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Questions regarding the problem-solving capacity of the state have been long-standing.The financial crisis as well
as future demographic and environmental challenges have raised the spectre of the depleted state, a state that lacks
legitimacy and resources to steer social, economic and political developments. This article considers how a
perspective that centres on executive politics can illuminate key debates surrounding the depleted state. It does so
in three steps. First, it considers whether the earlier literature on the ‘crisis of the state’ of the 1970s contributes to
contemporary debates. Second, it questions whether the age of ‘governance’ has come to the rescue, and not just of
the challenges outlined by the earlier literature.Third, it discusses the contribution of executive politics to the study
of the contemporary state’s problem-solving capacity and draws wider implications of the age of the depleted state
for executive politics.
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We are living in the age of the depleted state in the Western world. The age of the
depleted state is one in which public resources are severely restricted, where private
economic activity is subdued and where political systems are criticised for their lack of
problem-solving capacities and (paradoxically) for any discretionary exercise of power.
Established party systems face instability given electoral volatility and the growing popu-
larity of anti-politics parties.The depleted state seems barely capable of accommodating,
let alone addressing, the contemporary demands caused by the financial and economic
crisis, demographic developments and climate change. Such a context of depleted
resources presents a challenge to the problem-solving capacity of the state and places the
operation of and research in executive politics at the heart of contemporary debates.
A diagnosis of a depleted state may not be surprising from the viewpoint of

(mid-)2012. However, it may come as a surprise to those who recall the immediate
responses to the aftermath of the financial market meltdown in 2007/8. It was then
widely argued that the ‘state was back’ after a period of neo-liberalism (Klenk and
Nullmeyer, 2010). Evidence for this ‘return’ comprised banking sector bail-outs and
large-scale nationalisations as well as economic ‘rescue packages’. Since then, much has
been said about the causes of market and regulatory failures, the subsequent attempts at
regulatory and political reform and the evolving calls for politicians to respond to
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lack of legitimacy and resources to steer social, economic and political developments; in
other words, we have entered an age of politics in which national and multi-level
problem-solving capacity cannot be taken for granted. Far from wielding their ‘big
bazooka’, states seem, at best, to be wearing a ‘speedo’ (as a researcher put it in the
Financial Times, 5 August 2011).
Questions regarding problem-solving capacity are, of course, a long-standing feature in

the study of political science. Problem solving is not just about the way in which political
systems (of whatever character) succeed in addressing diagnosed problems (or not); it also
relates to the way in which these attempts are perceived as legitimate. This article
considers long-standing discussions about the resources of the state that are said to
facilitate problem-solving capacity. It does so by focusing on executive politics, a field that
offers a promising avenue to analyse the problem-solving capacity of contemporary
multi-level political systems (which includes, of course, states, but also collections of states
and arrangements in which private networks co-produce public services). Executive
politics complements the broader literature interested in ‘the state’ and ‘the market’ by
emphasising the formal and informal institutions that shape the behaviour and resources
of actors within the executive, and it also allows for a shift in focus to the prerequisites
of particular modes of intervention (Lodge and Wegrich, 2012a).
To illustrate how a focus on executive politics can contribute to the study of ‘the state’,

the article first considers how the contemporary setting links to those discussions that
shaped crisis and capacity discussions in the 1970s. Second, it questions whether the age
of ‘governance’ has come to the rescue, and not just to the kind of challenges raised by
the earlier literature. Third, the article turns to the potential contribution of executive
politics to the study of problem-solving capacity. In conclusion, it returns to the impli-
cations of the age of the depleted state for executive politics.

Crisis of the State in the 1970s
Prior to 2008, observers of democratic capitalism could confidently point to the



of legitimisation crises of ‘late capitalist’ democratic systems, or of ‘government overload’
and malfunctioning democratic institutions (Finer, 1975; King, 1975), were seen to have
missed important transformative capacities in which state power could be reconstituted
or ‘recycled’ (see Hay, 1999).
By 2012, the world has come to look very different. As predicted by those accounts

which pointed to the inevitable contradictions between capitalism and democracy, the
need to address a major economic crisis has led to political crises. Political systems
encountered crises of confidence as expressed in the continued, if not growing, attrac-
tiveness of ‘anti-politics’ parties and the rise of supposedly ‘technocratic’ governments,
such as in Greece and Italy. Elsewhere, parties in government faced electoral elimination
as volatile electorates punished those who happened to be in political office (see Mair,
2008). After the benign years of the ‘great moderation’, has the ‘old-new normal’ world
of contradictions in governing returned?
The inherent tensions and contradictions between democracy and capitalism that

emerge from the need to address popular and economic demands require key capacities
and resources. Without wishing to offer an exhaustive account of state theories of an
earlier generation (see Jessop, 1990; O’Connor, 1981), a highly selective reading of earlier
writings on the ‘crisis of the state’ of the 1970s and 1980s points to three key resources
that define the capability of the state, namely legitimisation, organisation and finance.
Turning to legitimisation first, one of the key resources has been the ability of the state

to find a path between contrasting electoral and capitalist demands (see Habermas, 1973).
In order to do so the state needs to legitimise its interventions by pointing to seemingly
inevitable and ‘technocratic’ solutions. However, such a strategy, while reducing contes-
tation, can only be of limited long-term viability. For one, it requires acceptance when
such acceptance might be decreasingly forthcoming, especially if the supposed outputs or
outcomes are not observable (i.e. austerity does not lead to economic growth, just as
demand management did not seem to stimulate growth, but stagflation). Furthermore,
having to apply the same argumentative strategy again and again for ever more interven-
tions in different domains is likely to attract growing criticism, thus increasing legitimi-
sation problems. In short, a strategy that merely relies on output or outcome-oriented
legitimisation is likely to fail given increasing opposition over the lack of input-based
legitimacy.
Second, organisation points to resources required to administer conflicts between and

within domains. It also includes the state’s capacity to change behaviours among actors in
diverse domains (Offe, 1972a). As states are forced to engage in ever more domains, the
state loses its capability to stand apart from or ‘above’ interests that dominate particular



resources. Second, it becomes even more difficult as the available information stretches, if
not overwhelms, information-gathering and information-sifting capacities.
Furthermore, the need to discriminate between those fields worthy or unworthy of

attention creates new sets of winners and losers. These conflicts undermine the state’s
claim to a supposedly ‘technocratic neutrality’ as it is seen to be favouring one set of
interests over others. Such problems may be addressed by relying on corporatist ‘buy-in’
from various parties (Offe, 1983). These strategies might exhaust themselves as these
corporatist arrangements are undermined either by their bias towards business, or by
growing internal opposition towards these pacts.
In addition, the growing demands on managing crises require a particular policy style.
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In sum, the world of governance does indeed represent a somewhat different picture
from the world of the 1970s and 1980s where the primary concern was with the
(supposedly) inevitable crisis of the liberal democratic state in the light of (failing)
economic policy recipes. However, whether the age of governance offers problem-solving
capacity for the challenges of the twenty-first century is a different matter.

The Executive Politics Contribution
A contribution of an executive politics-informed approach is to focus on the contextual
conditions under which the actors within the institutions of governing operate.This section
sets out how the three resources identified earlier affect contemporary executive politics. It



transboundary issues (and thus facing domestic criticism about ‘paying out to undeserving
foreigners’), overcoming the collective action problem of raising international funds for
transboundary concerns that might have asymmetric benefits to select jurisdictions and
people on the one hand, and the calls to ‘concentrate’ funding on those national
‘deserving’ cases on the other, raises issues not just in terms of available resources, but also
in terms of prioritisation.

The Tension between Sustainability and Electoral Politics
As noted, one of the key ‘contradictions’ faced by the democratic state has always been
assumed to lie in the conflict between economic or capitalist and electoral dynamics.The
idea of sustainability defines long-term and non-resource-intensive policy choices and
outcomes not only in economic fields, but also in environmental and social development.
Across these areas, demands have been made to provide for ‘credibility’ through

institutional devices that make political reversal for short-term motives prohibitively costly
(at least, in transaction cost terms). Such constructions can at best be seen as legitimate in
output terms, but become problematic where outputs and outcomes are difficult to
measure, where supposedly ‘technical’ decisions redistribute wealth and where circum-
stances demand a degree of flexibility.Apart from such legitimisation issues, having to deal
with such sustainability-related issues challenges both the organisational coordinative
function of the state and the state’s ability to support particular long-term sustainable
development financially. Thus, the ‘limits of administration’ (Hood, 1976) shape the way
in which political and bureaucratic actors need to address the tension between sustain-
ability and short-term electoral incentives.

The Tension between Self-Governance and Coordination
As suggested, one of the key themes in contemporary governance has been a stress on
‘dispersion’. The view that state activity involves ‘collaboration’ and ‘enforced self-
regulation’ rather than direct ‘hierarchical’ state activity suggests that the state and the
executive have lost their predominant position.The interest in drawing societal actors into
executive action could be interpreted as one further extension of the state’s capability to
employ societal actors for its own purposes. However, an emphasis on collaboration and
‘self-governance’ assumes certain prerequisites (Mayntz, 1987), namely the existence of
supportive legal and financial support structures, and stable private organisations that have
the backing of their members.These two prerequisites are particularly problematic in the
contemporary age; social differentiation means that traditional societal representative
organisations have lost their claim to be representing any wider constituencies (such as
trade unions or churches), while the provision of financial and legal privileges to
particular groups has equally faced challenges, if only because of the lack of financial
resources.The organisational capacity to control or coordinate such a world of fragmented
self-governance is equally challenged. One particular challenge is the diversification of
communication channels which has removed the ability of states to transport easily
communicable ‘at large’ messages, while the emerging fragmented private communication
networks are not just difficult to access, but may be explicitly built on the premise of
rejecting the legitimacy of the state.
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Table 2 summarises this argument. More broadly, the context of depleted resources
raises key issues about different ways in which formal and informal institutions within and
across executive governments operate. An executive politics-oriented research agenda
informed by these issues includes the perennial debates about how to control and hold
accountable dispersed systems of governance (and by what means). Such an agenda
focuses on the way in which particular ideas about ‘good governance’ are accepted and
how they perform, especially also in the context of debates about understandings and
expectations regarding reward, competency and loyalty of political and civil service actors
(Hood and Lodge, 2006; Lodge and Hood, 2012; Meyer-Sahling et al., 2012). Further-
more, it explores the ways in which steering and coordination can overcome inevitable
self-interest among actors (Scharpf, 1972; Wilson, 1990), especially when institutional
behaviours are shaped by blame-avoidance (Hood, 2011) or reputation-conscious strate-
gies (Carpenter, 2010b; Gilad, 2012; Maor, 2010).

Executive Politics and the Depleted State
The notion of the depleted state defines an era in which three essential resources –
legitimacy, organisation and finance – are no longer capable of steering behaviours and
therefore achieving outputs or outcomes. It raises central concerns for the study of
executive politics as it points to the conditions affecting political and bureaucratic life. In
such an age, politics turns out to be highly volatile. Political institutions are confronted by
detachment and disalignment. Those in office are vulnerable to wild electoral swings.
This kind of politics also has implications for the kind of bureaucracy that is likely to

become prominent as in such an age the advice of ‘independent’ agencies and central
banks will be of little political use. Instead, politicians will be keen to surround themselves
with close allies whose loyalty is purely towards the politician in office (for effects of
‘politicisation’ on agency performance, see Lewis, 2012). Blame cannot be shuffled away,
long-term contracts are highly politicised and subject to amendment, and resources to
please constituencies or otherwise ‘stabilise’ the economy and society are limited. In
addition, given this lack of resources, this age of the depleted state is likely to see a
predominance of private interests, especially in areas of traditional state activity, namely
security and welfare. Such extension in private (privatised) activities raises issues about
accountability and oversight (Lodge and Wegrich, 2012b, pp. 294–5). Furthermore, as
these private interests, which include corporations and alternative social organisations,
compete for and select (and exclude) members, this age of the depleted state can arguably
turn into a highly volatile world of unaccountable and volatile balances of power, in
which any individual’s private sphere is no longer clearly demarcated from the public
sphere as protections against intrusions into individuals’ privacy can no longer be policed.
In this world of the depleted state, executive power no longer exists; it does not have the
legitimacy, organisation or finance to control and hold to account.
When linked to the earlier crisis of the state literature, the notion of the depleted state

offers considerable scope for informing debates regarding executive politics. It moves
beyond a focus on how ‘states’ are (un)able to deal with financial markets and turns
attention towards the structural resources and constraints that shape the way in which
executives are confronted by and address challenges posed by legitimisation as well as
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organisational and financial resources. The field of executive politics does so by empha-
sising the importance of perennial challenges that affect governing capacity, for example
the way in which politics and bureaucracy interact, or the prerequisites and operation of
particular policy interventions. It further contributes to discussions regarding capacity
through its sensitivity towards side-effects and unintended consequences in any form of
social organisation.
In conclusion, the implications of an age of the depleted state require extrapolating

existing trends and considering their impact on existing ways in which political parties
organise and compete, governments form and collapse, politicians interact with bureauc-
racies, and political and bureaucratic interventions affect wider societal developments.The
study of executive politics investigates how actors within institutional settings address
these challenges, which arguments rise and fall to justify interventions and how the
mutual demands and expectations placed on politicians, bureaucrats and the wider politi-
cal system develop.Thinking about the depleted state draws attention to the challenges of
problem solving in the context of perennial debates in the field of political science and
public administration, and thereby offers a more informed contribution to debates
regarding the future of governing.
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