law, welfare, and disability, policies passed in a particular context
came to produce very different outcomes as policy updating failed. Over time, the feedback
effects of drift led to policy layering and displacement, the adapation of existing groups, and the
emergence of new groups—in short, to a “new politics” characterized by new problems,
conflicts, cleavages, and interest alignments. In turn, these new dynamics heavily conditioned
subsequent policy conflicts, as the feedback effects of drift reshaped interests, alliances, and the
balance of power in ways that altered different actors’ support for the status quo. In sum, the
basic pattern of development we have outlined is strongly evident in all four cases.

Table 2: Four Types of Policy Drift

policy drift

Effect of

Status of policy drift
Reform

Stalemate

Contraction

Health Care

Labor Law

Expansion

Welfare (AFDC)

Disability Insurance
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Labor Law: Contraction and Stalemate
The National Labor Relations Act (“Wagner Act”) offers an archetypal case of
contractionary policy drift. Enacted in 1935 and formally revised only twice since (most recently
in 1959), the Wagner Act remains the primary law governing relations between organized labor
and business within the American political economy. Although unions have repeatedly attempted
to update the law to reflect transformed conditions, business groups have consistently leveraged
institutional veto points to maintain the status quo.26 Although a number of Supreme Court
decisions and NLRB rulings over the years incrementally extended the law’s reach and enhanced
employers’ prerogatives, none of these common-law changes altered its basic structure.27 Thus, a
system of regulation designed with New Deal-era industrial relations in mind governs a twentyfirst century global economy, in which job insecurity and “layer after layer of subcontractors and
vendors make it exceedingly difficult for workers to organize on their own behalf.”28
The most visible consequence is the collapse of private sector unions, the Wagner Act’s
main focus. By 2018, the percentage of unionized workers in the private sector had fallen to 6.4
percent, down from a highpoint of about a third of all workers in the 1940s (Figure 1).29 Union

26
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decline, in turn, has contributed to wage stagnation and the growing vulnerability of workers to
exploitation, discrimination, sexual harassment, and abuse in the workplace, as well as to wage
theft, uncompensated injuries, and political pressure on workers to side with employers—with
those at the bottom of the income scale and the least bargaining power most at risk.30
The less visible effects are no less profound. Precisely because the Wagner Act has
remained fixed in place, it has created a legal black hole that has swallowed potential innovation
and experimentation at the state and local levels. The Act has long been interpreted by the
Supreme Court as broadly preempting subnational regulation of activities even “arguably”
governed by federal law, as well as activities ostensibly left to “the free play of economic
forces.”31 If subnational governments wish to establish different labor rules, they are permitted to
do so only for those workers explicitly excluded from the Wagner Act’s coverage, such as public
sector workers (outnumbered by their private sector counterparts 4 to 1), domestic workers,
agricultural workers, and independent contractors. To strengthen rights and protections for
private sector workers, advocates have not simply had to look past the Wagner Act, in other
words; they have needed to make end-runs around national labor law itself.
30
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And they have: increasingly, workers and their advocates have circumvented labor law
and developed a range of workaround solutions. The most important are state-level employment
laws, which have grown steadily over the last six decades as states have sought to raise minimum
workplace standards, establish substantive individual rights, and provide legal and regulatory
pathways for workers to vindicate those rights. Indeed, at precisely the same time that labor law
has withered, employment law has flourished, proliferating at the subnational level and
expanding into new substantive domains (Figure 2).32 Rather than determine workers’ wages,
hours, and terms of employment through union representation and collective bargaining (as labor
law seeks to do), employment laws mobilize the regulatory instruments of the state to enforce
higher standards and provide workers with private rights of action—with varying success.
Figure 1: Union Decline, 1960-2013

Figure 2: State Employment Law Growth, 1960-2013

Labor law’s drift has also profoundly affected the strategies of organized groups. Privatesector unions long thrived off the Wagner Act’s resources, incentives, and cognitive feedback
effects.33 But as the Wagner Act has grown increasingly out of step with workplace realities,
32
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unions have started to adapt and experiment with new strategies. In part, this has involved
redoubling their commitment to traditional organizing techniques. In part, it has involved
embracing advances in communication technology and social media to help coordinate collective
action (as in the Marriott Hotel workers’ simultaneous multi-city strikes in late 2018). And in
part, it has involved the use of more disruptive and confrontational tactics that go well beyond
NLRA procedures to achieve traditional unionization goals, such as the application of direct
pressure on employers to recognize unions (as in the well-known Justice for Janitors movement
and other similar “corporate campaigns”).34
Unions have also experimented with new organizational forms and invested in new
strategies. Notable here are the AFL-CIO’s Working America—a “community affiliate” with
over 3 million non-dues-paying members that is tasked with campaigning on behalf of the
union’s policy and electoral goals—and the Fight for $15, a massive social movement organized
and funded by the SEIU that mobilizes mostly non-union workers.35 Finally, unions have
adapted to the new context by leveraging the “purchasing, financial, regulatory, or wage-setting
power” of the state to encourage unionization —via regulatory licensing requirements, surety
bonds, strategic enforcement agreements, carve-outs, and other related strategies.36
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Despite such creative adaptations, the nonunionized workforce has continued to grow.
Especially with the post-1990s influx of millions of new immigrants, organizers recognized an
acute need for advocacy on behalf of these growing numbers of vulnerable workers. Into this
void stepped nontraditional forms of worker organization, sometimes called “alt-labor.”37 These
new groups have targeted workers who are “either by law or practice excluded from the right to
organize in the United States”—whether because they are difficult to organize (temp workers,
fast food workers, taxi drivers), legally excluded from labor law’s provisions (domestic workers,
independent contractors, farm workers, day laborers), or unaware of their rights or fearful of
asserting them (non-native English speakers and undocumented immigrants).38
Initially, many of these emergent groups sought to offer aid and support to low-wage
workers, not to advance the cause of labor per se. But as the scale of the problems became
increasingly apparent, they began to expand their repertoires and develop new tactics and
strategies.39 Alt-labor groups are not structured as, nor do they claim to be, employees’ exclusive
bargaining representatives (as per national labor law), although many do take advantage of
Section 7 of the NLRA protecting “concerted activities” and encourage workers to unionize.40
Their approach has tended to be more confrontational, involving street-front protests, boycotts,
and the generation of negative publicity for “low-road” employers. Rather than seeking to revise
national labor law, alt-labor organizations have focused on state employment laws. In the
workplace, they seek to assist and empower individual workers through legal and bureaucratic
37
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assistance and to connect them to other workers experiencing similar problems in similar
industries or locations.41 In virtually every way, then, the constraints imposed by labor law’s drift
are reflected in the structures and operations of both old and new groups.
We can also see these feedback effects in the new problems with which the labor
movement must now grapple.The most fundamental arise out of the conflicts between labor law
and employment law and the very different political strategies embodied in each. In many cases,
for example, union contracts (governed by labor law) mandate that workers with grievances enter
into private mediation or arbitration with their employer, thereby depriving them of state-level
rights and protections (governed by employment law).42 In a similar dynamic, economists have
argued that employment laws, by providing for free what workers might otherwise get from
unions, diminish the incentive to organize or join unions.43 The conflict may be interpretative as
well as material: Nelson Lichtenstein has argued that whereas labor law is designed to foster
collective power, employment law is built to redress violations of individual rights—a pathway
offering far fewer resources for building solidarity.44
Perhaps the biggest problem, however, is that employment law doesn’t resolve the
problems generated by labor law’s drift. It does not afford employees greater voice in the
workplace or do much to redress the inequality of bargaining power. Nor can it ensure its own
41
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enforcement, or guarantee that workers will have the requisite resources, information, or time to
actually vindicate their legal rights. Although it offers new protections and pathways to workers’
rights, it compounds other problems created by drift.
Not surprisingly, then, old and new groups find themselves at odds with each other as
well as in alliance.45 Right-to-work laws and Supreme Court jurisprudence are depriving oldstyle unions of fair-share “agency fees” from non-unionized workers who benefit from their
work. As a result, money to support alt-labor priorities, such as the Fight for $15, is more scarce,
and alt-labor groups are increasingly seen as cannibalizing limited voluntary contributions. For
alt-labor groups, these more straitened circumstances make it harder to find stable, independent
revenue streams, threatening not just their expansion but the maintenance of their most basic
advocacy work. In sum, the contemporary labor movement is built on a precarious foundation,
with new organizational forms potentially undercutting traditional labor unions in the near term
without a concrete, sustainable plan for building collective worker power over the long term.46
Taken together, these institutional and organizational developments have simultaneously
invigorated and complicated the labor movement, generating new problems without solving
those produced by drift in the first place. Yet in each instance, we can readily observe a “new
politics” coming to the fore: contestation has moved increasingly out of the workplace and into
the political arena; it centers around employment law rather than labor law and evidences new
forms of worker organization; and new problems and tensions have emerged at the intersection
of new and old. Because these developments have not yet weakened, or much changed the
calculations of, opponents of formal policy revision, labor law seems likely continue its
inexorable drift until and unless a more left-leaning Democratic Party gains a substantial national
45
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majority. In the meantime, the politics of workers’ rights is likely to depend on the ability of
workers’ advocates to navigate these overlapping imperatives and constraints.

Health Care: Contraction and Reform
Health care is a more familiar case of contraction: a story of federal policy stalemate with
limited state experimentation and growing problems of access, cost, and quality. Between 1965
(when Medicare for the aged and Medicaid for the poor were enacted) and 2010 (when the
Affordable Care Act, or “Obamacare,” passed), efforts to substantially expand coverage
repeatedly failed. Over this forty-five year interregnum, Medicare expanded to the permanently
disabled, and Medicaid, to a larger share of low-income citizens. But transformative reforms of
America’s employment-based health care system eluded would-be reformers again and again.47
As in labor law, the main fallout occured in the private sector. The very same trends in
the job market that eroded pay, security, and bargaining power also decimated private health
coverage. By the 2000s, tens of millions of working Americans were uninsured, tens of millions
went without coverage at some point every few years, and nearly all workers faced the prospect
of losing their coverage if they lost or changed jobs (Figure 3).48 At the same time, costs spiraled
upward—unconstrained, as in other rich countries, by the concentrated bargaining power of
public authorities (Figure 4). The vicious cycle reached its apotheosis in the late-2000s financial
crisis, but its fallout had been apparent for more than two decades, as medical inflation outpaced
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every other rich nation’s while the U.S. fell from the top ranks of global health statistics toward
the bottom of the advanced industrial pack.49

Figure 3: Eroding Workplace Insurance

Figure 4: U.S. Costs in Cross-National Perspective

Source: https://www.epi.org/data/#/?subject=healthcov&e=* https://goo.gl/images/8cNyH2

The losers from this contractionary drift were many and varied, but the banner for reform
was carried by industrial unions and their closest organized allies. For the most part, these “old”
groups remained wedded to strategies born out of the unsuccessful struggles for national health
insurance after 1965. Their proposed workarounds essentially sought to shore up the existing
system while also replenishing the feedback mechanisms that provided them with organizational
nourishment. For example, the most powerful elements of organized labor remained generally
committed to the employer-based system even as it eroded. Their stance reflected both the
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material benefits they derived from the existing system (better employer-provided health
insurance was something they could deliver) and from their historically constructed “worldview
that saw a strong coincidence of interests between labor and business:” in traditionally unionized
sectors.50 Other advocacy organizations that arose in response to existing policies—such as the
AARP and groups representing Medicaid beneficiaries—had similarly conditional stances. They
were supportive of reforms, but only if they did not threaten to move their favored constituencies
into new coverage arrangements or move uninsured Americans into theirs.
As those “old” groups struggled to adapt to drift, “new” groups entered the scene as well.
Perhaps the most vocal were supporters of big new proposals for tax-financed universal
insurance that would replace the employment-based system. These groups ranged from leftleaning doctors to the national nurses association to new online progressive groups. Ironically,
universal government insurance was the goal of Medicare’s architects and advocates back in the
1960s.51 But the subsequent conservative turn shattered these hopes and reoriented older
advocacy organizations toward more moderate goals. Thus, backers of “Medicare for All” were
outsiders in the health policy debates of the 1990s and 2000s, seen by traditional reform groups
as useful for mobilizing progressives but also impractically ambitious.
Some organizations featured internal conflicts reflecting the division between old and
new advocates. The traditional and alt-labor split over labor law was mirrored in the conflict
between industrial unions that still prioritized private workplace benefits and those representing
service workers, who saw little benefit in a system premised on stable employment and generous
negotiated benefits. Similarly, new progressive groups tried to “name and shame” politicians
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wedded to more modest plans, exacerbating conflicts within the Democratic Party over the best
route forward. The “new politics” that emerged in this issue space thus reflected the interest
cleavages and altered political commitments that policy drift generated.
How, then, did these groups largely come together after President Obama’s election? The
first answer is simply that they shared a common interest in expanding access. Their policy
differences were smaller than the conflicts between employment and labor law—they were
differences of degree rather than kind. The second answer is that the socioeconomic effects of
continued drift made holding onto existing arrangements less and less attractive for old groups
while strengthening the commitment and ambition of the new ones. Between 2000 and 2007, in
particular, the share of workers receiving health insurance from their employer plummeted by
almost ten percentage points.52 In this context, even segments of the labor movement firmly
committed to private benefits saw less trade-off between public action and private bargaining.
The most profound changes, however, occurred among the erstwhile winners from drift:
the private insurance industry, drug manufacturers, and health care providers. For insurers, the
employment-based system was a declining source of income and profits. Most small employers
had stopped providing coverage. Most large employers had taken advantage of policy drift to
“self-insure”—that is, pay their claims directly, which limited the role of commercial insurance
(similar to labor law preemption, federal law precluded state regulation of such practices, a boon
for multi-state employers).53 At the same time, lucrative new markets were emerging in
Medicare and Medicaid, both of which now gave private plans new options to participate and
profit by covering program beneficiaries. These privatizing moves had been pursued by

52

Kaiser Family Foundation, “2017 Employer Health Benefits Survey,” September 19, 2017, Section 2, available
online at https://www.kff.org/health-costs/report/2017-employer-health-benefits-survey/.
53
Hacker, The Divided Welfare State, Chap. 5.

26

conservatives to limit government’s role and funnel public dollars to the private sector. But they
had the ironic effect of softening insurers’ opposition to major reforms—so long as those reforms
didn’t threaten their core activities or their ability to rake in federal and state dollars.
Providers, too, were facing heightened costs due to policy drift. Fewer insured patients
meant more unpaid bills, and emergency rooms crowded with patients lacking coverage or
regular contact with physicians. The efforts of private insurers to squeeze greater profit out of
their declining business model also threatened providers—not just with payment cuts, but also
greater efforts by insurers to “manage” care and construct narrow provider networks.
Pharmaceutical manufactures similarly wondered whether insurers would continue to pay for and
patients could continue to afford their increasingly costly offerings. None of these groups wanted
a national insurance program, but none of them liked the drifting status quo much either.
For drift did not simply create economic challenges; it also gave rise to new political
dynamics. As old and new reform groups coalesced, those who had resisted such changes in the
past feared hasty or aggressive reforms might actually pass. To the health care industry, calls for
“Medicare for All” posed an existential threat. To a lesser extent, so did plans for a “public
option” that would compete with private insurance for the business of working-age Americans.
As major expansions of government insurance gained prominence, health care stakeholders were
thus reminded of the old DC refrain: “If you’re not at the table, you’re on the menu.”
State-based efforts at fundamental reform were another feedback effect. With national
avenues of change blocked, states were pressed by advocates to pursue their own reforms. In
Massachusetts, reformers on the left pragmatically embraced an idea first floated by policy
experts on the right: the “individual mandate” requiring that individuals obtain coverage (rather
than employers—an option probably precluded by federal law). Once again, the constraining
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effects of drift had led to unexpected reversals of position—and, in a fateful alliance between a
Democratic statehouse and Republican governor, to the first state law to achieve near-universal
coverage in the continental United States.54 Such altered alignments, commitments, and
emergent alternatives only further scrambled the political calculus for advocates on both sides.

The story of what happened next is well known.55 Note, however, that the content of the
2010 law cannot simply be explained by Democrats’ unified control of Washington or the shock
of the financial crisis. Instead, it was the diverse political effects of drift that propelled a
particular alliance and solution—one that involved both odd bedfellows and the pragmatic
embrace of ideas hitherto rejected by progressive reformers. Essentially, the pressure from the
left helped propel elements of the health care industry to work with the center-left to achieve a
substantial but highly constrained reform over the unified opposition of elected officials on the
right.56 With its tailored effort to build on employment-based insurance without displacing it, the
Affordable Care Act bore the unmistakable imprint of policy drift. Likewise, the “new politics”
that have surrounded the ACA since its enactment—in the Trump presidency and likely
beyond—reflect its drift-constrained historical construction.57
In sum, the case of health care resembles, in broad strokes, that of labor law: feedback
from drift recast political realities—only this time in ways that increased the costs of continued
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blocking by drift’s erstwhile winners. When a window of opportunity for change arose, the new
dynamics fostered by drift were sufficient to break the stalemate and allow for formal policy
revision, but it was a revision that was highly constrained by these prior developments.

Welfare (Expansion/Reform)
Originally a small part of the Social Security Act of 1935, Aid to Dependent Children
(ADC, later AFDC) was designed to provide financial subsidies to help single, poor, white
nonworking mothers raise their children.58 As in the cases of labor law and health care, minor
changes to the program’s rules and financial structures were periodically made over the years via
court decisions and legislative amendments, but the basic structure of the program remained
remarkably stable and intact for over six decades.59
The effects, however, changed dramatically as a confluence of demographic and
economic shifts produced a steady increase in the number of families receiving assistance.
Between 1962 and 1982, AFDC’s caseload more than tripled, and by 1995 the number of
families receiving assistance had quintupled (Figure 5). Precipitating causes were many, but
included the “Great Migration” of southern African Americans to northern cities just as the need
for unskilled labor in these cities began to decline; changing patterns of marriage and growing
numbers of out-of-wedlock births; and the rise of the welfare rights movement and efforts of
social workers to reduce the stigma associated with receiving assistance.

Figure 5: Monthly Numbers of AFDC Families Receiving Assistance
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Source: https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/pdf/167036/2caseload.pdf (p. 18)

Meanwhile, three interrelated factors conspired to keep the policy fixed in place. The first
was continuous Democratic control of the House of Representatives from 1955 to 1995, which
allowed the policy’s primary partisan supporters to prevent major retrenchment.60 Second was a
set of “policy traps” or dilemmas that made change more difficult—especially what Kent
Weaver has called the “dual clientele trap,” in which popular penalties for not working
necessarily had unpopular negative effects on needy children.61 Third was “elite dissensus,”
which Steven Teles defines as the use of extreme, contrasting moral and ethical claims that
polarize conflict and perpetuate legislative gridlock despite a public that is more open to
compromise.62 Other mechanisms of drift operated as well, especially the policy’s “severe
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institutionalized parochialism” and racialized administration.63 But the result was the same as in
the previous two cases: a mismatch between how the program was conceived and how it
operated in an altered social context, leading to the emergence of new problems.
The problems caused by AFDC’s drift were widely recognized: the program’s high
phaseout rate deterred many able-bodied poor adults from working; rather than serve as a shortterm fix, it could in some cases cause dependency;64 and it was viewed by some as discouraging
marriage and encouraging out-of-wedlock childbirths (but viewed by others as fostering
women’s financial independence and supporting exit from abusive relationships).65 AFDC was
also said to have “fueled racial stereotypes, bred pathology among the poor, undercut public
support for anti-poverty efforts, and put liberals at an ongoing political disadvantage.”66 In
response, reformers on both sides of the debate began to develop alternatives.
But, as in the previous two cases, with little chance of formal policy revision at the
federal level, policy activists venue-shopped their way toward state governments. By design,
AFDC had always granted states substantial discretion to interpret rules and administer
benefits.67 But in the 1980s and 1990s, the Reagan, Bush, and Clinton administrations began to
more aggressively issue waivers to allow states to experiment with more ambitious alternatives.68
By Clinton’s first term, 43 states had received waivers, some of which “supported modest
63
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demonstration projects, limited to a few counties, but many others [of which] instituted dramatic
statewide changes in the AFDC program,” according to the Department of Health and Human
Services.69 The latter category included total overhauls, such as Wisconsin’s replacement of
AFDC with “Wisconsin Works W-2,” a welfare-to-work program that emphasized time limits
and job placement services while simultaneously making modest new investments in child care,
health care, transportation, and training, ostensibly to help ease the transition to work.70
These alternative policy designs were clearly shaped by policy drift: to address the same
problems as AFDC but through different means, they circumvented the persistent but
increasingly problematic federal policy, crafted wholly new policy forms and delivery
mechanisms (e.g., job training and placement programs), knitted them together with related but
distinct policy issues (such as child care and health care) and linked them all to welfare time
limits. These inventive workarounds served as templates for the 1996 PRWORA. They also
demonstrated that major reform was both possible and politically feasible, contributing to altered
interest alignments surrounding AFDC.
As in labor law and health care, the primary “old” groups that supported the drifting
policy made the conspicuous (and characteristic) shift from playing “offense” to playing
“defense” as welfare rolls expanded. These groups—welfare rights organizations, women and
children’s advocacy groups, and Democratic elites—differed with each other on priorities. But
all struggled to defend an increasingly unpopular program with increasingly evident
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weakenesses. As they did, these old groups scrambled to adapt and experiment with new
approaches. Some failed and ultimately perished; others adapted with varying degrees of success.
The once-vigorous National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) fell into the former
group. Immediately after its founding in 1966, it led large, high-profile protests on behalf of
“adequate income, dignity, justice, and democratic participation.” But by the mid-1970s, it was
internally divided over goals and strategies and institutionally anemic. Some leaders sought to
link welfare rights to women’s rights issues; others hoped to broaden the movement to include
white male low-wage workers. The NWRO ultimately went bankrupt and disbanded in 1975.71
Advocacy groups representing women and children met with more success, broadening
their coalitions to include “organizations for which welfare reform was a less central concern”
but whose support could help magnify their collective influence—such as civil liberties groups,
reproductive rights groups, and even pro-life groups, which opposed family caps on the grounds
that they would incentivize abortions.72 But even with a broader range of allies, these advocacy
groups found themselves in “a largely reactive, defensive, and negative role,” generally seeking
to highlight “the dual clientele trap by directing attention to the potential harm to children
inherent in conservative approaches to welfare reform.”73
Finally, many Democratic elites explicitly sought to reposition themselves and their party
by fusing conservative and liberal ideas into new hybrid policies that contained both stringent
work requirements and significant new investments in health care, child care, guaranteed public
jobs, and support with job placement. Clinton’s promise in 1992 to “end to welfare as we know
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it” was central to his and the Democratic Leadership Council’s “grand strategic game of
realigning the image of the Democratic Party on welfare issues”74 so as to “shed an electoral
liability, free poverty politics from the crippling effects of racial resentment, and create a public
opinion environment more favorable to anti-poverty efforts.”75
Opponents of AFDC adapted as well. But what stands out most about the response of the
ostensible losers from policy drift (soon-to-be winners in 1996) was the politicization and
mobilization of latent groups. Specifically, “pro-family” conservative groups sought to give
voice to a set of concerns that they felt had been left out of the existing debate. Despite efforts by
the Reagan administration to incorporate social conservatives into the broader GOP coalition in
the 1980s, many still felt alienated from D.C. politics and believed that their core concerns
regarding moral values were only paid lip service by elected politicians.76 Their views on welfare
were diverse, with some pro-life groups siding with child advocacy groups, as noted. But by the
early 1990s, most had coalesced around deterrence-centered proposals emphasizing family caps
and time limits (in order to discourage out-of-wedlock births and reduce dependency), and the
groups became more engaged politically to advocate for their position.
The politicization of these latent groups did not happen automatically. As anticipated in
the theoretical expectations laid out earlier, entrepreneurial activity was essential as well. Robert
Rector of the Heritage Foundation is often credited with building ideational cohesion among
disparate social conservative groups, linking their concerns (about moral decay) to fiscal

74

Weaver, R. Kent. 2002. "Polls, Priming, and the Politics of Welfare Reform." In Navigating Public Opinion, ed. J.
Manza, F L. Cook, p.116, quoted in Soss and Schram, "A Public Transformed? Welfare Reform as Policy
Feedback,"
75
Ibid.. Also see Daniel J. Galvin and Chloe N. Thurston, “The Democrats’ Misplaced Faith in Policy Feedback,”
The Forum 15, 2 (2018): 333-344 on the limitations of policy feedback as a party-building tool.
76
Weaver, Ending Welfare as We Know It; Daniel J. Galvin, Presidential Party Building: Dwight D. Eisenhower to
George W. Bush (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010).

34

conservatives’ concerns (about the costs of welfare), and forging ties between the groups and
Republican officeholders.
Rector’s success in politicizing latent social conservative groups and bringing their
influence to bear on the welfare debate hinged on his ability to subordinate the issue of abortion
to other family-values issues, focusing instead on the pernicious effect welfare was said to have
on the traditional family unit. Arguing that deterrence was the best way to end the “spiritual
poverty” inflicted upon children by AFDC, Rector gave social conservatives the moral high
ground and made progress toward “weakening the dual clientele trap” that had long helped to
perpetuate policy drift.77 The constraints of drift are thus evident in the new issue cleavages
promoted by the groups (spiritual vs. material poverty) and the new coalitions (business and
social conservatives) that together shifted the debate onto new ground and helped weaken the
policy traps that had long made conservative reforms more difficult.
The “new politics” of welfare that emerged in the 1990s thus reflected the institutional
and organizational responses to drift and the new problems they created. State-level policy
innovations addressed certain problems posed by AFDC’s drift (disincentive to work) but traded
off core program goals (combating poverty) while giving rise to wholly new problems (e.g., lack
of support for child care, the challenges of finding work, and causing women to feel compelled
to remain in exploitative “bad” jobs). The new politics of welfare featured fractured alliances
(e.g., the split between feminists and workers’ rights activists; the division of pro-life groups’
support between child advocacy groups and pro-family conservative groups) and new alignments
of issue priorities on both sides (e.g., Democrats and the DLC’s “third way”; Republicans and
“moral values”). As Kent Weaver explains, by 1996, this new configuration of political forces
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left the most committed defenders of the status quo unusually weak and lacking access to
traditional institutional veto pivots, thereby rendering the policy more vulnerable to repeal:
The most fundamental weakness of the child advocacy organizations was the lack of
reliable political allies at one of the political choke points that could block a welfare
reform bill. With Republicans in control of both houses of Congress, the child advocacy
groups’ best hope for success was to sway a Clinton White House that remained
committed to ‘ending welfare as we know it.’ But the administration had a different set of
political interests, was listening to a different set of voices, and was committed to a
different message: that it was both possible and desirable to end welfare as we knew it.78

The proximate cause of the 1996 welfare reform bill, of course, was the GOP’s electoral
“tsunami” of 1994, which handed emboldened conservatives majority control of both houses of
Congress. Coupled with Bill Clinton’s “triangulation” in pursuit of reelection, the 1994 election
was a precondition for fundamental change. But the final result was also deeply shaped by the
new institutional and organizational arrangements that emerged amid AFDC’s drift. Those driftchanneled reactions affected the goals and priorities of the 1996 bill; they were insinuated into its
final design, and they have been constitutive of the new problems that have emerged in its wake.
Without examining the political effects of welfare’s long drift, we can grasp neither why reform
rose on the agenda nor why it took the form that it did.79
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Our final case, disability insurance, differs from the others in that it has involved
expansionary dynamics that remain in play. Enacted in 1956, Social Security Disability
Insurance (SSDI) was designed to provide financial subsidies for workers who became disabled
and were demonstrably unable to work. Intended to be narrow in reach, the program’s strict
eligibility criteria excluded workers whose ailments could not be clearly defined and verified
through objective medical tests. These eligibility rules were subject to minor legislative and
judicial amendment over the years, but no major reform has yet generated majority support.80 As
a result, the “fundamental design” of SSDI “has never been seriously reconsidered,” and its core
structures “remain intact, largely untouched by the disability rights movement, the profusion of
disability rights statutes, the social model of disability, or attacks on the welfare state.”81
Despite its structural stability, the effects of SSDI have changed dramatically, making it a
clear case of drift. The percentage of the workforce receiving SSDI benefits has grown from
0.18% in 1957 to 4.7% in 2016 (Table 6).82 In part, this can be attributed to demographic
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changes that expanded the pool of potential beneficiaries, including the influx women in the
labor force in the 1970s and 1980s, the collapse of the labor market for less educated men in the
1990s, and the aging of the workforce during the 2000s.8384 But the policy also expanded “from
the inside out” through “subterranean” efforts by “sympathetic bureaucrats at the Social Security
Administration” (SSA) to reinterpret eligibility rules more expansively.85
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Source: Number of beneficiaries from Social Security Bulletin: Annual Statistical Supplement
(2017). Population estimates from the Current Population Survey (Bureau of Labor Statistics),
annual averages, all adults over age 25.

As part of the backlash against Reagan’s draconian cuts to disability rolls in the early
1980s, Congress passed the Disability Benefits Reform Act of 1984. The Act made it more
difficult to terminate benefits and required the SSA to develop new evaluative standards.86 The
agency seized the opportunity to bring about a paradigm shift in the program’s operation:
whereas old screening practices relied almost exclusively on objective, measurable indicators of
impairment, new administrative rules required examiners to thoroughly assess whether the
applicant could realistically work—by scouring their employment history, assessing their
“functioning,” and giving weight to factors “that could prevent work even if they were not
objectively verifiable.”87 This shift toward what Jennifer Erkulwater calls the “functional” model
(from the putatively more objective “medical model”) allowed claimants with even “maladaptive
and inappropriate behaviors” to qualify for disability benefits.88
The consequences were immediately apparent. The share of recipients diagnosed with
“mental and musculoskeletal” disabilities spiked and then began a steady climb: by the mid2000s, the share of beneficiaries in that category was over 50 percent, more than all other
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categories combined (Table 7).89 Because those recipients tended to be younger, they also
tended to remain on disability longer, swelling the beneficiary prevalence rate.90

Table 7: Share of SSDI Beneficiaries, by Major Category

Source: Annual Statistical Report on the Social Security Disability Insurance Program, 2017
(https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/statcomps/di_asr/2017/di_asr17.pdf)
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As prevalence rates climbed, critiques did too. Conservative Republicans like Senator
Rand Paul derided the program as “welfare for people too lazy to work.”91 Prominent
economists, too, have argued that the program has an “ill-defined mission” and is “a fiscal crisis
unfolding.”92 Critics contend that the program encourages able-bodied workers to remain out of
the workforce and fails to encourage employers to make accommodations that might enable
disabled workers to continue working. The program is also seen as too expensive, and depending
on the assumptions used, its expenditures are projected to continue rising at an unsustainable
rate.93 Although some of these critiques have lacked empirical support, the debate has persisted,
becoming in recent years increasingly politicized and partisan.
As in the other three cases, as the policy has drifted, considerable shifts have occurred in
the constellation of groups supporting the policy. But whereas the “old” supportive groups in the
other cases adapted to policy drift by innovating and experimenting with new approaches, in this
case, the number of supportive groups proliferated as SSDI expanded. In the 1950s, key
supporters included liberal Democratic elites and organized labor; by the 1980s, the volume and
scope of supportive groups had grown by leaps and bounds, with many coming into existence
because of the policy’s expanding reach: groups representing specific disabilities, causes, or
issues; groups geared toward self-help and peer support; disability lawyers; nonprofit groups
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offering support for applicants trying to navigate the bureaucratic process; and of course
disability rights advocacy groups. In short, drift created a large new niche for organizational
entrepreneurs seeking to capitalize on both its resource and interpretive effects.
Groups on the other side mainly consisted of business groups that opposed SSDI from the
start. Although these groups did not perish (like the NWRO), they mostly abandoned the cause.
Business groups “more or less withdrew from opposing SSDI, even as the program expanded,”
Thomas F. Burke and Jeb Barnes write, “and have since played only a minor role in the politics
of the program.”94 In general, the feedback effects of drift for these groups have been too modest
to make investing in program reform a major priority, especially given the growing ranks on the
other side. Other groups opposing the expansion of SSDI are dispersed and do not constitute
organized groups: for example, the cost of the payroll tax is shouldered by workers, “a diffuse
and amorphous group.” Budget deficits and rising debt, too, have a famously diffuse impact. As
noted above, opponents also include prominent anti-government ideologues and economists, but
as of yet, policy opponents’ ranks are “thin” and have not presented a united front.95
More intriguing has been the emergence of new groups seeking to combat related
problems that were left entirely unaddressed by SSDI. In particular, the issues of discrimination
and disability rights captured the attention of both the left and the right by the mid-1980s.
Arguably the most important new group to enter this space was the National Council on the
Handicapped (NCH).96 Ironically, the group began as a project of the Reagan Administration. In
1986, the group issued a high-profile report entitled “Towards Independence” which advocated

94

Burke and Barnes, "Layering, Kludgeocracy and Disability Rights: The Limited Influence of the Social Model in
American Disability Policy,"
95
Thomas F. Burke and Jeb Barnes, “Republicans want to reform disability insurance. Here’s why that’s hard,”
Washington Post Monkey Cage, February 17, 2015.
96
Later called the National Council on Disability (NCD)

42

for disability rights and urged Congress to do more to help the private sector offer greater
“opportunities and independence for individuals with disabilities.”97 Proposed reforms to SSDI
focused on integrating rehabilitation and job placement programs with the policy to help disabled
persons realize their full employment potential.
On the left, emergent groups promoting the “independent living movement” sought to
end the “paternalism and pity” associated with SSDI and related helping professions.98 These
new advocates sought to reform rather than replace SSDI, since it was seen as providing the
resources many disabled persons needed to be autonomous and live with dignity.99 In
combination with independence advocates, this odd-bedfellows coalition shared enough common
ground to mobilize collectively for policy change, but not enough to alter the fundamental
structure of SSDI. As a result, SSDI was left alone and a wholly new institutional form—the
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA)—was layered alongside it.
A descendant of the civil rights era, the ADA prohibits discrimination on the basis of
disability and guarantees equal access to public accommodations, employment, transportation,
government services, and telecommunications. Similar to the distinction discussed earlier
between employment law and labor law, the new law sought to address the same basic set of
problems as SSDI but through different means and mechanisms—through litigation and
regulation rather than direct cash subsidies (as with SSDI).
But as in the other cases, the development of workaround solutions to address new or
resurgent problems generated a whole new set of problems all their own, without resolving the
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problems associated with drift in the first place. As Burke and Barnes explain, the “tense
layering”100 of SSDI and ADA is due to:

different ideas of disability (medical versus social model), different partisan coalitions (a
liberal coalition among Democrats, administrators and beneficiaries as opposed to a
bipartisan coalition among disability activists and small government conservatives) and
different operational logics (a federal-state agency structure versus a regime that
primarily uses private enforcement through litigation.101

Like the other cases, the layering of new ideas, coalitions, and administrative regimes alongside
the old did not result in harmonious coexistence but rather an awkward juxtaposition. The
friction between two contrasting definitions of disability and two different perspectives on the
role of social benefits (provided by SSDI) in promoting independence (embodied in ADA)
generated a new institutional politics. The different layers “continue to rub up against each
other,” Burke and Barnes write, “forcing policymakers to ‘muddle through’ contradictions.” In
addition, attorneys have used SSDI’s narrower definition of disability as a cudgel against ADA’s
broader one, arguing for example that employers need not accommodate disabled former
employees who have since been accepted into SSDI because they must be unable to work.
Despite its best efforts, the Supreme Court failed to resolve these contradictions with its
highly anticipated Cleveland v. Management Policy Systems decision in 1999 (526 U.S. 795).
Rather than carve out legal space for workers who, after becoming disabled, may simultaneously
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seek both reinstatement with accommodation and disability benefits, trial-court judges were left
to “make policy on a case-by-case basis,” thereby producing even more incoherence.102 This
uncertainty, paired with a diffuse opposition, has made the prospect of comprehensive reform all
the more unlikely. Sensible solutions proposed by policy experts would require disability
policies to be administratively linked to multiple additional policy arenas (such as job training,
support services, transportation, housing, and health care), thereby layering new political and
policy complications atop SSDI’s existing complexities and requiring ambitious new
investments. Even the most hopeful advocates acknowledge it would be far more expensive to
implement such changes than to simply maintain the current system and watch it grow.103
Yet the annual costs of the disability program are expected to exceed its total annual
income over the next dozen years, with the trust fund “projected to become depleted in 2032.”104
Perhaps this impending financing crisis will precipitate reform—something policy opponents
appear to be counting on.105 Until then, however, SSDI is likely to remain stubbornly fixed in
place, advancing certain goals while undermining others, generating a new politics around its
continued drift.

Conclusion
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Drift is among the most pervasive ways in which policies change in our increasingly
polarized system of “separated institutions sharing power.”106 When the ultimate effects of a
policy depends heavily on its external circumstances, advocates and opponents alike know that
failing to update it is a powerful way of changing its impact, with potentially profound
consequences for those who depend on its benefits or pay its costs.
And yet, we know surprisingly little about how this mode of policy change reshapes
politics over time—about, that is, the political effects of policy drift. This is at once unfortunate
and avoidable. The feedback effects of drift are not random; they flow naturally from the core
characteristics of drift itself. On the one hand, the problems created by drift encourage political
actors to develop new institutions, organizations, and strategies to help alleviate drift’s most
pernicious effects. On the other, the powerful constraints imposed by drift channel these
responses in certain directions rather than others. In particular, drift encourages layering (to
circumvent the persistent, still-authoritative drifting policy), the adaptation of old groups (to
replenish lost resources and compensate for weakened organizational supports), and the
formation of new groups (to fill the void left by old groups and help those bearing the costs of
drift address new problems in new ways). All these effects bear the imprint of drift, and they
generate new dynamics that—we argue and our four cases suggest—bear key similarities across
different policy domains featuring different actors contending with different problems.
Many such differences separate labor law, health care, welfare, and disability. Yet in each
domain, the constraints imposed by drift were evident. They appear in the new workaround
solutions crafted by reformers—from state-level employment laws to the individual mandate to
welfare-to-work programs to the ADA. They appear in the innovative but highly constrained
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adaptations of old groups—from innovations in union organizing to the search for lucrative new
insurance markets to the coalition-building of child advocacy groups to the proliferation of
disability rights groups. And they appear in the substantive goals and operational strategies of
newly emergent organizations—from alt-labor organizations to Medicare-for-all enthusiasts to
social conservative groups to independent-living advocates.
In all four cases, too, drift fundamentally changed the political calculus of those on both
sides, creating openings for formal policy revision in health care and welfare while further
complicating them in labor law and disability insurance. These ongoing political effects are, of
course, clearest in the cases of stalemate, in which the mechanisms of drift remain strong,
political cleavages remain deep, and reform coalitions remain weak. But even where big reforms
finally broke through, the political effects of drift can be seen in both the political coalitions that
facilitated them and in the new policy departures they produced.
In short, drift is a source of political development: it triggers reactions that shape
downstream politics. We make no claim that the dynamics we have highlighted exhaust the
possibilities, nor that these four cases offer definitive evidence. What we do claim is that there is
a substantial payoff to examining how key modes of institutional and policy change may
themselves fuel significant shifts in the political landscape over time.
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