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ers will fi nd many points in common with 
the European reality of long-term care pro-
vision, not least since most carers are wom-
en and many among them migrants. Un-
fortunately, lower wages and lower status 
are also among the common points that 
readers will fi nd between carers on both 
sides of the Atlantic.
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Here is a challenge: how would one design 
the model piece of research in comparative 
politics? First the topic. It would have to be 
a foundational but also—and this part is 
key!—seemingly intractable problem in the 
fi eld, one that has sparked several genera-
tions of literature and debate. This problem 
should encompass a complex, multi-facet-
ed political phenomenon involving multi-
ple actors; it should be at least partially 

amenable to (competing) economic and so-
ciological explanations; and it should be 
something that participants and observers 
often describe in terms of culture. To really 
make things interesting, this phenomenon 
should also possess a whiff of the illicit, 
making it hard to observe directly.

Having identifi ed such a topic, the 
next step would be to collect data—origi-
nal data, needless to say. Because we are 
thinking in the realm of the ideal here, the 
data should be cross-national. The number 
of cases should be large enough to quiet 
any critics of small-N analysis. Yet because 
there are strong arguments to be made that 
case-specifi c dynamics are in play, the data 
collection will require deep knowledge of 
local context, history, and language. At this 
point, it is clear that we are not talking 
about a researcher but a research team. 
Since this is (for now) a thought experi-
ment, let us specify that each country case 
in the study will have its own researcher, 
or even researchers, who can collect origi-
nal data using the requisite languages and 
who understand(s) each case’s intricacies 
and historical context. To ensure that the 
case studies are comparable, let us require 
that the researchers agree on a common re-
search protocol. They use the same defi ni-
tions; ask the same questions in their inter-
views; study the same institutions; and em-
ploy the same measures. 

It is the rare work that meets these 
standards. Happily, Kopecký, Mair, and 
Spirova’s study of political party patron-
age in Europe is one of them. Patronage 
politics is surely the kind of beguiling but 
elusive topic just described, and equally 
surely, this book will stand as the most de-
fi nitive empirical account of the phenome-
non, at least in Europe, for the foreseeable 
future. Simply showing that it is possible 
to make sense of the hugely diverse range 
of patronage politics encompassed within 
Europe using one analytical framework is 
an act of theoretical daring. Yet, as I will 
describe below, the authors also make a 
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provocative argument that the nature of 
patronage is shifting, from a resource used 
to win elections to an instrument for gov-
erning the state. 

This book began as a research work-
shop under the aegis of the European Con-
sortium for Political Research in 2006, and 
its organisation refl ects these origins. At its 
heart are fi fteen country chapters, covering 
the full swathe of European democracies: 
Scandinavian, Southern European, post-
communist, Anglo, and continental. There 
are two short introductory chapters laying 
out the theoretical goals and describing the 
methodology. A concluding chapter aggre-
gates and analyses the country data to 
show the common trends. 

The book’s heart is in its country chap-
ters, however. Each offers an inventory of 
that particular state: its central ministries, 
its non-departmental agencies and com-
missions (i.e. regulatory and policy advis-
ing agencies, and executing institutions). 
Each is based on approximately 40–50 in-
terviews with country experts (state offi -
cials, academics, journalists, and others) 
conducted between 2006 and 2008. Using a 
standardised questionnaire each country’s 
experts assess the level of patronage (across 
how much of the state does it extend, and 
within each part how far down?); the moti-
vation for patronage (material reward or 
policy control), the criteria for recruitment 
into the state administration (professional 
qualifi cations, political allegiance, or per-
sonal allegiance); and last, whether patron-
age is monopolised by the government par-
ties or shared with the opposition. Based 
on this survey, the authors compute an in-
dex of patronage enabling cross-national 
comparison. Each chapter also provides a 
historical overview of state consolidation 
and civil service reform as well as a primer 
on the basic structure of the party system. 

In short, there is a wealth of material 
here, and it seems churlish to criticise so 
rich a contribution. However, in the spirit 
of the loyal opposition, I will raise the fol-

lowing points. For one, as I worked my 
way through the country chapters, I some-
times found it diffi cult to keep track of the 
relevant details across cases. I found my-
self, for example, wishing for some meas-
ure of the extent to which the actual prac-
tice of patronage in a given political system 
diverges from the legitimate powers that 
parties have to appoint within the state ad-
ministration. Presumably, patronage that is 
clientelistic and corrosive of state capacity 
occurs when such divergence is very large. 
I also would have liked some readily com-
parable measure of bureaucratic turnover 
following elections, especially those with 
government alternation. It may be that the 
authors considered such measures and re-
jected them as unworkable; however, they 
would have facilitated the comparisons.

Now to a broader point. The authors 
have made every effort to avoid the criti-
cism so often levelled at edited volumes 
that the individual contributions wander 
off theme and that their separate fi ndings 
do not add up. Yet in avoiding the Scylla 
of overly loose chapter contributions, the 
volume may have drifted unwittingly to 
the Charybdis of too-rigid structure. Each 
chapter’s scope and organisation follows a 
tightly constructed template that focuses 
with laser-like attention on the details of 
that case. While this accrues all of the ana-
lytical rewards of cross-case comparability 
described earlier, the country chapters on-
ly rarely reference each other. This ham-
pers those chapters’ ability to tell causal 
stories about their particular case. They 
can and do make use of over-time change 
to investigate hypotheses suggested by 
process-tracing, but they are hamstrung by 
not pursuing cross-national comparisons. 
This leads to tantalising but unexplored 
paths, such as the suggestion that in Ire-
land the practice of party patronage was 
dampened because of the presence of the 
Catholic Church, which enjoyed considera-
ble political infl uence of its own. This 
thought cries out for a comparison with 
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other European countries where the church 
historically played a similarly pivotal role 
in politics. The country studies abound 
with potential causal leads such as this. 
The varying effi cacy of civil service codes 
or the effect of party system type on pa-
tronage practice spring to mind. But as one 
contributor puts it in her chapter, ‘It is nat-
urally diffi cult to assess the relative impor-
tance of the causes discussed when there is 
only one case to refer to’ (p. 118).

What, then, are the general fi ndings? 
The concluding chapter compiles and com-
pares the country-level assessments of the 
extent of patronage, its precise location 
within the state, and the mechanisms by 
which it occurs. Not surprisingly, some of 
the patterns are ambiguous. First, it proves 
hard to generalise about where within the 
state patronage is located. Its locus tends to 
be the central ministries, but beyond that 
there is no systematic pattern: in some 
countries, the fi nance ministry is the most 
politicised, while in others it belongs to the 
most insulated—and the same could 
be said for just about any policy area. The 
second general fi nding concerns the over-
all geography of patronage, which con-
forms for the most part with what we 
would expect. Greece, the patronage lead-
er, is in a league of its own. The Scandina-
vian states are among the least patronage 
infused. There are some surprises when it 
comes to geography, however. Post-com-
munist countries notch generally middling 
scores on the index—even with or better 
than Germany. The authors do not make 
too much of these cross-national differenc-
es, though, refl ecting perhaps an unwill-
ingness to put too much faith in them, at 
least as quantitative indicators. The third 
general fi nding is that the level of patron-
age appears to be declining, though this 
claim is advanced somewhat tentatively 
because of the ambiguities noted above 
and because, at least at the aggregate level, 
the research design is cross-sectional not 
longitudinal. 

The most provocative fi nding, as I in-
dicated earlier, is about the nature of pa-
tronage. For all their nuance, the data make 
one point abundantly clear: patronage as a 
means of winning elections through ‘the 
exchange of various public goods for elec-
toral support’ (that is, patronage as an elec-
toral resource, p. 4) is being replaced by 
patronage as a means by which parties 
build ‘organizational networks in the pub-
lic and semi-public sphere’ (patronage as 
an organisational resource, p. 7). Put dif-
ferently, state politicisation is now rarely 
about personal enrichment, but about bet-
ter control of policy. Patronage’s benefi ci-
aries are neither party hacks nor even those 
who can deliver elections; they are policy 
professionals who happen to be politically 
affi liated. It is not the party in central offi ce 
that places its cronies in the state adminis-
tration. Far more likely, the minister ap-
points colleagues that she knows from her 
policy or professional circle and, in doing 
so, is only indirectly cognizant of party 
considerations. In this view, patronage is 
better thought of as just another kind ‘par-
ty-state linkage’. It need not even be cor-
rupt or illegitimate, as the term usually im-
plies. Indeed, as Kopecký and Mair write 
in the introduction, ‘it is the open and above 
board type of [state] appointment that is of 
greatest interest to this volume’ (p. 8). Cer-
tainly, they fi nd a lot of evidence for the 
shift to organisational patronage. Across 
their cases professionalism trumps material 
reward as the motivation for state appoint-
ments. Regarding the qualifi cations for 
state jobs, outside of Greece and Hungary 
under Viktor Orbán, they fi nd that profes-
sionalism invariably out classes political or 
personal allegiance. A number of contribu-
tors describe an even more attenuated form 
of patronage—‘bureaucratic patronage’—
whereby the ministry staff present their 
own preferred candidates to the minister 
for hiring.

In drawing together and interpreting 
all of their country-level data, the authors 
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faced, one senses, a big decision. Would 
they attempt to exploit the variation among 
cases to test causal inferences, or would 
they use the wealth of evidence to build 
a composite picture of patronage in con-
temporary Europe? The fi rst option would 
allow them to wade into debates that have 
long roiled the fi eld. For example, what ex-
plains variation in the extent of patron-
age across countries? Is it the nature of the 
party system, the timing of democratisa-
tion vis-à-vis state consolidation [Shefter 
1994], the adoption of civil service reforms, 
or something else? Despite the depth and 
quality of the data collected, this option is 
daunting because the number of potential 
causal variables is large given the disparate 
set of cases on offer. The second option, 
building a composite picture, is tempting 
because the chief feature of that picture, 
the strength and breadth of the shift from 
electoral to organisational patronage, is so 
striking.

As I read, I was increasingly reminded 
of Bernard Silberman’s classic study of 
state-building and bureaucratic legitima-
tion Cages of Reason [1993]. Silberman mem-
orably distinguished between the Ameri-
can and continental—especially French— 
modes of state-building. The latter was 
predicated on the Weberian conception of 
insulated career civil servants. The Ameri-
can mode was based on short stints of pub-
lic service by professionals whose accredi-
tation typically was established in the pri-
vate sphere (lawyers, doctors, actuaries, 
etc.). In the fl uid American model, the pas-
sage of these professionals back and forth 
between the public and private sectors was 
given largely by the fl ow of electoral for-
tunes. If bureaucratic rationality is under-
stood in terms of professional and effective 
administration, Silberman’s innovation was 
to grasp that the American ‘patronage’ 
model of state-building could be just as ra-
tional as the continental one. Even if the 
details of Silberman’s story and that in the 
volume reviewed here sometimes differ, 

the logic and overall narrative arc are im-
mediately recognisable. Welcome, Europe, 
to the new iron cage.
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This book presents the intermediate results 
of a major Swiss research programme 
called ‘Challenges to Democracy in the 21st 
Century’ that was established in 2005 and 
is intended to run for twelve years. The 
programme involves 85 researchers from 
seven disciplines working at twenty part-
ner institutions and commands a budget of 
approximately twelve million euro. Since 
its in ception the research programme has 
produced nearly 400 publications (for fur-
ther de tails see http://www.nccr-democra-
cy.uzh.ch). Synthesising and focusing a 
multi-disciplinary research programme of 
these dimensions is a Herculean task that, 
if pursued successfully, promises to leave 
its mark on the fi eld. It is against this back-
drop that the current volume has to be 
read.

The volume is divided into two parts. 
The fi rst part (‘Democracy—a Moving Tar-
get of Great Complexity and Variability’) 
develops the conceptual framework, sets 


