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Towards a concept of political robustness 

 

Eva Sørensen and Christopher Ansell 

 

 

Introduction 

The old and well-established liberal democracies face a growing amount of political disruptions. 

Among them are the declining trust in politicians, the surge of populist political leaders with an 

authoritarian leadership style, intensified political polarization as seen in the case of Brexit, and the 

advent of movements questioning the willingness and capacity of democratically elected 

governments to stop race-related violence, contain pandemics, and prevent climate change. These 

disruption reveal that Fukuyama’s (1992) much proclaimed End of History has yet to arrive. Books 

entitled Democracy in Decline? (Diamond et al., 2015), How Democracies End (Runciman, 2018), 

How Democracies Die (Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2018), and Why We Are Polarized (Klein, 2020), have 

found their way to the bookshelves in growing numbers, and we are once again reminded of how 

the dynamic endurance of a political system, be it democratic or not, hinges on its ability to tackle 

inherent political tensions related to the authoritative allocation of values for a society in legitimate 

ways (Easton, 1965: 3; Runciman, 2014; Kane and Patapan, 2012). 

The growing concerns among researchers and commentators regarding the future of democracy 

revitalize the need to understand the properties of a political system endowed with a strong capacity 

to cope legitimately with political instability, conflict, and disruption. We propose that a concept of 

political robustness has much to offer in this regard. Robust democracies are able to acknowledge, 

manage, and transform political tensions and demands in ways that uphold democratic legitimacy. 

Although democracies are, perforce, authoritative, robust democracies handle potent conflict and 

dissent in ways that are neither authoritarian, cooptive, nor divisive. If democracy is itself a means 

of transforming armed conflict into peaceful conflict, a robust democracy is one where the polity, 

politics, and policies allow it to traverse challenges in ways that erode neither the support for 

democracy nor its authoritative decisions. 
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Political science is by no means the only scientific field recognizing the importance of systemic 

robustness. In biological systems, ‘robustness is a property that allows a system to maintain its 

functions against internal and external perturbations’ (Kitano 2004: 826). In engineering, robustness 

refers to ‘the maintenance of some desired system characteristics despite fluctuations in the 

behaviour of its component parts or its environment’ (Carlson and Doyle, 2002: 2539). Statistics are 

claimed to be robust when they exhibit ‘insensitivity to small deviations from the assumptions’ 

(Huber 1981: 1), and scientific results are robust when they are ‘detected by numerous, diverse 

means’ (Schupbach, 2018: 276). Social scientists have also become increasingly aware of how 

robustness is a property of human behaviour and social systems, applying the concept to political 

economies (Leeson and Subrick, 2006), socio-ecological systems (Anderies and Janssen, 2013), 

federal systems (Bednar, 2008), policy design (Capano and Woo, 2017), international norms 

(Deitelhoff and Zimmermann, 2020), and decision-making (Lempert et al., 2010). 

This article aims to answer the key question of how political systems can absorb, constructively deal 

with, and perhaps even prosper and thrive on political tension and disruptive events. Instead of 

looking for the systemic properties that facilitate the return of a political system to a stable equilibrium 

that is neither feasible nor wanted (static resilience), it searches for the conditions for making adaptive 

changes that allow it to continue to perform key political functions in the face of disruption (dynamic 

resilience equivalent to robustness) (Capano and Woo, 2017; Ansell and Trondal, 2018). Following 

this argument, the article has three interconnected objectives. First, it endeavours to conceptualize 

and theorize political robustness as a systemic ability to respond to tensions and disruptions in 

dynamic and constructive ways, which allows for some degrees of system maintenance. Second, it 

seeks to illustrate the relevance of political robustness for the current efforts to cope legitimately with 

disruptive events in liberal democracies. Finally, it draws the contours of a conceptual framework for 

further studies of political robustness. The main proposition is that there is a positive correlation 

between political robustness and the broad involvement and empowerment of political elites and other 

actors who voice political demands, such as increasingly assertive citizens (Dalton and Welzel, 2014), 

in the aggregation and integration of different political views and interests. 

The structure of the argument is as follows. First, we briefly explain and define the concept of political 

robustness at a generic level before allowing the concept to branch out in a discussion of polity 

robustness, robust politics, and robust policy. We then carefully explain each of these concepts in 

turn while drawing on illustrative examples from contemporary liberal democracies, and we offer a 

preliminary conceptual framework for futures studies of the political robustness of political systems. 
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The conclusion summarizes the key findings and sets out an agenda for further research on political 

robustness. 

 

What is political robustness? 

To develop our concept of political robustness, we first illustrate its conceptual kinship with, but 

ultimately its distinctiveness from, the concept of governance robustness. As noted above, 

robustness is a property of something: a biological organism, an engineering design, or a scientific 

result. From the perspective of social science, robustness is the property of a person, group, or a 

social process. In recent strands of governance research, robust governance is equated with effective 

problem-solving under challenging and changing circumstances, which is a property of institutional 

design, processes, and forms of regulation that are adaptive and entrepreneurial (Ansell and 

Trondal, 2018). 

Robust governance designs, processes, and strategies reactively turn irregularities, disruptive 

change, and uncertainty into a governance asset while at the same time proactively keeping future 

options open to allow for maximal adaptive flexibility and exploration and the exploitation of 

emerging opportunities (Duit and Galaz, 2008: 321). From this perspective, disruption and 

instability are considered a normality rather than an occasional phenomenon, and the ambition is to 

build a reactive and proactive responsiveness into the structural architecture of the governance 

system by enhancing its adaptive and entrepreneurial governance capacity. 

Robustness differs from resilience. While a resilient system is able to maintain or restore the status 

quo ante in the face of shocks or stresses (i.e., it is stable), a robust system is more dynamic and 

adaptive (Jen, 2003). Adaptive governance capacity refers to a systemic ability to pursue a 

particular purpose or agenda and to maintain a specific function in flexible ways that reflect 

contextual changes. This is about staying on track but deciding what route to take in light of what 

happens along the way. In that sense, adaptive governance does not aim to maintain a stable 

systemic equilibrium; rather, it seeks to create stability by managing the ceaseless jump from 

disequilibrium to disequilibrium, as Albert O. Hirschman (1958) phrased it more than half a century 

ago. In the same vein, Guy Peters argues that robust forms of governance are designed ‘to sustain 

some degree of modification and still accomplish its desired goals’ (1999: 86). 
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Entrepreneurial governance capacity refers to a systemic ability to use irregularities and disruptions 

as a driver of innovation. Holling (2001) talks about the alpha phase as the disruptive moment when 

governance structures, processes, and forms of regulation are open to change. Such moments 

provide fertile ground for approaching governance challenges in new and constructive ways and for 

identifying, pursuing, and testing emerging opportunities for innovation that enable the governance 

system to pursue a given purpose, agenda, or functionality by new means (Torfing, 2016; Ansell et 

al., 2017; Ansell and Trondal, 2018). As such, the alpha phase is a productive playground for 

entrepreneurs. Saras Sarasvatshy (2009) describes how successful entrepreneurs rarely have a clear 

end-goal when taking action. Instead, they design collaborative processes that stimulate the 

exploration of possible options and the strategic exploitation of emerging opportunities. 

The emerging literature on robust governance provides important input to defining political 

robustness. It coins governance robustness as a purposeful effort to promote effective problem-

solving through the strategic design of an institutional architecture that provides tools and processes 

that promote flexible adaptation to challenging conditions and the innovative exploration and 

exploitation of emerging opportunities. As several scholars have already noted, however, the 

research on robust governance remains focussed on effectiveness and efficiency issues, while it says 

next to nothing about the political aspects of governance pertaining to the authoritative allocation of 

values and the inherent conflicts about the distribution of power and influence in liberal 

democracies (Ferraro et al., 2015; Capano and Woo, 2017; Hornborg, 2013; Walker and Cooper, 

2011; Cote and Nightingale, 2012; Room, 2013). This is the void in the research that this article 

aims to fill. 

When speaking of political robustness, we must always ask ‘What is robust? For whom? And in the 

face of which challenge?’ In developing this concept, we are primarily interested in the robustness 

of democratic politics from the perspective of its citizenry. While an authoritarian leader may be 

politically robust in terms of staying in power in the face of societal dissent, or a resourceful 

politician may be politically robust in terms of getting re-elected in the face of an electoral 

challenge, these types of robustness are not the primary objects of our inquiry. Rather, we are 

asking whether the democratic system (the ‘what’) is politically robust for its citizens (the ‘whom’) 

in the face of conflicts, tensions, demands, or disruptions collectively addressed by democratic 

institutions or processes (the ‘challenges’). 
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Taking this systemic perspective raises some conceptual challenges. First, what does it mean to say 

that a democratic system is robust? To answer this question, we start very generally with the 

assumption that a democratic system aims to secure an authoritative allocation of values for a 

society (Easton, 1965: 3). Thus, to be robust for citizens, the democratic system must be able to 

reach binding decisions that enjoy widespread support and generate overall compliance (Runciman, 

2014). Here, the proverbial snake in paradise is that we know that citizens in a democracy have 

multiple – and often competing – political aspirations and goals as well as the license to freely 

express and mobilize their disagreements. Struggles, conflicts, and tensions between social and 

political groups are the essence of the political dimension of society (Dahl, 1965; Dahl, 1989; Crick, 

2005; Mouffe, 2005; Schmitt, 2007 [1932]; Runciman, 2014). 

Second, how can we speak of political robustness without merely attributing robustness to the 

success of those ventures or values that we admire? To do so, we evaluate political robustness in 

terms of generic types of inputs and outputs of democratic systems rather than in terms of specific 

values or interests. On the input side, we evaluate robustness according to the responsiveness of the 

democratic system to conflicts, tensions, demands, or disruptions. Democracies are politically 

robust when they take steps to address challenges and neither ignore, marginalize, nor side-line 

them. On the output side, we expect robust responses to be productive and constructive, although 

we acknowledge that such judgments will be value-laden. Thus, we can resort here to procedural 

benchmarks. Robust responses will not address challenges through repression, co-optation, or 

division, and they will maintain or increase the support for democratic institutions and processes. 

Robust responses will not erode the citizens’ view of the legitimacy of democracy, their trust in 

government, or their compliance with the authoritative allocation of value. Moreover, politically 

robust responsiveness will not make matters worse; it will not create feedback effects that make the 

challenge more acute. 

Third, while we are interested in how the democratic system meets all types of challenges, we are 

particularly interested in how it meets its own internal political challenges. We conceptualize these 

political challenges as either vertical or horizontal political tensions (Sørensen, 2020). A vertical 

political tension may arise between those who are authorized to exercise political power and those 

who authorize them to do so; that is, between leaders and followers (Nye, 2008; Kane and Patapan, 

2012). A horizontal political tension is one between societal groups with different interests, 

identities, views, or ways of life (Dahl, 1965; Mouffe, 2005). As long as the parties to either of 
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these forms of political conflict respect each other, are prepared to engage in dialogue, and accept 

the rules of the game, the disruptive impact on the political system is minor. However, as the 

tensions build up and the conflicting parties come to see each other as enemies and they begin to 

question the legitimacy of the processes and institutions through which the conflicts are supposed to 

be solved or at least mitigated, political robustness declines. 

Fourth, robustness is not the same thing as durability, stability, or path dependence. While a 

political system that does not survive cannot be said to be robust, it is not robust simply because it 

survives. A political system may limp along, lurching from crisis to crisis, or persist by repressing, 

co-opting, or marginalizing the opposition; such a system would be durable but not robust. While 

stability (as the absence of change) might indicate robustness in some situations, stable or path-

dependent systems may be stagnant or incapable of change. Such systems may actually become less 

robust over time due to an inability to adapt to societal challenges. 

Finally, how do we judge political robustness comparatively and over time? Is it possible to say that 

Country X is more politically robust than Country Y? Or that Country X is more politically robust 

now than it was a century or even just a decade ago? We think such judgments are possible but that 

they are difficult to make, and we should be cautious in doing so. Robustness must obviously be 

judged with respect to the scale and magnitude of the challenges faced. If Country X successfully 

manages its response to a mild hurricane while Country Y bungles its response to a severe 

hurricane, we should be careful in inferring that Country X is more robust than Country Y. 

Pulling these ideas together, we can now generically define political robustness as flexible, adaptive, 

and innovative responses to societal challenges, and particularly to vertical and horizontal political 

tensions, that produce citizen support for the authoritative allocation of values without exacerbating 

these challenges. Political robustness offers a useful evaluative concept for judging whether a 

democracy handles conflicts and tensions in productive and constructive ways. Although concern 

about how democracies accommodate conflict is a staple of political science, the added value of 

political robustness is that it calls attention to how exceptional or intense societal challenges are 

dynamically transformed into political support; or, conversely, how less politically robust systems 

weather these challenges in ways that generate more conflict or tension. 

As we shall elaborate below, we suggest that the political robustness of a political system is a property 

of its institutions (polity), political processes (politics), and policy instruments (policy). This allows 
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us to branch out the generic definition of political robustness into radial definitions of polity 

robustness, robust politics, and robust policy. Hence, we shall define polity robustness as the ability 

of political institutions to flexibly adapt and creatively innovate rules, norms, and procedures in the 

face of disruptive tensions in order to build trust in government and deal constructively with political 

conflicts and tensions. We define robust politics as political processes such as negotiations, coalition 

building, dialogical representation, and experimentation that produce political agendas, views, and 

ideas that accommodate and transform political conflict and tension. Finally, we define robust policy 

as policy designs that permit concerted collective action while allowing, sustaining, and mobilizing 

political agency in a manner that enhances output legitimacy. 

 

Polity robustness, robust politics, and robust policy 

To further explore the importance of the different aspects of political robustness, Table 1 provides an 

overview of the key features of a robust polity, politics, and policy that highlight the adaptive and 

entrepreneurial aspects of political robustness and specify the costs of low/gains of high political 

robustness on each dimension. 

Table 1 here 

 

The next three sections unpack the arguments summarized in Table 1, considering in turn each of 

three aspects of political robustness. 

 

Polity robustness 

A polity consists of institutionalized rules, norms, and procedures that support and regulate the 

authoritative allocation of values for a society (Almond and Verba, 1963; Easton, 1965; Cai, 2008; 

Bednar, 2008). Whether in stable or unstable periods, a polity that promotes political robustness 

must be able to channel political demands into the political system, process them, and turn them 

into binding decisions. In stable political periods, it is relatively predictable who will raise demands, 

what the content of these demands are, and how they will be articulated in public debates. The high 

degree of predictability of societal demands makes it relatively easy to create and maintain an 
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effective institutional framework for aggregating and integrating these demands into authoritative 

decision-making. It is in times of political instability that the institutional framework is tested, as 

new forms of political participation may emerge and be difficult to channel into the political 

process. 

To illustrate, contemporary models of representative democracy assume that competent citizens 

above a certain age raise political demands by voting, joining a political party, signing a petition, or 

writing a letter to the editor. They may also become members of interest organizations representing 

well-defined lines of conflict between the social classes. The political institutions have gradually 

found a way of processing the demands that are articulated via these forms of political participation 

through a combination of electoral democracy, public debate, and involvement of organized 

interests and other stakeholders (Dahl, 1989; Baumgartner and Leech, 2001). However, patterns of 

political participation may change and question the institutional framework for processing political 

demands. Hence, when Greta Thunberg and thousands of other schoolchildren began their school 

boycott, marched the streets, and demanded swift climate action under the slogan ‘Is there an adult 

present?’, they revealed the limitations of the current model of democratic participation and interest 

representation, as they were too young to participate politically through the traditional channels, 

such as elections, and the political conflict escaped the traditional forms of class-based political 

representation. More generally, the political parties have been reluctant to incorporate post-

materialist political demands in their politics, possibly thereby alienating those segments of the 

population that are more concerned with identity-related demands for recognition or mitigating the 

planetary threats than the traditional class-related distributional struggles (Mair, 2013). Moreover, 

citizens have become more assertive, loud, demanding, and antiauthoritarian (Dalton and Welzel, 

2014). If their demands are not taken up by the parties, they may choose to support populist leaders 

who claim to be on their side against the political elites and encourage protests taking place outside 

of the traditional mechanisms of democratic representation (Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2018). These 

empirical developments make it relevant to consider whether the traditional political institutions are 

still able to secure the broad public participation, support, and trust that is needed to make 

authoritative political decisions. A robust polity will try to absorb relevant extra-institutional 

political activities by providing multiple channels for expressing political demands and by adjusting 

and innovating its institutions in order to cater for new and emerging political demands and shifting 

patterns of political behaviour (Hendriks and Grin, 2007; Voß and Bornemann, 2011; Jessop, 2016; 

Sørensen and Torfing, 2016). 
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Building on the Capano and Woo (2017: 413) robustness criteria, we propose that robust political 

institutions aim to ensure: 1) that political authorities are able to maintain control over agenda 

setting while facilitating distributed action; 2) that they delegate concrete governance decisions, but 

retain the capacity to re-design overall policies; and 3) that they establish information systems and 

policy networks that provide feedback on problem definitions, policy tools, and goal attainment. 

These three points support a purposive and controlled adaptation to emerging political 

circumstances. Adaptiveness is a key source of polity robustness, as it is essential for securing a 

high degree of political sensitivity to changing political conflict lines, issues, and agencies. For a 

polity to remain an authoritative forum in political life, it requires the institutionalization of a broad 

variety of channels for voicing political demands together with the norms, rules, and incentives that 

promote inclusion, such as a low electoral minimum threshold and the extensive devolution of 

formal decision-making power to local levels. 

To illustrate these points, we examine how we might judge proportional versus majoritarian 

electoral systems in terms of their polity robustness. The concept of polity robustness generally 

suggests that electoral systems that make it easy for voters to vote, for all votes to count, and for 

political parties to become represented and influence policymaking foster a higher degree of 

political robustness than those which do not (Karp and Banducci, 2008). 

From these premises follows our proposition that proportional electoral systems are likely to make a 

polity more robust than first-past-the-post systems, because the former can reduce the vertical and 

horizontal tensions between different political elites and citizens as well as between different groups 

in society. 

This proposition is supported by empirical research documenting that proportional election systems 

tend to result in higher voter turnout and the stronger representation of minority groups, given that 

minimum thresholds are low, there are more women in politics, more coalition-building negotiated 

policymaking, and stronger trust in politicians (Norris, 1997; Kartal, 2015; Hooghe and Stiers, 

2016). Other studies point out that although this may hold true, proportional systems tend to reduce 

government responsiveness to voter sentiments (Soroka and Wlezien, 2015; Ferland, 2018). 

However, these studies measure responsiveness as a government’s correlation with the meridian 

voter rather than as a balanced correlation of the multiple and varied political sentiment of different 

voices and interests in the electorate, as suggested by a concept of polity robustness. 
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There are also studies showing that proportional electoral systems are better able to prevent political 

polarization than majoritarian electoral systems (Reynal-Querol, 2002; Mazzarella, 2016; Hooghe 

and Stiers, 2016; Spicer, 2018). Proportional electoral systems tend to produce multi-party 

representation in elected assemblies and sometimes even government coalitions, which implies that 

a large segment of the voting citizens experience that they are represented in the elected assemblies 

and that their representatives take part in the legislative process. Governments often require support 

from more than one party, meaning that shifting constellations of parties are involved in decision-

making (Lijphart, 2012). As argued by Hooghe and Stiers (2016), there are no clear winners and 

losers, which enhances the trust in the political processes as well as in politicians. Multi-party 

governing nurtures the institutionalization of a political culture of bipartisan collaboration and 

pragmatic policymaking driven by the need to reach agreement to make binding decisions. In 

comparison, majoritarian first-past-the-post electoral systems tend to produce considerable amounts 

of wasted votes (external exclusion), and representatives belonging to the minority faction will tend 

not to receive any influence at all in negotiations (internal exclusion). In effect, as many as 49% of 

the electorate may ultimately find that their voice is neither counted nor heard in the political 

process. Those who experience that they are excluded from influence may be prone to develop 

hostility to the political system, therefore turning to populist political leaders who attack democratic 

political institutions and elites (Hooghe and Stiers, 2016; Mazzarella, 2016; Spicer, 2018). 

We should note that proportional electoral systems are far from a democratic panacea; like 

majoritarian electoral systems, they face democratic challenges related to securing democratic 

equality in voting impact, accountable government, and avoiding fragmented leadership (Carey and 

Hix, 2011; Kedar et al., 2016; Kestilä-Kekkonen and Söderlund, 2017). However, a concept of 

polity robustness suggests that the route to solving these problems is not to opt for a majoritarian 

electoral system but rather to introduce supplementary political institutions, which intensify the 

dialogue between different groups in society as well as between governments and relevant and 

affected actors. 

To illustrate how proportional representative systems are more likely to nurture political robustness 

than majoritarian systems, let us look at how Denmark and the UK handled the mixed electoral 

sentiments regarding the European Union (EU). In 1992, the Danes narrowly rejected the 

Maastricht Treaty, which delegated sovereign decision-making power from Denmark to the EU. In 

the wake of the national referendum, political leaders representing both sides of this political divide 
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came together and negotiated the so-called Edinburgh Agreement based on a number of opt-out 

clauses, which a solid majority of 56.7% of the Danes supported in a new national referendum later 

in the same year. In 2016, an equally slim majority of UK citizens voted for the so-called Brexit, 

initiating three years of political turmoil and unrest in British politics, which commentators have not 

hesitated to describe as the largest political crisis in the UK since World War II. This crisis has split 

the British parliament and people into two antagonist camps, even dividing families, and the 

majoritarian political system has not facilitated attempts to reconcile the two sides by negotiating an 

agreement that represents both sides of this divide. These examples suggest that the polity 

robustness of the Danish electoral system is considerably greater than that of the British electoral 

system, as it has secured broader support for the authoritative decision-making process and its result 

in a situation characterized by political polarization. 

Entrepreneurship is another key source of polity robustness, as it spurs the development of 

innovative institutional designs in the face of emerging challenges. Organizational flexibility and 

cross-boundary dialogue enable experimentation and learning, which in turn facilitate creative 

entrepreneurship. New institutional designs may seek to supplement existing political institutions 

with new flexible platforms and arenas for distributed action (Callon et al., 2009; Sørensen and 

Torfing, 2019a). A recent example of new participatory platforms is the Irish Citizens’ Assembly, 

founded in 2016 to advise the Irish parliament regarding the content of a new path-breaking 

abortion policy, which for decades has been a highly sensitive political issue that divided the 

electorate (Field, 2018). Earlier policy proposals had been repeatedly rejected in national 

referendums, but the new citizen assembly managed to develop an innovative and balanced 

proposal that was passed with a 66% majority (Farrell et al., 2019). 

Low polity robustness in terms of the inflexible channelling of political demands into the 

authoritative political process may displace political conflicts to unauthorized arenas without any 

form of regulation or mechanisms for reconciliation (Braun and Hutter, 2016). An example of such 

a conflict is the question of race-related inequalities that continues to haunt the US, recently 

culminating in riots in the wake of the killing of George Floyd by four policemen (Overton, 2002; 

King and Smith, 2011; Bonilla-Silva, 2015). 

High polity robustness ensures that political institutions are sensitive to shifting political sentiments 

and variations in the level of political participation, and it holds the capacity to use emerging 

political agendas, lines of division, and forms of political agency as a resource in innovating 
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themselves in ways that strengthen their ability to enhance input-legitimacy (Caluwaerts and 

Reuchamps, 2016). High polity robustness is important for political systems at all times but 

particularly pertinent in times of political disruption, where political life is more unpredictable and 

unstable. The trade-off is that political systems with an inclusive approach to channelling political 

demands into the political process can lead to an overload of the political system to the extent that it 

becomes difficult to control the political agenda and secure the aggregation and integration of 

demands that is a precondition for the authoritative allocation of values for a society (Birch, 1984; 

Heinelt, 2019). Avoiding such situations hinges on robust political process that accommodate the 

integration of different and competing political demands, as explicated further below. 

 

Robust politics 

The dynamic and conflictual character of politics, defined as the political processes through which 

demands are aggregated, integrated, and innovated through ongoing negotiations and 

experimentation aimed at producing binding decisions, calls for a flexible accommodation of 

vertical and horizontal tensions that mediate conflicts while exploiting their critical potential and 

constructive energy to shape new political ideas and strategies. The demand for such a robust 

politics is particularly high in times of political disruption and change, which threatens to 

undermine the systemic capacity to develop convincing political responses and foster political 

agreement on political issues that are high on the political agenda. 

The adaptive aspect of robust politics refers to the capacity of political negotiations to prioritize and 

align political agendas, views, ideas, and demands into the political conversation and policymaking 

(Runciman, 2014). Robust politics both requires a vertical and horizontal adaptiveness. Vertical 

political adaptiveness between political elites and the public is promoted through interactive 

dialogical representation that brings political elites into close dialogue and discussion with their 

constituencies (Follett, 1942: 101; Fenno, 1978; Nye, 2008; Urbinati, 2011). A recent example of 

vertical adaptiveness is found in Gentofte Municipality in Denmark, where a new committee 

structure brings local councillors and citizens together in problem-focussed deliberations aiming to 

foster new policy solutions (Sørensen and Torfing, 2019a). Horizontal political adaptiveness is 

advanced through deliberation and bargaining that integrates or balances political positions held by 

different political elites or groups in society. A classic example of horizontal adaptiveness between 
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conflicting political elites is the successful transition to democracy in Spain in 1976. Juan Carlos, 

the King of Spain, and Prime Minister Adolfo Suárez skilfully navigated a minefield of political 

resistance to consolidate democracy. Together, they searched for ‘the solution that was most 

satisfactory for all the groups of power involved’ (Kalpokaite and Radivojevic 2019: 19). A similar 

example is when Mandela and De Klerk negotiated the end of Apartheid in South Africa in 1993 

(Waldmeir, 1997). 

The entrepreneurial aspect of robust politics builds on the assumption that stable politics is 

transformative (Runciman, 2014: 25). Political processes are dynamic, uncertain, and unpredictable, 

and new and unforeseen options and opportunities for achieving a certain goal may arise along the 

way. As such, robust political action aims to keep future courses of action open when other actors 

are trying to narrow them down (Padgett and Ansell, 1993; Padgett and Powell, 2012: 24; Ferraro et 

al., 2015: 371). Robert G. Eccles et al. (2003) succinctly define robust action as ‘action that 

accomplishes short-term objectives while preserving long-term flexibility’. Such robust political 

action involves acting without certitude, constantly preserving flexibility, being politically savvy, 

judging the situation at hand, acting with a firm sense of timing, using rhetoric effectively, and 

working multiple agendas (Eccles et al., 2003: 41-44). Robust politics is advanced by political 

processes that allow political actors to develop new positions and forms of political agency and 

novel political strategies in an attempt at exploring and exploiting political opportunities that 

emerge in the wake of unforeseen political situations and events and during political struggles and 

contestations. Hence, robust politics provide ample scope for political repositioning and 

experimentation in the different phases of a policymaking process, and it encourages forms of 

political leadership that collect and exploit insights from all these phases to build a political 

foundation for exercising political authority (Follett, 1942; Burns, 2003; Nye, 2008). This type of 

open-ended experimental policymaking is promoted by agonist political norms and pressure on the 

involved actors to abandon the rhetoric of partisan politics and to convince other political actors that 

their politics aims to advance the greater good for society. 

A concept of robust politics suggests that interactive forms of political leadership that rely on a 

continuous political dialogue between political leaders and citizens (Sørensen, 2020; Clarke et al., 

2018) is better suited for coping with vertical and horizontal political tensions and for bolstering the 

authority of the former in the face of new and unforeseen events than populist political leadership. To 

illustrate, it is revealing to compare how US President Donald Trump and Danish Prime Minister 

Mette Frederiksen responded to the COVID-19 crisis in the spring of 2020. Trump was quick to 
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declare how he was in total control, proceeded to declare a state of emergency, only to shortly 

thereafter conclude that it was time to re-open society because the virus had almost been eliminated. 

He then attacked Democrat governors who did not obey his instructions for a speedy opening, sending 

out tweets such as ‘LIBERATE MICHIGAN!’, which legitimized and perhaps even spurred 

demonstrations and violent protests against lockdown policies among local citizens. Focusing 

exclusively on winning the upcoming presidential election by revitalizing the economy and getting 

people back to work, he ignored health experts and science together with the majority of US citizens, 

who were anxious that opening society would trigger a second wave of the pandemic, which 

ultimately occurred. The contrast is striking when compared to the political leadership of Danish 

Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen. From the very outset, she stated that Denmark was in an 

unprecedented crisis situation and that the government had no readymade response strategy; success 

depended on the willingness and ability of all Danes – public and private, experts and laypersons, 

politicians and citizens – to work together to find viable solutions. Based on this approach, 

Frederiksen initiated negotiations with all of the ten political parties in parliament and invited health 

authorities, university professors, public employees, and local communities all to participate in the 

debate and contribute to the development and implementation of broadly supported strategies for 

stopping the spread of the virus, dealing with the economic repercussions and gradually re-opening 

society in a safe and responsible manner once the virus was under control. Revisions were 

continuously made to the prototypical strategies advanced by the government in response to 

experiments, data analysis, and evaluations that facilitated rapid learning – and in this process, mass 

media played a key role as a platform for critical yet constructive debate regarding the pros and cons 

of different strategies. Consequently, trust in the government’s handling of the pandemic went 

through the roof, and a devastating health crisis, such as the one in the US, was avoided as the statistics 

for the infection rate, hospitalizations and mortalities all started to drop consistently after about two 

months and remained low. 

Low levels of robustness in politics may produce political polarization, where different segments of 

the population start to look at each other as enemies rather than as members of the same political 

community, and to doubt the fairness of the political process and the legitimacy of the political 

opposition (Klein, 2020). Polarization may also hamper the capacity for innovative policymaking 

that tends to grow out of political debates between interdependent political actors with contrasting 

views, ideas, and mind-sets (Sørensen, 2017, 2020). In highly polarized politics, the political actors 

tend to stick to their own interests and playbook rather than engaging in explorative efforts to 
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identify and pursue emerging opportunities that arise in efforts to find the common ground that 

paves the way for collective action in the face of pressing societal problems (Runciman, 2014: 99). 

By contrast, a robust politics tends to enhance political accountability and throughput legitimacy. 

Integrative policymaking that takes the main political positions in society into account reduces the 

risk of foul play, enhances transparency, and recruits ambassadors for new solutions from different 

political groups. Moreover, robust politics that takes the form of multi-actor negotiations promotes 

a dynamic reconfiguration of political battle lines and agendas and prevents politics from becoming 

irrelevant by addressing issues that are important for political actors and social groups. The 

involvement of a broad range of political actors in negotiated policymaking may carry the risk of 

lengthy and tiresome negotiations and compromises based on the lowest common denominator 

rather than in swift and bold political action. A remedy against this risk is robust policies that do not 

aim to curtail political contestation, but rather seek to empower and mobilise political actors while 

framing and guiding their participation in the design and implementation of new policy solutions. 

We shall further discuss this in the next section. 

 

Robust policy 

Where a polity defines the rules of the game and politics captures the conflict-ridden negotiations 

related to making binding decisions, policy refers to the content of these decisions and how they are 

implemented. Rather than dictating and disciplining downstream political agency, a robust policy 

guides and sustains political action (Nye, 2008). It is adaptive in the sense that it grants considerable 

scope for the adjustment of the policy to contextual circumstances and political aspirations 

(Vancoppenolle et al., 2015). Robust policies often take a modular form (Anderies and Janssen, 

2013; Capano and Woo, 2017). Modularized policy templates set the overall policy direction in the 

form of a bold political goal and master plan, and they specify the tools that downstream political 

actors can interpret, choose between, and discretely employ at different times and in different 

combinations, depending on fluctuations in local political power games (Heaton et al., 2013; Ansell 

and Gash, 2018). A policy that consists of disjointed modules can be combined with elements from 

local policies as well as to other policies to fit different purposes. An illustrative example is 

provided by the so-called ‘Finger Plan’ for the development of the Copenhagen metropolitan area 

(Sørensen and Torfing, 2019b). The Finger Plan was developed by a network of planning experts 
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and policymakers during and after the World War II. It builds on a few constitutive principles 

stating that all citizens in Greater Copenhagen should have access to decent housing, green areas, 

and public transportation to the city centre. The Finger Plan follows these principles by expanding 

urban housing along five fingers stretching out from the palm of a hand provided by the city centre. 

The fingers are separated by green wedges that provide easy access to recreational areas for all 

Copenhageners. Each finger consists of a number of knuckles, each of which constitutes a module, 

and more modules have been added over the years in response to the demand for housing and 

transport, which have exceeded all expectations. The modular planning model leaves plenty of 

space for flexible adjustment to changing societal conditions and local circumstances. It also create 

considerable space for the pursuit of local political agendas as the local politicians have wide 

opportunities to decide how they will develop their knuckle in the finger, as long as they do not 

violate the basic principles of the Finger Plan and leave the green wedges intact. The extreme 

robustness of the Finger Plan, which in Denmark enjoys status as an iconic urban policy, is 

evidenced by the fact that it has survived several disruptive events in the shape of increased political 

demand for housing and continues to serve as the masterplan for the development of the 

Copenhagen metropolitan area after 75 years. 

A robust policy is not only adaptive in that it aims to align overall policies and the aspirations of 

downstream political actors; it also provides favourable conditions for local political 

entrepreneurship. Fixed and detailed policies leave limited scope for the development of innovative 

policy responses to unforeseen political agendas and emerging conflicts and tensions. Robust 

policies are ‘multi-vocal’ in the sense that: 1) they can be interpreted and motivated coherently from 

multiple and shifting political perspectives simultaneously, and 2) they can be used as an asset in 

many political games at once (Padgett and Ansell, 1993: 1; Ferraro et al., 2015). A multi-vocal 

policy is designed to serve as an asset for many political leaders with divergent interests and can 

also serve as a point of reference when political leaders or policy positions change and new policy 

ideas and strategies emerge. Multi-vocal policies tend to be general and sometimes ambiguous, and 

that property is not a liability but a political strength because it enables policy entrepreneurs to 

innovate and transform public policy and legitimize different patterns of political action. For 

example, the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide 17 very general policy goals 

that give direction to global policymaking in very general terms of social, economic, and 

environmental sustainability while at the same time delegating the task of translating the broadly 

defined goals into concrete policies to national and local political actors and policy entrepreneurs. 
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The goals guide and mobilise political action and encourage and celebrate entrepreneurial political 

agency because they do not bind national and local political actors to particular priorities, strategies, 

and patterns of action. The national and local actors can exploit the ambiguities of the sustainable 

development goals to pursue different context-sensitive strategies and develop country-specific 

solutions. 

An inflexible, rule-based policy based on command and control has low policy robustness and will 

tend to produce resistance among those downstream actors who are supposed to implement it, either 

because they disagree with the policy to which they have little ownership or because resistance 

appears as the most efficient strategy for performing visible political agency (Ansell et al., 2017). 

 

The benefit accruing from a high policy robustness is a reduced risk of political resistance and an 

empowerment and mobilization of the political agency of downstream actors to implement the 

policy in an adaptive way that resonates with local political sentiments and conditions, stimulates 

political entrepreneurship, and contributes to creating high levels of output legitimacy. A modular, 

multi-vocal policy is no panacea, however, as it may result in a loss of control over the part of 

government and may lead to the fragmentation of the policy field that ends up undermining the 

ability of the political system to promote collective action and maintain a steady, coordinated 

course. Avoiding fragmentation relies on robust political institutions, as described earlier. 

 

Contours of a conceptual framework for studying political robustness 

We need further proof of concept to assess the analytical contribution of a concept of political 

robustness and the above propositions about what a robust polity, politics, and policy look like and 

may achieve. Figure 1 draws the contours of a conceptual framework for future studies of political 

robustness that provide some guidance for empirical studies. 

 

Figure 1 here.  

 

The main assumption underlying the conceptual framework is that political robustness is essential 

for the ability of a political system to undertake its key function of securing the authoritative 

allocation of values for a society, expand and protect its agenda setting capacity, and fulfil its 
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purpose of securing legitimate patterns of political action. The robustness of a political system is a 

product of how it institutionalizes political processes, how it conducts politics, and the form and 

content of its policies. The defining feature of the political is conflict and tension, but the intensity 

and degree of disruption and instability vary over time, and although political robustness is always 

important, it is particularly pertinent in times where the political agendas change and new forms of 

political agency and tensions emerge and prompt the construction of new political pathways. 

As indicated in Figure 1, a political system, including different models of liberal democracy, can be 

more or less suited to cope with the political disruption caused by horizontal and/or vertical political 

tensions that reflect new societal developments. The coping capacity of a political system hinges on 

the adaptiveness and entrepreneurial capacity of its polity, politics, and policies. If these capacities 

are high, the political system can mitigate political disruption through the transformative act of 

jumping from disequilibrium to disequilibrium. If the capacities are low, the political system will 

tend to enhance the political disruption because it is unable to channel political tensions into the 

political process. It is important to emphasize that polity, politics, and policy robustness are 

interdependent. They are distinct but connected, and there can be virtuous and vicious circles 

between them. Political institutions condition politics, as indicated in the illustrative examples of 

the connection between electoral systems and the varying levels of policy robustness in the Danish 

Edinburgh Agreement and Brexit. The proportional electoral system in Denmark promoted 

negotiated policymaking, while the first-past-the-post system in the UK encouraged political 

polarization. Political institutions also delineate the scope for decentralized policy adjustments and 

situated policy innovation. The highly decentralized political system in Denmark provided 

considerable room for municipalities to pursue local agendas within the overall framework of the 

Finger Plan. In the same vein, politics and policy tend to condition and shape political institutions. 

Hence, a committed political effort among different societal elites to create broad public support for 

an abortion policy in Ireland led to the construction of a new type of citizen assembly that is now 

used for other political purposes as a supplement to party politics. 

In these first decades of the 21st Century, the high level of political disruption facing representative 

democracies provides ample occasion for scrutinizing how political institutions, processes, and 

policies individually and in unison condition the political adaptiveness and entrepreneurship of our 

political systems; and, thus, for producing valuable insights into how to constructively develop 

liberal democracy rather than watching how democracies die or end. Reflecting on political 

robustness thus seems to offer an alternative to both doomsday accounts of the impact of growing 
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political tensions and the complete denial of the existence of troubling levels of political tension in 

supposedly victorious liberal democracies. 

 

Conclusion 

The future of liberal representative democracy hinges on its ability to remain an influential, 

authoritative, and legitimate turning point for collective action in political communities that produce 

and are exposed to varying degrees of political disruption. The political robustness concept 

proposed in this article aims to capture a particular property of political systems and their political 

institutions, processes, and policy solutions, which enhances the overall ability of political systems 

to absorb, accommodate, and thrive on political disruption rather than denying or suppressing it. 

Our main proposition is that there is a positive correlation between political robustness and a broad 

involvement of all those actors who voice political demands in the aggregation and integration of 

these demands into binding political decisions. The aggregation and integration of multiple (and 

often competing) political ideas, views, and interests is less robust if it is a product of a narrow 

group of political elites while the excluded elites, sub-elites, and citizens remain outside the 

political realm in which particular demands are assessed, justified, and balanced against the 

perspective of the totality (Rosanvallon, 2011). Conversely, the empowerment and inclusive 

mobilization of manifold political actors may turn veto-players into a constructive political force in 

forming and sustaining adaptive and innovative institutions, processes, and solutions that together 

enhance the robustness of the political system (Ferraro et al., 2015; Fox, 2015). 

However, inclusive and adaptive political institutions, processes, and policies do also involve a 

certain degree of danger for a political system. If the inclusion of multiple political voices, the 

stimulation of vertical and horizontal political debate, and the creation of scope for distributed 

political action come at the cost of the ability of the political system to control the political agenda, 

to make authoritative political decisions, and to influence the norms guiding the political culture, 

the ultimate result may be the disintegration and fragmentation of the political system rather than 

political robustness. 

We hope that the proposed concept of political robustness as well as the contours of a conceptual 

framework will stimulate much needed empirical studies of the political robustness of the political 

systems in different parts of the world in order to further inform our understanding of what a robust 
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polity, politics, and policy can achieve, and shed light on how liberal democracies can bolster 

themselves for the future. 
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