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Abstract
There is increasing interest in the role of narratives in policy-making, as evidenced by the 
consolidation of the Narrative Policy Framework, a theory of the policy process whose 
overall aim is to explain how policy narratives influence policy outcomes. However, 
with the focus on only policy narratives, there is a risk of underestimating the relation-
ship between the policy dynamics in a specific subsystem and the pursuit of consent in 
the political arena. To attract more scholarly attention to this relationship, this paper dis-
tinguishes between two types of narratives—the political narrative and the policy narra-
tive. It focuses on how political leaders address the trade-off between the content of their 
political and policy narratives, not only adding analytical and theoretical leverage to the 
Narrative Policy Framework but also providing a fine-grained comprehension of the mul-
tilayered dynamics of narratives in politics. Our main assumption is that political leaders 
continuously address relationships and the eventual trade-off between their political narra-
tives (the stories through which they shape the preferences of public opinion by proposing 
their general political vision) and their policy narratives (the stories they tell to shape the 
policy process and its outputs). The way leaders decide between these trade-offs can make 
a significant difference in terms of political and policy outputs. We test this assumption 
with a comparison of the use of narratives by the same political leader in labour and educa-
tion policies in Italy.
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Introduction

In contemporary democracies, political leaders deploy political, financial and relational 
resources as well as ideational and communicative resources to incorporate their preferred 
policy solutions into a piece of legislation (t’Hart & Rhodes, 2014; Bennister, 2016). In 
other words, the use of policy narratives by political leaders is crucial to the achievement 
of policy success, defined here as the adoption of a preferred policy solution into law or in 
a decision regarded as a tangible policy output. At the same time, the policy narratives of 
political leaders do not originate from nowhere. These narratives bear policy content, and 
at the same time, they are strictly linked to the more general political narrative through 
which these leaders shape the preferences of the public by telling a story that shows who 
they are, what their values and goals are, and why they are better than others at delivering 
what the people what (Shenhav2006; Grube, 2012). It is well known that in the age of per-
sonalisation of politics and political leadership (McAllister, 2007), the political narratives 
of political leaders are pivotal for obtaining and maintaining popular support over time. 
Thus, political leaders must address the following two problems when constructing effec-
tive policy narratives:

1. They should carefully consider the coherence between their political narratives and their 
policy narratives (and thus between their political and policy goals).

2. They should adapt their policy narratives to the characteristics of the policy subsystem, 
with its typical constellations of actors and ideas that enter the public debate, to increase 
their chance of success (McBeth et al., 2014; Shanahan et al., 2011, 2013; Stauffer & 
Kuenzler, 2021), even if this contrasts with their political narrative.

To analyse these two intrinsic problems of political leaders, this paper focuses on the 
political and policy narratives of a political leader aimed at promoting policy reforms 
(broadly intended as a set of policy solutions that are not in line with the status quo) in 
two different policy sectors in Italy—labour policies and education policies. The political 
leader engaged in both processes is Mr. Matteo Renzi, President of the Council of Minis-
ters (from February 2014 to December 2016). Mr. Renzi is called “the scrapper”1 in Italian 
politics, known for a political narrative based on the radical blaming of the “old” political 
class and for his determination to pursue reform (Piattoni, 2016). Renzi’s labour market 
and school reforms were formulated, discussed, and adopted between March 2014 and July 
2015. The former, the so-called Jobs Act (JA), was adopted without significant modifica-
tions to the main policy solutions proposed by the political leader and represented “a struc-
tural change” in the status quo (Sacchi, 2018). In contrast, the latter, the so-called Buona 
Scuola (Good School Reform Act—GS), represents a political defeat in terms of the policy 
preferences of the leader and, most importantly, in terms of the loss of political consent 
(Capano & Terenzi, 2019). This paper investigates why Renzi was more successful with the 
JA than the GS by examining his political and policy narratives.

Our main argument is that a leader’s political narrative may affect the whole policy pro-
cess, and thus, leaders should find a trade-off and seek overall coherence between the plot 
of their political narratives (whose aim is to reach and maintain high political consent) and 
the plot of their policy narratives (where the aim is to achieve the preferred policy outputs 

1 See for example: https:// www. bbc. com/ news/ world- europe- 25265 945.

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-25265945
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of either policy stability or change). This balance can be very demanding: on the one hand, 
the political leader needs to maintain a certain coherence between his or her political and 
policy narratives to sustain credibility; on the other hand, the policy narratives must be 
built on the characteristics of the policy subsystem (in terms of belief systems and the 
cohesiveness of competing coalitions) to achieve successful reform outputs. Thus, political 
leaders can design successful policy narratives if they are capable of strategically differen-
tiating their narratives according to the characteristics of the related policy subsystem. In 
doing so, however, they must consider whether and how much the adopted policy narrative 
can diverge from their political narrative.

This emphasis on political leaders and the trade-offs between political and policy narra-
tives enables this paper to improve the analytical capacities of the narrative policy frame-
work (NPF)—the most comprehensive framework for the theoretical and empirical study 
of the influence of narratives in the policy process (Jones & McBeth, 2010; Jones et al., 
2014; Shanahan et al., 2011, 2013, 2017; Stauffer & Kuenzler, 2021). On the one hand, the 
focus on the political and policy narratives of political leaders represents value added for 
the NPF, as it allows us to uncover the role of political leaders and their strategic framing 
of policy narratives (Jones, 2018; Jones & McBeth, 2020) as well as the importance of the 
narrator in the reception of the policy narratives by the public (Lybecker et al., 2022). On 
the other hand, the comparison between different policy sectors allows us to better under-
stand how different narrative components are assembled in light of different types of poli-
cies, actors and subsystem characteristics (Kuenzler, 2021; Kuhlmann & Blum, 2021).

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows: In the next section, we draw on the 
NPF and on political leadership to develop a theoretical framework based on the distinction 
between political and policy narratives and some expectations of the use of narratives by 
political leaders. In the third section, the research design, data sources and coding of the 
narratives are described. Section “One political narrative and two reforms, of which only 
one was successful” presents the political narrative of the leader as well as the content of 
the two relevant reforms. In Section “Findings”, the expectations are tested by comparing 
evidence on the different narrative elements. The final sections offer a discussion of the 
findings and some concluding remarks.

Narrative policy framework and political leaders: the challenge 
of shaping policy subsystems

The NPF offers researchers theoretical and operational instruments to detect the influence 
of narratives in the policy process (Shanahan et al., 2018) by developing a comprehensive 
framework that uncovers policy process dynamics in light of the competition between dif-
ferent groups of actors, building upon the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) (Shanahan 
et al., 2011). The NPF defines policy narratives as story devices featuring at least one char-
acter—in terms of victims, heroes, and villains but also allies and opponents (Shanahan 
et al., 2017)—and containing some public policy referent, such as the moral of the story 
(i.e. a statement concerning policy problems that anticipate the preferred policy solutions) 
(Shanahan et al., 2013, p. 457). The combination of these elements results in typical plots 
(i.e. story devices that link characters, settings, causal mechanisms and policy solutions) 
that resonate with a common setting (evidence and institutions regarding the specific pol-
icy problem) (Shanahan et  al., 2013, p.  459). Along with these narrative elements, the 
NPF contends that policy narratives are bounded by different policy beliefs (intended as 
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a set of values and beliefs that orient a group or a coalition); at the same time, the NPF 
acknowledges the strategic orientation of actors who develop different narrative strategies 
(i.e. arguments that aim to influence the policy process to either expand or contain a coali-
tion by manipulating the perception of the costs and benefits of the policy solutions) (Shan-
ahan et al., 2013, p. 458). The NPF further conceptualises different types of strategies to 
expand the scope of the conflict, to assign responsibility and blame for the policy problem, 
to identify the opposing narrator and/or actor in the opposition coalition as a villain (the 
so-called devil shift), or to depict the narrator himself/herself as a hero (the so-called angel 
shift) (Shanahan et  al., 2017, p. 178). These narrative strategies—issue containment or 
expansion and angel or devil shifts—are intended to reshuffle coalitional dynamics, either 
maintaining the status quo or mobilising new actors outside the policy subsystem to gain 
more political support for the preferred policy solution of a coalition or of a single agent 
inside it, such as a political leader.

The NPF across levels of analysis: the interaction between the micro and the meso

The NPF builds on different theories in public policy and behavioural and communica-
tion studies to theorise how policy narratives affect policy change. The framework does 
so by clarifying the existence of different levels for the analysis of the narratives, from the 
individual level (micro) to the level of groups and coalitions (meso) and the level of the 
political system (macro). For each level of analysis, the NPF highlights numerous testablē 
hypotheses that address how actors both produce and react to the content of a narrative 
(Jones et al., 2014; Shanahan et al., 2017). In so doing, the NPF assumes that narratives are 
socially constructed as vehicles of values and emotions and that actors act purposefully to 
achieve policy change by crafting tailored narratives and, eventually, by shifting from their 
preferred narrative for strategic purposes(Jones et al., 2014; Lybecker et al., 2013; McBeth 
et al., 2016).

The NPF proposes that narratives are likely to impact individual preferences, percep-
tions of risks and opinions. In other words, the NPF hypothesises that the portrayal of NPF 
characters influences individual opinions more than the presentation of technical informa-
tion (McBeth et al., 2014). By studying the case of a highly contested policy field, such as 
that of charter schools in the US, Ertas shows that as narrative congruence and issue famil-
iarity increase, an individual is more persuaded (Ertas, 2015, p.  430). However, the NPF 
recognises the importance of communication and focuses on how stakeholders craft differ-
ent messages in their preferred way of appealing to the wider public to be more persuasive 
and to deal with intractable policy issues (McBeth et al., 2016). Recent NPF applications 
have shown that the perception of the credibility of the narrator and the image of the narra-
tor are keys to understanding policy support (Lybecker et al., 2022, pp.  94–95).

This strategic attitude of the narrators has consequences on the meso-level of analysis. 
Building on the ACF, the NPF proposes that coalitions designate the narrative elements 
(characters, plot, morals) that elucidate their policy reality and are strategic in designing a 
narrative that either reflects their policy beliefs or opts for more instrumental goals. This 
strategic orientation of coalitions (and of actors therein) shows that narratives are strategi-
cally constructed for the purpose of influencing the individual policy preferences of deci-
sion-makers, stakeholders, or the public. Following this line of reasoning, the NPF tests 
some hypotheses related to how narratives are constructed and how congruence across a 
coalition’s policy narratives is related to policy success (Jones et  al., 2014, pp. 16–17). 
First, groups or individuals inside a coalition will use narrative elements to expand or 
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contain policy issues to increase the size of their coalition (McBeth et al., 2007). Second, 
groups will heuristically employ policy narratives to manipulate the composition of politi-
cal (not policy) coalitions for their strategic benefit (Jones & McBeth, 2010). Third, coali-
tions with policy narratives that contain higher levels of coalitional glue (in terms of coali-
tional stability, strength, and intracoalitional cohesion) are more likely to influence policy 
outcomes (Shanahan et al., 2011, 2013).

Therefore, individuals and coalitions should consider the characteristics of the advocacy 
coalitions and of the policy subsystem more in general and be strategic in eventually shift-
ing their narratives away from their preferred policy narratives or their general worldviews 
to be coherent with the policy options and beliefs of the target populations (Kirkpatrick & 
Stoutenborough, 2018).

At the same time, the NPF does not explicitly address what happens when an individual 
or a group sticks to the same narrative across policy subsystems with different coalitional 
glue (in terms of stability, strength or internal cohesion) or even what happens when the 
general worldview of the narrator is in contrast to the dominant views in a policy subsys-
tem. Moreover, the NPF does not explicitly focus on the fact that the content of a narrative 
can be not only policy-related but also connected to a more general narrative—a political 
one. In other words, the NPF has not yet reflected on the impact that the political world-
views and beliefs of individual narrators may have on policy narratives and on their suc-
cess in adopting the preferred policy solution.2

The need for a focus on political narratives

While very fine-grained, the NPF does not directly consider whether or how a political 
dimension exists in linking together different policy narratives and, consequently, does not 
consider the roles and narrative strategies of political leaders when they are committed 
to pursuing coalitional reshuffling and policy change. This gap is relevant because politi-
cal leaders are becoming increasingly important in personalised politics (Masciulli et al., 
2009; Nye, 2008; Rahat & Kenig, 2018). Prime ministers engage in public debate with one 
clear purpose: to gain public support for both their own political preferences and their own 
policy solutions. At the same time, they use not only material resources and power but also 
ideational and discursive resources to gain support for their policy solutions (Stiller, 2009) 
while speaking to a wider audience of advocates for a policy subsystem. Furthermore, pol-
icy-making (and related policy narratives) does not develop in a vacuum but is embedded 
in a specific political context in which what political leaders say  should be taken into seri-
ous consideration, especially when they directly promote policy solutions.

Thus, there is a need to include political leaders in the NPF to increase its analytical 
capacity and to reason about the different types of narratives that political leaders enact. In 
other words, while the NPF considers policy narratives to be the core of the policy process 
and assumes that political leaders are relevant actors, there is no significant consideration 
of cases in which political leaders base their actions on a specific political narrative that 
could be their fundamental resource for designing policy narratives.

Then, there is the theoretical point of distinguishing the concept of policy narrative from 
that of political narrative. NPF scholars have clarified this distinction, although they have 

2 A summary of the established NPF concepts and definition, with the addition of the categories related to 
political narratives, external and internal legitimation is available in “Appendix 1”.
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not built upon it. In fact, Shanahan et al. (2011), in a foundational piece of the framework, 
clarify that while “political narratives are persuasive stories for some political end (e.g. 
to win an election), a policy narrative has a setting, a plot, characters (hero, villain, and 
victim) and is disseminated towards a preferred policy outcome (the moral of the story)” 
(p. 539). They also point to the existence of different political narrative strategies that are 
aimed at either expanding or containing the policy subsystem while addressing ideological 
issues and identities that may hamper or facilitate policy learning across coalitions (Shana-
han et  al., 2011, p. 541). At the same time, recent NPF studies highlight how currently, 
in the US, each political party has “radically different narratives about politics” (Jones & 
McBeth, 2020, p.  8) and how politicians may be constrained by their own worldviews and 
values in building their stories (McBeth et al., 2017). Therefore, in the NPF, there is an 
awareness that there are at least two different types of narratives: one is the policy narra-
tive, which is committed to achieving a policy result, while the other is the political narra-
tive, which aims to achieve some political end that is usually represented by maintaining or 
increasing political consensus for the leader and his or her party. It then emerges that, from 
the perspective of political leaders, they can act on at least two types of narratives.

Thus, there is a need to deepen the concept of political narrative to make the distinc-
tion clearer and more analytically relevant. In other words, there is a need to understand 
whether policy narratives, i.e. those stories that “are created by policy actors to help 
advance their policy goals” (McBeth and Lybecker, 2018, 888), are independent of more 
general political ideas that political actors hold and that are contingently constructed or 
have a relationship with a higher level of narrative. The two-tier conception of political 
narrative proposed by Grube helps to clarify the distinction: “Political narratives oper-
ate at two distinct levels, although the relationship between them is by no means clearly 
established. At the first level, every political leader and government consciously or uncon-
sciously promulgates a meta narrative—an all-encompassing story about what their gov-
ernment stands for. Its breadth covers the litany of individual policies that make up the 
everyday work of government. At the second level, each major policy announcement has 
linked with it a narrative of its own—commensurate with the meta-narrative—but more 
specific in its rationale for a particular policy. It is a story that explains why a new law or 
policy is necessary.” (Grube, 2012, p.  569). This two-tier conceptualisation of narratives is 
very helpful because it underscores that there is a distinction between narratives according 
to their content and those who act on them. While this distinction is useful, we consider 
that the labelling is misleading. By building on this distinction, then, we assume that politi-
cal leaders hold and act in different types of narratives that are distinguishable according to 
their target and content. Thus,

• Political narratives are “grand” stories that political leaders tell directly to the public 
and the electorate. Through these narratives, political leaders shape the preferences 
of public opinion by telling a story in which they propose a political vision, relevant 
political goals and how they will perform better than others in leading policies towards 
reaching the proposed political ends. Through political narratives, leaders try to shape 
the polity attaching it to a collective cause by emphasising the relation between the 
narrator (the leader) and the public. The primary goal of political narratives is political 
consensus.

• Policy narratives are those specific stories that political leaders tell to find support 
for particular policy choices. These types of narratives are focused on the character-
istics of specific policy issues and are, thus, more constrained by the actual configu-
ration of ideas/interest/and institutions in the related policy subsystem. The first tar-
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get of the policy narrative is represented by the stakeholders directly involved in the 
policy field. The primary goal of the policy narrative is to manipulate the advocacy 
coalitions (either for change or stability) and to reach the expected policy effects.

According to this conceptual distinction, it is reasonable to assume that there should 
be a certain coherence between the content of the political narrative (of the general 
vision that the political leader offers about its general political ends and his or her role 
in pursuing them) and the policy narratives that act in the different policy subsystems. 
Thus, we expect that there should be coherence between some components of the politi-
cal narrative (especially in relation to the characters and the morals) and the elements 
of the policy narratives. As narrators, then, political leaders must pay attention to the 
coherence between the general goals and the image they project to the broader audience 
and the policy goals and the image they project in a policy narrative. It is clear that the 
stronger, more assertive, and more heroic the political narrative is, the more relevant 
and compelling this coherence is; in contrast, when the political narrative is more multi-
faceted and loose, the political leader is allowed to be more flexible and autonomous in 
shaping his or her policy narratives.

Based on these theoretical premises, we assume that the focus on the role of political 
leaders and their political and policy narratives can add theoretical scope to the NPF by 
showing whether and how political leaders are constrained by their political narrative when 
they have to persuade different actors in the policy subsystem to support reform initiatives 
(or at least to not oppose them).

We aim to contribute to the NPF by elaborating on the theoretical expectations of how 
political leaders must shape their narratives to be successful. We explore these issues by 
developing some theoretical expectations informed by two broad assumptions (O’Bryan 
et al., 2014) and by testing them through a comparison of two highly contentious policy 
fields (Shanahan et al., 2017, p. 198).

The first assumption is that political leaders express their visions of the world through 
their political narratives and that they must carefully consider the coherence between the 
goals and values embedded in their political narratives and the content of their policy 
narratives.

The second assumption is that the characteristics of the policy subsystem (such as the 
level of openness of the subsystem to external actors or the level of ideational cohesiveness 
of the belief system) matter for the success of the policy narratives.

From these assumptions, we derive our theoretical expectations about how political 
leaders should deal with the policy subsystem and their own political narratives to shape 
successful policy narratives.

An initial expectation relates to the idea that political leaders should adapt their narra-
tives to the main characteristics of the policy subsystem if they want to be successful. In 
so doing, we argue that the strategic leader should carefully assign the characters (i.e. the 
roles of the victims, heroes and villains) in a way that is coherent with the characteristics 
of the policy subsystem (Merry, 2019). NPF studies on environment and water policies 
showed significant differences in the assignment of characters, morals and plots depend-
ing on the audience and on other specific characteristics, including the fragmentation or 
cohesiveness of the coalitions (McBeth et al., 2005, 2016; Shanahan et al., 2013). Simulta-
neously, we hold that policy narratives are also characterised by a political dimension and, 
thus, that political leaders will design their policy narratives according to not only the char-
acteristics of the policy subsystem but also their own political goals and symbols, i.e. their 
political narrative. Accordingly, we formulate the following expectation:
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Expectation 1: Political leaders should adopt different narrative elements in different 
subsystems, yet are constrained by their political narratives in doing this.

The second expectation relates to the problem that leaders face when they want to intro-
duce policy change in closed and cohesive policy subsystems with high coalitional stability 
and cohesive policy beliefs (Shanahan et al., 2011). This type of subsystem can be very 
resistant and very capable of mobilising powerful actors. We assume, then, that in these 
cases, the successful political leader should shape his or her narrative strategies not only 
to expand the conflict outside the subsystem—by seeking the support of external actors, 
such as the general public, as well as of the electorate and powerful international actors, 
as expected by the NPF—but also to secure internal support from powerful actors inside 
the subsystem, thus seeking both internal and external legitimacy as validation devices for 
their favourite policy option (Capano & Lippi, 2018). This also means that leaders should 
be strategic in choosing their policy narrative strategies (Schlaufer et al., 2021) and should 
not, for example, play the devil’s shift against powerful internal actors who might oppose 
the change. In so doing, political leaders must avoid the clashing of political narrative con-
tent with deeply established beliefs and shared practices of groups cemented with coali-
tional glue (in terms of stability, strength and cohesion), producing policy narratives that 
are highly divisive and able to activate powerful opponents. Public school systems in Italy 
represent an example of this type of coalition, where teachers and trade unions are highly 
cohesive in terms of both their stability through time, their defence of democratic and egal-
itarian values, and the cohesiveness of their actions towards families and institutions (Gri-
maldi & Serpieri, 2012). In contrast, the policy subsystem developed around infrastructural 
megaprojects at the local level (Turin) showed a variety of actors and contrasting views 
with a reflection of the variety of argumentations and narratives (Esposito et  al., 2022). 
Accordingly, we present the following expectation:

Expectation 2: To be successful in promoting policy output in highly cohesive sub-
systems, the policy narratives of political leaders should be both capable of expand-
ing the conflict (to attract new supporters and strengthen the external legitimacy) and 
congruent with the belief system of the dominant coalition (to persuade powerful 
actors in the subsystem and to uphold internal legitimacy); however, this could be 
problematic if the leader’s political narrative evokes ideological issues that are incon-
gruent with the political beliefs of the dominant policy coalition.

Research design

This paper conducts a meso-level analysis to understand how a political leader shapes 
narratives while promoting reforms in two different policy sectors in the same period 
(2014–2015). Labour and education policies were selected because they have been the 
subject of major reforms in the last two decades and are two of the most politically rel-
evant and conflictual policy domains in Italy (Capano & Pritoni, 2016). The two reforms 
were described by the leader himself as two engines to restart the country after a period of 
economic and social crisis, which needed to be undertaken in parallel and with urgency.3 

3 See Renzi’s discourse on the formation of his government in front of the Senate, 24 February 2014, p. 11 
of the stenographic minutes.
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Therefore, the logic of comparison follows a similar case comparison method to detect the 
role that the combination of political and policy narratives may have played in explain-
ing the success, or lack thereof, of the reform (Przeworksi & Teune, 1970). In fact, in the 
case of the JA, the policy preferences of the narrator (namely, the flexibilisation of the 
labour market) were adopted without modification in the legislative phase (Sacchi, 2018); 
in contrast, the policy preferences of the leader anticipated at the onset of the GS reform 
on schools (namely, the managerialisation of schools) did not survive the adoption phase 
(Capano & Terenzi, 2019). Therefore, this case selection aimed to show that the strategic 
choices of the political leader related to political and policy narratives may have contrib-
uted to the success of the JA and the defeat of the GS.

Data, sources, and operationalisation of the narratives

For data and sources, this paper reconstructs and qualitatively compares the narratives 
deployed by the protagonist of both reforms (and some of the counternarratives of his 
principal opponents) during the period of the formulation and parliamentary discussion 
(December 2013–September 2015). The narratives are extracted from a database of 200 
newspaper articles for JA and 167 articles for GS. Articles were initially gathered through 
the open archive of one of the main Italian newspapers, La Repubblica. We chose this 
source for the reconstruction of Renzi’s policy narratives for two reasons: first, La Repub-
blica is one of the two main Italian newspapers and is widely considered the leading media 
for centre-left political leaders to communicate with their electorate while hosting numer-
ous op-eds and interventions from stakeholders in labour and schools; and second, this 
newspaper publishes daily articles with the exact declarations of political leaders on differ-
ent occasions (as excerpts of parliamentary speeches, press releases, or even social media 
messages).

The articles on La Repubblica were gathered using the name of the main policy-makers, 
political parties and interest groups plus the conventional name of the reform (either the 
“Jobs Act” or “Buona Scuola”). To identify the narratives as portions of the verbatim dec-
larations of the leaders as quoted in the newspapers, the coding procedure was developed 
following different steps. While one author was the main author responsible for the cod-
ing process, the results of the coding operations were initially cross-checked by the other 
authors to enhance their intercoder reliability (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). The coding pro-
cess entailed the following steps.

(a) Two of the authors separately read 70 articles (20% of the total number of newspaper 
articles) and isolated the verbatim declarations of the narrators quoted in the newspa-
pers (the quotes containing a narrative being the unit of coding).

(b) Two authors autonomously checked whether the sentences identified contained the 
necessary narrative elements (characters + moral of the story) and then computed the 
percent agreement, which is a measure of intercoder reliability that indicates the share 
of sentences judged identically during both authors’ coding process, obtaining a value 
of 95%.

(c) The same two authors then independently applied the NPF research protocol detailed 
by Shanahan et al. in 2018 to isolate the different elements of the narratives (characters 
such as victims, villains, and heroes; morals of the story) and the main content (plots 
and narrative strategies) for all 70 articles. For the narrative strategies, we tried to code 
stories aimed at influencing the size of the coalition in terms of PNF strategies (issue 
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expansion, devil or angel shifts, and causal mechanisms attributing blame) and in terms 
of internal or external legitimacy as new categories. The two coding processes were 
then compared, leading to an agreement of 89%.

(d) After the narratives on which there were disagreements were revised, only one author 
carried out the coding process for all the remaining newspaper articles, whereas the 
other author ultimately checked a final sample of 10% of the articles.

These operations produced a database of Renzi’s declarations, codified into 152 rows for 
JA and 148 rows for GS.4 The subsequent analysis of the database was done qualitatively 
by the three authors, isolating the relevant portions of the text with filters related to the 
main policy actors, their narrative elements and the policy instrument for the two reforms.

Finally, Renzi’s political narrative was reconstructed using secondary and primary 
sources. We used the work of Ventura (2015), which focuses on the political style of Renzi 
by gathering the text of the major political declarations (as contained in different newspa-
per articles, speeches in Parliament, TV shows, and public interviews) made by the prime 
minister during his tenure. To triangulate with the declarations contained in Ventura (2015) 
and thus to check for different media outlets, as recommended by the NPF (Shanahan et al., 
2018, 341; McBeth et  al., 2005), we finally conducted a qualitative analysis of Renzi’s 
political narratives in his three main parliamentary speeches.5

One political narrative and two reforms, of which only one 
was successful

In this section, we first reconstruct a picture of Renzi’s political narrative and the process 
that led to his success with the JA and his defeat with the GS before presenting evidence 
in Sect. "Findings" on the role his political and policy narratives played in these reforms.

The political narrative of the “scrapper”

Renzi’s political narrative is quite simple: there is one paramount hero, the leader who is 
here to rescue the country (the victim) from all those who are always against change—the 
political, economic, social, and cultural establishment (the villains). The hero must also be 
a narrator: “The prime minister is one who tells a story. If he is not capable then everything 
is useless (….) We tell a story. The story of a country that can handle [everything]”.6 The 
hero is here to finally drive towards real policy change: “It has been about thirty years that 
we have been doing only cultural debate; it is time to make decisions”,7 and “you cannot 
improve social equity by conferences, only thanks to governmental choices”.8 Finally, the 
hero has so many enemies (strong powers), from unions to national associations of firms 

4 Nevertheless, during the coding process, the narratives of others key policy actors have been analysed, for 
a total of 624 rows for the JA database and 595 rows for the GS database.
5 One speech to obtain the vote of confidence from the Senate on 24 February 2014 and two other pro-
grammatic speeches to the Chamber of Deputies and to the Senate on 16 September 2014.
6 Retrieved from the interview contained in L’Espresso, 06/03/2015.
7 Retrieved from La Stampa, 25/07/2014.
8 Retrieved from La Repubblica, 20/04/2014.
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and industries, from small political parties to judges, and from journalists to academics 
(Ventura, 2015). All these enemies want to stay in the “swamp”.9

Thus, Renzi’s political narrative is based on the idea of a rupture with the past (Salvati, 
2016) and on a strong “us against them” rhetoric, implying that to rescue the country from 
the swamp, it is necessary to make the decision processes and the practice of concerta-
tion with interest groups more efficient: “I think that the veto powers of small groups have 
damaged our country. The veto powers have blocked any change to reform the country… 
We can hear everyone, but the time has come that everybody does their own job”.10 Thus, 
Renzi’s political narrative directly implies a decisional style based on disintermediation 
(Piattoni, 2016) that he will try to apply in all policy narratives he adopts to trigger policy 
change. Therefore, the main goals and values of Renzi’s political narratives are to break 
with the past, to listen to the “real” country and not to the “experts” and “insiders”, to 
make decisions quickly and without wasting time and to skip the intermediation of the 
unions. Indeed, disintermediation emerged as a typical trait of Renzi’s leadership (Salvati, 
2016; Ventura, 2015). Table 1 summarises the main elements and components of the politi-
cal narrative of this leader.

9 Retrieved from Il Corriere della Sera, 04/05/2014.
10 Renzi’s words during the popular Italian TV show “Otto e mezzo” 27/10/2014.

Table 1  The political narratives of the prime minister

Political narrative Type of narra-
tive component

Source

We must have the courage to say that there is a spell to break. Italy is 
like Sleeping Beauty who needs to be awakened!

Plot La Repubblica 
(26/10/2014)

Italy urgently needs to get out of the crisis that makes it a rusty, bogged-
down country chained by an asphyxiating bureaucracy. Today, voting 
for this government means proposing a brave and innovative vision, 
trying to go against the grain

Plot La Repubblica 
(24/02/2014)

Italians have been mocked for thirty years. We will put an end to this 
situation

Characters 
(Hero)

La Stampa 
(25/07/2014)

In a democratic system, those authorised to make decisions are not dic-
tators. Not making any decisions is a betrayal of democracy. A traitor 
is exactly the one who wastes time without allowing Italy to make 
the necessary reforms. My cabinet was born to change Italy, not to be 
satisfied with what there is now

Characters 
(Hero)

Avvenire 
(24/03/2015)

While others will hold conferences on how much I am a “foreign pope”, 
we will change Italy

Characters 
(Hero)

La Repubblica 
(08/06/2014)

How many years have they been trying to do it? How many govern-
ments have fallen without the country reaching the result that we have 
achieved?

Characters 
(Hero)

Corriere 
della sera 
(13/03/2014)

The PD has been a bulwark for the populist drift thanks to the choice 
to implement the reforms that have been expected for years but which 
other governments stopped and got bogged down in. Institutional 
and constitutional reforms are the symbol of this battle. There are 
those who just contest the system, and there are those who propose to 
change it: we are this change, [which is both] possible and necessary

Characters 
(Hero)

La Repubblica 
(27/04/2015)
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Table 1  (continued)

Political narrative Type of narra-
tive component

Source

During the past year, we have worked on many dossiers that have been 
stuck in a rut for decades. However, the truth is that Italy is no longer 
blocked in the shallows. 2015 represents a turning point, and this is 
occurring thanks to the courage of this government

Characters 
(Hero)

Corriere 
della sera 
(26/12/2015)

In front of this huge challenge, we need to retrieve the courage, the taste 
and the pleasure to dream bigger than yesterday

Characters 
(Hero)

Senato 
(24/02/2014)

We need to restart and grow […]. Our 1,000 days programmatic plan is 
not a waste of time. [These 1,000 days, ndr] are a way to give effec-
tiveness and strength to a project with breadth, horizon, and vision

Characters 
(Hero)

Camera 
16/09/2014)

We have understood the message of the citizens […]. I do not care 
about the future of a hundred politicians; I’m interested in the future 
of Italian families

Characters (Vil-
lain)

La Stampa 
(07/03/2014)

There is a generation of people who have been telling us for twenty 
years what a left-wing party is by actually not caring about the peo-
ple. My goal is not to make D’Alema happy but [to make] the mother 
who does not have the maternity leave [happy]

Characters (Vil-
lain)

La Repubblica 
(28/09/2014)

The unions protest only because we wrote this financial law without 
consulting them. They must understand that this government does not 
await their mediation: We must run forwards!

Characters (Vil-
lain)

La Repubblica 
(12/03/2014)

It was believed for years that to make laws, one must ask for permis-
sion from the trade unions; we were wrong. The government does not 
write laws by negotiating with unions. Everyone should get back to 
work

Characters (Vil-
lain)

Corriere 
della sera 
(28/10/2014)

I do not ignore anyone, but I’m not afraid of anyone. I must change the 
justice system, the tax system, the infrastructure system […]. Do you 
think I am frightened by some senators who oppose the change?

Characters (Vil-
lain)

Corriere 
della sera 
(25/07/2014)

While the officials, the public executives and the bureaucrats wallow in 
the swamp, Italian families drown. They will not be able to drag me 
into the swamp with them!

Characters (Vil-
lain)

Corriere 
della sera 
(31/04/2014)

The time of getting by is over; getting by is over for the unionist who 
opposes the diminishing of their prerogatives; getting by is over for 
the private managers who think that there is no limitation to their 
salaries… the power of the rents is over

Characters (Vil-
lain)

Senato 
(16/09/2014)

Let us get out of the chorus of lamentation and try to imagine a con-
crete path along which the difference between a dream and goal is a 
date. Let us give ourselves precise and concrete deadlines!

Moral of 
the story 
(addressing a 
political (not 
policy) solu-
tion)

La Repubblica 
(24/02/2014) 
and Senato 
(24/02/2014)

We give ourselves three months, during which we will plan all the 
things that have been unsuccessfully discussed for years. We will try 
to do them, and if we are not able to do them, if I cannot manage to 
do them, I will go home!

Moral of 
the story 
(addressing a 
political (not 
policy) solu-
tion)

Otto ½ 
(04/04/2014)

We must run forwards and work hard; otherwise, everything will get 
stuck, and paralysis will take over

Moral of 
the story 
(addressing a 
political (not 
policy) politi-
cal solution)

La Repubblica 
(15/03/2014)
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Source: Ventura (2015) and minutes of parliamentary speeches to the Camera dei Deputati and to the Sen-
ato della Repubblica Italiana (year 2014)

Political narrative Type of narra-
tive component

Source

If we are in the government, it is not to keep the chair warm and benefit 
ourselves. We are here to change the country because we sought out 
this responsibility. Now, it is time to take ourselves terribly seriously

Moral of 
the story 
(addressing a 
political (not 
policy) solu-
tion)

La Repubblica 
(26/10/2014)

We have listened to the documents developed by the experts, [and] we 
have spent months on papers and paperwork […]. However, now that 
we are close to the end, we must decide and do so quickly because 
Italy needs to change

Moral of 
the story 
(addressing a 
political (not 
policy) solu-
tion)

Corriere 
della sera 
(25/07/2014)

The thesis that inspires us tells us that either we do all the reforms at 
the same time, or we will not accomplish anything. It is risky, but 
great pilots say that whenever everything is under control, that means 
that the plan is running too slowly

Moral of 
the story 
(addressing a 
political (not 
policy) solu-
tion)

Senato 
(16/09/2014)

Table 1  (continued)

Policy outputs and reform process in the JA and GS

Against this political backdrop, the process of the two reforms developed with some inter-
esting differences and similarities. Table  2 summarises the context and outputs of both 
reforms. For the policy change outputs, one of the main novelties in the JA’s “embedded 
flexibilisation” (Picot & Tassinari, 2017) was a change in the rules on dismissal for new 
insertion contracts. The legislation on unfair and unlawful dismissal is contained in Article 
18 of the Italian Statute of Workers regarding the employer’s termination of an employ-
ment relationship without subjectively or objectively justified reasons (Scarano, 2019). 
Article 18 has a strong symbolic meaning in the discourse on employment legislation pro-
tection (EPL). Despite representing a break with the status quo, the most relevant content 
of this reform survived during the parliamentary stage because its opponents experienced 
an internal division not only across political parties (with part of the governing coalition 
and part of the political opposition supporting the reform) but also across the main trade 
unions (with one of the three main unions, the CISL, supporting the reform against the 
other two, the CGIL and the UIL). 

In contrast, law-making for the school reform was less successful, as the two most inno-
vative policy solutions (i.e. the strengthening of the principal’s power to the detriment of 
collegial bodies and the introduction of a merit-based system of evaluation and remuner-
ation for teachers) were progressively lost in the formulation phase (Capano & Terenzi, 
2019, pp. 255–259; Argentin & Barone, 2016, pp. 136–138). Even before the parliamen-
tary discussion, this process rapidly generated strong opposition to the reform among both 
unions and political parties, including a consistent part of the PD, Renzi’s own party. This 
intense opposition significantly softened the original shape of the GS when it was approved 
in July 2015 (law n. 107), despite the presence of an extraordinary plan to recruit 100,000 



246 Policy Sciences (2023) 56:233–265

1 3

temporary teachers, which could have represented a source of political support (Capano 
& Terenzi, 2019, p. 254). In particular, all the unions (with the significant exception of 
the union of principals, the Associazione Nazionale Presidi) fiercely challenged the gov-
ernment’s proposed changes—namely, the increase in school principals’ powers and the 
strengthening of merit-based criteria for teachers’ careers—and the procedural choices 
made by Renzi, namely the lack of involvement of teachers’ unions in public consultation 
(May 2014-November 2014) and in the initial drafting of the law (December 2014-March 
2015). These choices led to the major school strike11 on 5 May 2015 while the parliamen-
tary discussion of the governmental proposal was in progress (Argentin & Barone, 2016, p. 
137). In the same period, important amendments presented by Renzi’s party (and strongly 
supported by the PD minority) cancelled the possibility of the school principal deciding 
autonomously12 on the educational content of each school plan for educational activities 
(POF, piano dell’offerta formativa) and decreased the influence of the school principal 
on the hiring of teachers and on the procedures and criteria for evaluating teachers, and 

Table 2  Policy content in the Jobs Act and in the Good School Reform Act

Source: documental analysis of parliamentary works; press release analysis; (Argentin & Barone, 2016; 
Capano & Lippi, 2018; Capano & Pavan, 2019; Capano & Terenzi, 2019; Pritoni & Sacchi, 2019; Sacchi, 
2018; Sacchi & Roh, 2016)

Jobs Act (JA) Good School Reform Act (GS)

Policy goals Reduction in youth precariousness
Flexibilisation and liberalisation of 

the labour market

Consolidation of schools’ organisational and 
teaching autonomy

Introduction of merit evaluations in teachers’ 
career advancement systems

Reduction in teacher precariousness
Policy instruments Introduction of a new type of 

permanent work insertion con-
tract with lower fiscal costs for 
employers

Modification of normative on 
unlawful dismissal (abolition 
of Article 18 of the Statute of 
Workers)

Strengthening of the principal’s powers
Introduction of a merit-based evaluation 

system linked to teachers’ salary
Recruitment plan for approximately 100,000 

temporary teachers
New training path for becoming teachers

Legislative timeframe From April 2014 to June 2015 From September 2014 to July 2015
Policy outputs 

(according to the 
final adoption of a 
legislative act)

The final legislative text (law n. 
183) is approved in December 
2014 according to the original 
policy proposal. Subsequent leg-
islative interventions implement-
ing the law between December 
2014 and July 2015 reflect 
Renzi’s policy preferences

The final legislative text (law n. 107) is 
approved in July 2015 differs significantly 
from the original policy proposal, particu-
larly with respect to principals’ power and 
the merit-based evaluation system

11 Almost 65% of all teachers and other school personnel participated in the strike (Capano &Terenzi, 
2019, p.259). Many other manifestations were called by the trade unions in the following days, and several 
members of the PD minority intervened in support of the protests, as on the occasion of the public assembly 
at the Pantheon in Rome on 15 May 2015.
12 The main amendment on this issue was presented by the PD’s rapporteur, also on behalf of the PD 
minority (amendment n. 2.2000 of 3/05/2015) and approved by both the Commission and the Chamber of 
Deputies.
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brought the most important decisions in terms of school financing and recruitment back to 
the central ministry and the school regional education authorities.13

While the policy outputs (in terms of adopted legislation) of the reforms were some-
what different in the two cases, most of the variables that potentially affected the results 
were similar. For the context, both reforms enjoyed similar contextual conditions acting 
as favourable external pressures: Italy was still under the conditionality of the European 
Union and the European Central Bank (ECB), which were urging structural reforms (Sac-
chi, 2018; Sacchi & Roh, 2016), while the country was condemned by the European Court 
of Justice for the high proportion of fixed-term jobs in the school system.

Regarding the features of the two policy subsystems (see Table  3), both the labour 
market and education system experienced urgent problems and conflicts but were substan-
tially different in terms of both the number of relevant actors and the ideational cohesive-
ness within the subsystems. While the subsystem of labour policies was quite fragmented 
in terms of policy instruments and policy actors (with a considerable number of interest 
groups and veto points), the subsystem of school policies experimented with stable policy 
solutions, a strongly cohesive belief system, and, most importantly, was dominated by tra-
ditional actors in the school system (trade unions, representing 60% of teachers and minis-
terial bureaucracies). This subsystemic cohesion has been highly relevant and effective in 
its impact on the parliamentary phase. 

For role agency, the protagonist of the policy reform was Renzi himself in both cases. 
Renzi had been the leader of his own party since December 2013 and became prime min-
ister in February 2014 as the head of a composite centre-left governing coalition. From 
spring 2014 to December 2016, his political ability strongly benefitted from the stunning 
electoral victory of his party in the European elections held in May 2014, but he has since 
faced continual internal opposition from his party. A crucial aspect of his political vision 
and style has been the deliberate decision to avoid the intermediation of interests while 
formulating reforms, a so-called disintermediation strategy (Pritoni & Sacchi, 2019). Both 
JA and GS were marked by strong mediatic exposure, identification with the prime minis-
ter and unilateralism in their development (Argentin & Barone, 2016; Galanti & Sacchi, 
2018). In the case of the GS, unilateralism was coupled with the search for direct legit-
imation from citizens; after the public presentation of the first programmatic document, 
Renzi launched a two-month public online consultation (with almost 200,000 participants) 
together with 40 events and approximately 2,000 debates with citizens, families, and teach-
ers, but without unions (Capano & Pavan, 2019). This process was an absolute rupture in 
traditional policy-making in school reforms in Italy, where the intermediation of unions 
has always been crucial (Argentin & Barone, 2016; Capano & Lippi, 2018). Table 3 sum-
marises the characteristics of the subsystems in the two acts and the process and timing 
involved.

13 These changes were approved through a maxi-amendment presented by the PD to the Senate under a 
vote of confidence on 25/06/2015 (maxi-amendment n. 1.9000, with reference to the new commas n. 78—
according to which the principal is no longer responsible for proving the merit of teachers to school man-
agement—and n. 129—which emphasises the collegial composition of the committee for teachers’ evalua-
tion in each school and weakens the influence of the principal over teachers’ careers. All the details related 
to the main changes to the content and the process of the GS reform, from the programmatic document to 
the different parliamentary bills are outlined in “Appendix 2”.
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Table 3  Actors, coalitions and core beliefs in the subsystems in the Jobs Act and the Good School Reform 
Act

Sources: qualitative analysis of La Repubblica articles; (Argentin & Barone, 2016; Capano & Lippi, 2018; 
Capano & Pavan, 2019; Capano & Terenzi, 2019; Pritoni & Sacchi, 2019; Sacchi, 2018; Sacchi & Roh, 
2016)

Labour policies subsystem Education policies subsystem

Stable 
parameters

Coalition government; Strong State interven-
tion in economy; Dominance of public 
education

Coalition government; Strong State intervention 
in economy; Dominance of Public Education

External 
events

Economic crisis and youth unemployment
European Stability Pact and EU recommenda-

tions
PD’s electoral victory at the 2014 EU parlia-

ment election

Economic crisis and youth unemployment
European Stability Pact and EU recommenda-

tions
PD’s electoral victory at the 2014 EU parliament 

election
Policy 

brokers
No brokers detected in the literature Centre-right parties

Policy entre-
preneurs

Renzi Renzi and members of his cabinets

Attributes 
of the 
advocacy 
coalitions

Coalition Pro JA Coalition Against 
JA

Coalition Pro GS Coalition Against GS

Coalition 
actors

Renzi’s cabinet
Labour market expert 

advisors (law, 
economics, political 
science)

Associations of Italian 
industrial employers 
(especially Confin-
dustria)

Centre-right parties
European Commission 

(EC)
European Central Bank 

(ECB)

PD minority
Other academics
Left wing parties
M5S populist party
Trade unions (CGIL, 

UIL, CISL)

Renzi’s cabinet
Parents associations, 

principals, and teach-
ers involved in public 
consultations

EU Court of Justice

PD minority
M5S populist party
Main trade unions 

(CGIL, CISL, UIL) 
and other autonomous 
school unions

Student associations

General citi-
zenship

Electoral consent as a 
resource for Renzi’s 
policy options

Public opinion is gen-
erally not interested 
in school problems; 
public consultation 
is used to create sup-
port for the GS

Deep core 
beliefs

Market-oriented indus-
trial policies

State-oriented indus-
trial policies

Majoritarian politics Consensual politics

Policy core 
beliefs

Flexibilisation of the 
labour market

Disintermediation

Safeguard of fixed-
term contracts

Involvement of the 
trade unions in 
decision-making

Value of public schools
School autonomy
Leadership in school 

boards
Managerialism (includ-

ing teachers’ evalu-
ation and account-
ability)

Value of public schools
School uniformity
Collegialism in school 

boards
Equalitarianism (espe-

cially for teachers’ 
careers and salaries)
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Findings

Table 4 summarises the main narrative elements and components, allowing us to discuss 
the emerging empirical evidence against the expectations proposed in Section “Narrative 
policy framework and political leaders: the challenge of shaping policy subsystems”.

Expectation 1: The political leader should adopt different narrative elements in dif-
ferent subsystems but can be constrained by his or her political narrative in doing so.

A comparative analysis of what type of characters and morals of the story identified by 
Renzi in the two reforms reveals that the political leader basically adopted the same policy 
narrative elements (in terms of characters, morals of the story and plots) for both the labour 
market and school policies. In terms of the characters, Renzi identifies the same catego-
ries of actors as victims, villains and heroes. In both the JA and the GS, the victims are 
the younger generation, defined as precarious young workers in the context of labour and 
defined as students and their families in the context of the schools.

In the JA, the youngest individuals who are left outside the job market are the victims 
of a system that safeguards only the insiders of the job market, namely, the fixed-term 
employees: “The numbers of youth unemployment are hallucinating. That is why the JA 
will be our priority” (Renzi 01/03/2014). At the same time, Renzi identified the former 
political class and the unions that protect only fixed-term employees as villains: “Italy is a 
gridlocked country, and employment is our priority. There is a division between those who 
have rights and those who do not. The unions defend the former” (Renzi, 01/03/2014).

Renzi and his government are represented as heroes in opposition to the unions: “At last, 
politics (i.e. the government—ed.) combat the job precariat and not the precarious work-
ers” (Renzi, 20/12/2014). “Landini (i.e. a unionist leader—ed.) wants to occupy the fabrics, 
and we want to open them” (Renzi, 9/10/2014). In this identification with the heroes of the 
story, we see a clear overlap between Renzi’s political and policy narratives: “The situation 
is dramatic. The solutions of the past failed. We must run forward; the country calls upon 
us” (Renzi 1/4/2014). The idea is that the government was able to “awaken Italy, the sleep-
ing beauty”. Here, Renzi plotted a story of rising where the hero was Renzi himself: “The 
year 2014 was a Copernican revolution: we [the government] have changed the rhythm of 
politics (…). Now, I want to change the mood of Italians who are addicted to mistrust and 
fear. Italy was restarted; in 2015, the challenge was to run forwards” (Renzi, 29/12/2014).

In the GS, the victims are again the country at large as well as young students, “our sons 
and daughters”, and, most importantly, teachers. Teachers are plagued by job precarious-
ness, while students are grouped into “chicken coop classes” that deprive them of their 
educational needs while causing social disruption. “The unavoidable goal of the GS is to 
put teachers into the classes by hiring them to stay and not just for one year. The GS wants 
to defeat the decennial evil of precariousness” (Renzi 4/3/2015); “our aim is not only to 
comfort precarious teachers; we are hiring them because making teachers live in continu-
ous uncertainty damages the pupils” (Renzi 23/02/2015).

The villains are both the state and the (past) governments, which have betrayed society 
by taking away financial resources from the schools and trade unions, which worsened job 
precariousness by blocking the country. “School belongs to the families and to the pupils, 
not to the unions. It is ridiculous to strike against the first government that gives money to 
the teachers and that eliminates job precariousness by a huge hiring plan, never seen before 
in the schools” (Renzi 21/04/2015). The hero in the ongoing confrontation between good 
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Table 4  Examples of Renzi’s narrative elements in the JA and GS

Narrative elements Examples from the JA Examples from the GS

Characters
Victim The figures regarding youth unemploy-

ment are harrowing. That is why the JA 
will be our priority (01/03/2014)

Our aim is not only to comfort precarious 
teachers: we are hiring them because 
making teachers live with continu-
ous uncertainty damages their pupils 
(23/02/2015)

Villain Italy is a gridlocked country, and 
employment is our priority. There is a 
division between those who have rights 
and those who do not. The unions 
defend the former (01/03/2014)

School belongs to families and students, 
not to unions (21/04/2015)

Hero At last, politics (i.e. the government—
ed.) combat the job precariat and not 
the precarious workers (20/12/2014)

We are putting money into the schools: 
the previous governments were cutting it 
(13/05/2015)

moral of the story Article 18 is an ideological totem around 
which you can see the usual subjects 
dancing - who do not worry about real 
issues but only engage in ideological 
discussions (19/12/2015)

The new model for school is the realiza-
tion of the autonomy that remained only 
on paper (13/03/2015)

Plot
Story of decline The situation (of unemployment—ed.) 

is dramatic. The solutions of the past 
failed. We must run forward: the coun-
try calls upon us (1/4/2014)

School is the place where we either change 
the country or remain in the swamp 
(14/05/2015)

Story of rising The year 2014 was a Copernican 
revolution: we [the government] have 
changed the rhythm of politics (…). 
Now, I want to change the mood of 
Italians who are addicted to mis-
trust, to fear. Italy was restarted: in 
2015, the challenge is to run forward 
(29/12/2014)

If we will be able, in the next year, to 
rethink how Italy should invest in school, 
then we will then lay the foundations of 
growth for the next 20 years and provide 
a beautiful educational opportunity for 
our children and families (03/09/2014)

Narrative strategies
Issue expansion Data related to unemployment are dra-

matic. The country is asking us to run 
forward; otherwise, it will be too late. 
We are losing 1,000 jobs every day 
(01/04/2014)

We want to fund schools because school 
is not a cost but an investment for our 
children, for the future of Italy. He 
who loves Italy equally loves school 
(03/09/2014)

Angel shift We are not dealing with the personal des-
tinies of some politicians but with the 
destiny of the entire country, which is 
much more important (03/11/2014)

After many long years in which the 
government has done nothing, I prefer 
to take risks rather than be trapped in a 
swamp (19/04/2015)

Devil shift Where were the unions when the biggest 
injustice of our times came about, that 
between those who hold a job and 
those who don’t? (…) (This hap-
pened—ed.) because (the unions ed.) 
have thought to fight only ideological 
battles and not the problems of the 
people (19/9/2014)

Listening to everyone does not mean 
not doing anything; otherwise, there 
is going to be a paralysis, which is the 
same behaviour that has been blocking 
progress in Italy for 20 years. We will 
not allow this behaviour any longer 
(22/02/2015)



251Policy Sciences (2023) 56:233–265 

1 3

and evil is again Renzi’s government: “We are putting money into the schools: the previous 
governments were cutting it” (Renzi 13/05/2015), and “we want to stop job precariousness 
in schools and the disease of teacher supply. The first goal of our reform is an extraordinary 
plan to hire new teachers” (Renzi 3/09/2015).

This choice is perfectly coherent with the main content of the political narrative that is 
based exactly on a vision that emphasises how the country must overcome the veto powers 
or consolidated vested interest. Renzi’s political narrative clearly identifies the people (or 
large portions of them) as the victim, and the unions, like the political class and the bureau-
cracies, represent an obstacle to change, as restated by him in the speeches to the Parlia-
ment: “After waiting so much time in the last years, now we have finally the last chance to 
settle accounts, and if we lose, it is not a loss of the government, but of Italy as a whole” 
(Camera, 16/09/2014); “The time of getting by is over; getting by is over; is over for the 
unionist who opposes to the diminishing of their prerogatives; getting by is over for the 
private managers who thinks that there is no limitation to their salaries… the power of the 
rentiers is over” (Senato 16/09/2014).

The morals of the story are also similar for both the labour market and school issues. 
There is a perception that fast and decisive action must be taken to make both the job mar-
ket and the school system more dynamic and competitive. Furthermore, there is a percep-
tion that traditional policy instruments constrain the vital forces of both the market and 
society.

In the JA, the problem is identified with the rigidities of the job market, and the solu-
tion to its flexibilisation is to remove outdated policy instruments that distract national 
and international entrepreneurs from investing in and hiring the youngest individuals. For 
example, Article 18 states: “It’s a ‘70 s rule and we are now in 2014. (…) It’s like catching 
a digital camera and trying to insert a roll of film. The Italy of film rolls is over” (Renzi 
26/10/2014). “Article 18 is an ideological totem around which you can see dancing the 
usual subjects who do not worry about real issues but only make ideological discussions” 
(Renzi 19/12/2015). The plot is narrated as a story of rising and is strongly focused on 

Table 4  (continued)

Narrative elements Examples from the JA Examples from the GS

External legiti-
macy* (i.e. nar-
ratives aimed at 
seeking support 
from outside the 
dominant coali-
tion)

We know very well that it is not going 
to be a rule on employment contracts 
that can reverse the negative data 
on unemployment. However, our 
task is to simplify and free firms of 
excessive bureaucracy. We must give 
stability and certainty to employment 
relationships, as Europe asked us to do 
(04/06/2014)

We are making the school reform for our 
kids not to hire 200,000 people, for 
our students not as a social benefit 
(08/06/2015)

The method (i.e. of public consultation—
ed.) is revolutionary since such a spread 
of public consultation has never been 
carried out in Italy. We have dedicated 
all our efforts so that the country can 
rethink the educational model of our 
kids (13/12/2014)

Internal legiti-
macy* (i.e. nar-
ratives aimed at 
seeking support 
from inside the 
dominant coali-
tion)

In Italy, we inherited an apartheid of jobs 
between those who have a permanent 
position and those who do not. The JA 
gives rights to the young and opportu-
nities to new generations (31/03/2015)

We give more money to teachers, and the 
word “merit” is not a swear word: we 
cannot grant the same salary increase 
to everybody. The principle claimed in 
some unions’ demonstrations, based on 
which “nobody can judge me,” can no 
longer be valid (14/05/2015)
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the young unemployed as the main target of the reforms: “Having a job is a constitutional 
right, not Article 18” (Renzi, 29/9/2014).

In the GS, the problem is the bureaucratisation of schools and the teachers’ pre-
cariousness, but the morals of the story describe the solution as the reinforcement of 
schools’ autonomy thanks to the decisive financial investment of the government in edu-
cation for the purpose of hiring teachers, the empowering of principals and the introduc-
tion of a merit-based system for teachers: “The new model for school is the realisation of 
the autonomy that remained only on paper” (Renzi 13/03/2015), and “autonomy means 
removing and deleting the power of ministerial guidelines that are using a bureaucratic 
language, decide the future of our kids and asking schools to open themselves to the 
surrounding environment and cultural realities” (Renzi 13/05/2015).

In the GS, the plot is focused on society at large, families, students and principals. 
Here, the political narrative clearly affects the policy narrative as well: “School is the 
place where we either change the country or remain in the swamp. Italy can be a cul-
tural authority, and now, we have the opportunity to build a future for our children; 
wasting it would be a bad mistake” (Renzi 14/05/2015). While framed as the main vic-
tims in the plot, teachers never become the heroes of the reform. At the same time, the 
plot presents the principals as coaches who reward (or downgrade) teachers, who are 
seen as players—a divisive and negative image of the egalitarian and collegial nature 
of the school system in Italy: “Let’s leave the sheriffs in the western. The principal now 
becomes an educational leader, a person who comes from the school context who puts 
himself/herself at the service of the educational world with instruments and powers that 
allow him or her to finally make decisions” (Renzi 03/04/2015). The metaphor of the 
principal as a leader is coherent with the political narrative of the hero who can save the 
country from the swamp without wasting time, yet it goes strongly against deep-rooted 
beliefs about collegiality in school decision-making.

In sum, Renzi adopted the same narratives in both reforms. He presented the young gen-
erations, the teachers and the country at large as the victims of a dramatic situation. This 
drama was caused by the long-term actions of past governments and of the unions as the 
main villains. Renzi also presented his government as the hero in both instances. The mor-
als of the story pointed to a liberalisation of the job market and to freeing the school system 
from the constraints of the past.

Thus, the leader did not adapt the components of his narratives to the different subsys-
tems. This lack of differentiation was clearly due to the necessity that the leader imple-
ments his breakup political narrative even at the policy level, despite the differences among 
the policy subsystems. Renzi’s political narrative emerged when he talked about JA and 
GS. He declared that his political goal was to break the rules of the past to free the country 
from the swamp of veto powers by both politicians and unions. He also pictured himself as 
the hero who was going to save the young generation and society at large from the chains 
that have been tightened by both the political class and the unions. Regarding the JA, 
Renzi said, “You know why they (the unions—ed.) are blaming us? Because we are tak-
ing power from them. (…) the truth is that we are making a revolution in the country, and 
we are also obliging the unions to change” (Renzi, 4/5/2014), and “I have a problem with 
the unions that engage in politics. They should take better care of those they never cared 
about (the young and the precarious workers—ed.)” (Renzi, 4/11/2014). Regarding the 
GS, he said, “No government has ever made such investments in education. We (…) want 
education, education and education, which in Italian translates to ‘future’” (21/01/2015); 
“after long years where the government has done nothing, I prefer taking risks rather than 
being trapped in a swamp” (Renzi 19/04/2015); and “we are the first government that puts 
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3 billion into the schools (…) if we believe in this reform, then we will change Italy; other-
wise, we are going nowhere” (Renzi 5/5/2015).

In other words, Renzi’s policy narratives were shaped by his political narrative in pre-
senting young unemployed individuals and teachers, students, and families as victims and 
himself as the hero who saved the victims from the unions (the main villains). This coher-
ence between his political and policy narratives was aimed at widening his political con-
sent in the general electorate (Salvati, 2016) and, thus, outside the subsystem.

Expectation 2: To be successful in promoting policy output in highly cohesive sub-
systems, the political leader’s policy narratives should be capable of both expanding 
the conflict (to attract new supporters and strengthen external legitimacy) and being 
congruent with the belief system of the dominant coalition (to persuade powerful 
actors in the subsystem and to uphold internal legitimacy); however, this could be 
problematic if the leader’s political narrative evokes ideological issues that are incon-
gruent with the political beliefs of the dominant policy coalition.

Shaping the narrative strategies according to the context means that the leader must con-
sider subsystem characteristics. In more fragmented subsystems, political leaders should 
craft narrative strategies to expand the scope of conflict and mobilise new actors, thus 
seeking legitimation and support for the reform from the outside of the policy coalition 
or subsystem and considering the impact of relevant events in the external context (such 
as an economic crisis or international pressures). Conversely, in more closed and cohesive 
subsystems, the political leader should both expand the conflict (to attract new participants) 
and avoid the countermobilisation of powerful actors within the dominant coalition, thus 
securing support and legitimation from the inside.

Table  4 shows that Renzi’s policy narrative strategy mainly sought legitimacy out-
side the system of the labour market and school policies by arguing that it is society, the 
younger generation, families, and international actors that seek to eliminate the rigidities of 
the past, to free work and schools from time-wasting vetoes and mediation, as trade unions 
must negotiate with employers, not the government. At the same time, the reforms could 
be designed and approved by directly asking citizens through a public consultation without 
the input of employers’ associations or unions. This strategy is perfectly coherent with the 
pillars of his political narrative and his vision of society and the future of the country. At 
the same time, this narrative strategy clashes with the main actors, with the business-as-
usual approach and with the core policy beliefs of the dominant coalition regarding the 
school system.

In the JA, Renzi first sought only external legitimacy. He used the narrative strategies of 
issue expansion and angel shift to argue that the JA is the only solution to save the country, 
to attract new investments from abroad and to gain credibility (and financial resources) 
from the EU: “Data related to unemployment are dramatic. The country is asking us to 
run; otherwise, it will be too late. We are losing 1000 jobs every day” (Renzi 01/04/2014). 
“We know very well that it is not going to be a rule on employment contracts to reverse the 
negative data on unemployment. However, our task is to simplify and make firms free of 
excessive bureaucracy. We must give stability and certainty to employment relationships, 
as Europe asked us to do” (Renzi 04/06/2014); and, “We are not dealing with the personal 
destinies of some politicians but with the destiny of the entire country, which is much more 
important” (Renzi 03/11/2014).

While pointing towards external legitimacy, Renzi also claimed that reform was needed 
for some categories of actors that were internal to the labour subsystem, thus seeking inter-
nal legitimacy. He suggested that the problem of the Italian job market could not be solved 
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by the state but by the free action of the entrepreneurs in the market—pledging to the 
employers’ associations that, “It is not the regulation that creates the jobs: it is the entrepre-
neur” (Renzi 8/01/2014). At the same time, he sought internal legitimacy for the JA, argu-
ing that the demand for reform comes from young precarious workers who are excluded 
from the safeguards of permanent positions: “In Italy, we inherited an apartheid of jobs, 
between those who have a permanent position and those who have not. The JA gives rights 
to the young and opportunities to the new generations” (Renzi 31/03/2015). “With the JA, 
we recognized the right to work to an entire generation. Things such as ‘paid vacations’ 
and ‘loans’ (to buy their own houses—ed.) enter in the vocabulary of one entire genera-
tion of young people who were excluded from those rights in outrageous ways” (Renzi, 
20/02/2015).

Simultaneously, unions are presented as the devil, being themselves the causes of the 
problem: “Where were the unions when the biggest injustice of our times came about, that 
between those who hold a job and those who don’t? (…) (this happened—ed.) because 
(the unions ed.) have thought to fight only ideological battles and not the problems of the 
people” (Renzi: 19/9/2014). Renzi disregarded social concertation as the usual way of 
developing labour policies “with” the unions. He played a disintermediation game, using 
his narratives to show that the unions were intentionally blocking the country with their 
vetoes: “We are here if unions want to open a discussion. If they want to fuel an argument, 
then they can do it; we can go ahead even without unions. We are available to listen, but 
they should stop such veto power” (Renzi, 06/05/2014).

Renzi also challenged the unions on the grounds of their internal cohesion, being 
aware of the fragmentation in the labour subsystem: “By angering those who contest us 
(the unions—ed.), we make everybody go forwards, in particular, the youth, the industries 
and the temporary workers, even at the cost of displeasing the trade unions or a political 
party minority” (Renzi 22/09/2014). “Our country has been too often blocked by vetoes. 
We would be a much more competitive country today if the reform had been implemented 
when Schroeder and Blair did the same in Germany and the UK. In contrast, Italy had to 
wait until 2015 for its cabinet (to achieve these reforms—ed.). For this reason, we do not 
allow trade unions to block this reformative project. It is legitimated to think differently, 
but it is a duty for us to decide and go forwards” (Renzi 21/11/2014).

In the GS, Renzi initially sought support and legitimacy both internally and externally 
to the school system. His narratives aimed at expanding the conflict outside the system: he 
argued that it was not only European institutions but also Italian society and families who 
were urging the government to act: “If we will be able, in the next year, to rethink how 
Italy should invest in school, then we will then lay the foundations of growth for the next 
20 years and provide an opportunity of educational beauty for our children and families. 
We want to fund schools because school is not a cost but an investment for our children, 
for the future of Italy. He who loves Italy equally loves school” (Renzi 03/09/2014). “The 
school reform we are developing might also not be the best reform in the world. How-
ever, we must change the current situation for the good of the country; we cannot turn 
our backs on it” (Renzi 19/02/2015). “After years of precariousness in school, this is the 
biggest recruitment made by a government of the Republic. In addition, it is not true that 
it is the European Court of Justice that imposed us to do so: we did it ourselves” (Renzi 
13/05/2015).

Initially, Renzi tried to build internal legitimacy by focusing on the teachers, saying 
that the investments in schools made by his government were an amendment to the long 
betrayal of teachers perpetuated by previous governments. At the same time, he tried to 
picture the teachers as autonomous from both the ministerial bureaucracies and the trade 
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unions: “The choice of school autonomy is decisive. This means that schools are not in the 
hands of ministerial regulations and unions but in those of teachers, families, and students 
(Renzi 28/4/2015).

Later, he attacked the teachers too and used narratives that were clearly divisive for the 
values and shared beliefs in the school system. In particular, the policy narrative showed 
that teachers would have to accept an evaluation by principals, an idea that goes against the 
deep-rooted conception of egalitarian careers and salaries for Italian teachers. In Renzi’s 
narratives, teachers should change their attitude from demanding rights to being responsi-
ble: “We have ultimately hired the precarious teachers. This was a right that has not been 
respected for 20 years. Today, after this extraordinary phase, every teacher will know that 
being hired is not only a worker’s right but also a responsibility, a gift, an opportunity” 
(Renzi 21/01/2015). “We give more money to teachers, and the word ‘merit’ is not a swear 
word: we cannot grant the same salary increase to everybody. The principle claimed in 
some unions’ demonstrations, based on which ‘nobody can judge me’, can no longer be 
valid” (Renzi 14/05/2015); and, “We are making the school reform for our kids not to 
hire 200,000 people, for our students not as social benefits (for teachers—ed.)” (Renzi, 
08/06/2015).

The external legitimacy strategy then emerges as predominant in the GS. The narrative 
strategy of external legitimacy presents the need to design reforms away from the ministe-
rial bureaucracies and social concertation and towards society due to an innovative pub-
lic consultation. “The method (of public consultation—ed.) is revolutionary since such a 
spread of public consultation has never been carried out in Italy. We have dedicated all 
our efforts so that the country could rethink the educational model of our kids” (Renzi 
13/12/2014); and “the GS puts the student at the centre: in the long run, this means the nur-
turing of citizens to serve the collective” (Renzi, 12/3/2015).

The external legitimation strategy is nurtured by presenting the trade unions and the 
intermediation practices of the past as evil: “Listening to everyone does not mean to not 
do anything; otherwise, there is going to be paralysis, which is the same behaviour that 
has been blocked in Italy for 20 years. We will not allow this behaviour any longer” (Renzi 
22/02/2015); “previous school minister Giovanni Berlinguer imagined the Italian school as 
the school of autonomy. We are available to listen to unions on everything, but the school 
effectively functions if it belongs to everyone (i.e. not only to the unions—editor’s note). 
We are not willing to stop the quality increase in the Italian school” (Renzi 12/05/2015); 
and, “If the GS is approved, then 100,000 teachers will be permanently hired. If it does 
not pass, then unions will continue to contest, but teachers will still be precarious (Renzi 
03/05/2015).

In sum, Renzi used narratives aimed at expanding the conflict outside both the labour 
and school subsystems to gain external legitimacy. While he nurtured the internal legiti-
macy of the JA by supporting the right of the young generations to have jobs, he strongly 
disregarded the internal legitimacy coming from the unions, which are key actors, espe-
cially inside the school system, where they represent 60% of employees. By playing the 
devil shift towards the unions and the methods of concertation and collegiality, Renzi made 
his policy narratives extremely coherent with his political narratives; he also, however, 
played against deep policy and political beliefs in the school system. This strategic choice 
was much more costly in the GS than in the JA, as it activated the mobilisation of powerful 
actors in the school system.

This asymmetry is also evident in the counternarratives of his opponents. In the case of 
the JA, the narrative of some trade unions showed signs of support and learning in favour 
of the reform, “precarious work is the priority, to fight it we are ready to revise together 



256 Policy Sciences (2023) 56:233–265

1 3

the Article 18” (Cisl 20/09/2014). The main arguments of the opponents pointed mainly 
to the scarce credibility of Renzi as a leftist leader: “Renzi is friend to the strong powers” 
and “this is a regressive measure, a conservative revolution, like with Margaret Thatcher” 
(PD minority, 29/09/2014 and 26/12/2014). Ultimately, they were unable in the end to beat 
Renzi.

In the case of the GS, the narratives of the opponents change from (mildly) supportive 
to increasingly dramatic and negative. “We have asked for similar interventions for a long 
time. They will give more stability to schools as the precariat is not a problem only for the 
teachers” (Flc Cgil 04/09/2014). “(The behaviour of the government) is a lack of respect to 
the school, is only façade talking and propaganda (…) The method is not serious” (Cgil, 
Cisl, Uil, Snasl, Gilda, 12/11/2014); “The proposal of merit-based pay is simply offensive 
for the teachers, and it is a colossal fraud” (Uil and Cgil, 14/02/2015); and, “The proposal 
dramatically accentuates the powers of the school manager by prefiguring a single man in 
command while downsizing the role of the other subjects operating in the system, from col-
legial bodies to individual teachers” (Cgil, Cisl, Uil, Snals-Confsal e Gilda, 04/05/2015).

Discussion: political narratives matter

The in-depth comparison of the two case studies presented above shows two dissimilar 
decisional outputs of two policy reform processes that occurred almost at the same time 
and that were steered by one political leader. Furthermore, the two policy processes were 
characterised by the attempt to introduce large reforms based on solutions that never had 
the chance to be fixed in the governmental agenda. The relevance of the political leader 
and his narratives was first certified by the ability to prioritise solutions that nobody had 
had the willingness or political strength to seriously consider politically viable. From this 
perspective, in both cases, the role of the prime minister was characterised by his effort 
to show himself as an ideational leader (Stiller, 2009) with a political narrative based on 
an apparently strong policy orientation; that is, the leader was there to change things as 
nobody had ever done before.

Given these similarities, why did Renzi succeed in one case and fail in the other? Why 
was the original policy proposal of the Job Act approved by the Parliament while the origi-
nal proposal of the Good School was significantly changed? What does this experience tell 
us in terms of the ability of leaders to use policy narratives to seek policy change?

To answer these questions, the first point to consider is that the political leader 
largely adopted the same policy narratives. The narrator was the hero promising a 
solution to entrenched problems and very often also became an angel. The villains 
were the previous government and, above all, the unions (that often were “devilised”), 
and the victims were the society, as well as individuals in some broad social or pro-
fessional categories, such as the unemployed of the younger generation and unstable 
workers. Another similarity that can be defined as the political dimension of the nar-
rative is the choice of disintermediation as the indispensable procedural condition to 
achieve the policy goals. These similarities have been pursued despite the different 
characteristics of the two policy subsystems; however, if policy narratives are tools 
through which political leaders can shape beliefs and actions in a specific policy 
field (Jones & McBeth, 2010; Stone, 2012; Zahariadis, 2016), then this incoherence 
between the adopted narrative framework and the policy subsystem of application 
is absolutely relevant in showing the potential analytical relevance of the concept of 
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political narrative. In fact, the similarity of the two adopted policy narratives, despite 
the difference between the two subsystems, clearly depends on the will of the political 
leader to exhibit his coherence in implementing the main goals of his political vision. 
This choice (which was required due to the strength of the political narrative) did not 
allow him to adapt the policy narrative to the characteristics of the subsystem, imped-
ing any kind of flexibility.

Thus, this choice can be considered constrained by the necessity of the political leader 
to coherently implement a political narrative that breaks with that of the past based on 
strong personal leadership able to crush all the veto powers with the goal of pursuing the 
collective interest and expanding his political consent beyond the traditional boundaries of 
the Italian left (Salvati, 2016).

Thus, the strategic mistakes made in choosing the same policy narrative do not refer to 
the individual characteristics of the narrators (explained in terms of “superego”) but rather 
to a conscious choice to coherently enforce the pillars of a narrative of political breakup: 
new ideas, new solutions and, above all, a new leadership style. This finding means that 
disintermediation represents a major change with respect to inherited practices (the 
consultation with the public in the case of the GS is clear proof of this). The needs and 
goals of the political narrative were more important than the content of the policy narra-
tives themselves. The narrator wanted to be a political hero more than a policy hero, and 
political change came before a policy change. Most likely, if Renzi had decided to nego-
tiate with the major trade unions concerning the content of his school reform, he would 
have obtained more effective results (for example, exchanging the hiring hire of precari-
ous teachers with the strengthening of the institutional autonomy of schools and a stronger 
managerial role for principals). However, this would have shown continuity in the inherited 
policy and political style, which was exactly the opposite of the goal of his narrative of 
political breakup. What the leader had in mind in choosing the greater coherence between 
his political and policy narratives was the expectation of winning the policy change battle 
with only external legitimation. Furthermore, the leadership style exhibited in his political 
narrative was the typical case of direct (Bass & Valenzi, 1974), strong (Little, 1988), and 
transformative (Burns, 1978) leadership. Thus, the leader had no choice: his political nar-
rative was designed to achieve heresthetic purposes, to reshape the inherited political and 
policy practices and to enlarge his political support. Due to his very demanding political 
narrative, he could not find a compromise on school reform to avoid a significant loss for 
his political narrative.

The pursued coherence between political and policy narratives shown in the analysed 
case of Renzi is very interesting in terms of improving the NPF. In fact, the possibility that 
a political leader, with a certain leadership style mainly interested in enforcing the political 
narrative, even at the cost of losing at the level of policy narrative (although he may have 
won), could contribute to a more effective inclusion of the political dimension in the NPF.

First, the analysed case shows that the political narratives of leaders matter in terms of 
policy narrative dynamics. Ceteris paribus, a leader’s political narrative can predict policy 
outputs and can be considered a driver of the policy narrative battle. Thus, the result of 
the policy narrative cannot be analysed only in terms of policy output (the content of the 
adopted decision) but also in terms of political outcome (in terms of changes in politi-
cal support and legitimation) (Nye, 2008). This possibility, although not applied to politi-
cal leaders, has already been sketched out in the NPF literature. For example, Jones and 
McBeth (2010) hypothesised that “groups will heresthetically employ policy narratives to 
manipulate the composition of political coalitions for their strategic benefit” (p. 346), while 
Gottlieb et al. (2018) showed that narrators use narrative strategies that correspond to the 
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side of the issue they support, regardless of whether they are winning or losing. Thus, the 
fact that narrators are interested not only in obtaining the expected policy output but also 
in obtaining some political rewards has emerged in NPF scholarship, but it has not been 
considered a potentially constant dimension of the framework. Including political leaders 
as one of the fundamental actors of policy narratives also allows us to consider the politi-
cal dimension in which the policy process develops and opens the door to the considera-
tion that in every process, the battle over the narrative can lead to both political and policy 
results.

Second, by including the political narrative in its conceptual tools, the NPF could 
strengthen its systemic perspective of policy-making in different fields by considering how 
political leaders influence policy narratives according to their political narrative. From this 
point of view, for example, to better understand the policy narrative of Donald Trump on 
different policy issues and his propension to invent facts in every policy issue (Jones & 
Mcbeth, 2020), it might be helpful to reconstruct his political narrative, his vision of the 
country and his ability to construct what Gardner (1995) calls a story of identity that draws 
on a story latent in the population, bringing it new attention and adding a twist.

Third, by focusing on the political narrative of political leaders, the NPF could also 
better grasp the political resources of the supporters of the different policy narratives on 
specific issues. In the case examined in this paper, the political leader is the direct promo-
tor of a policy change, and his political narrative is a fundamental driver of the policy pro-
cess. However, there are many policy issues on which the political leader is not a promoter, 
but that could, at a certain point, touch his or her political narrative and push the leader to 
become part of a policy coalition. Administrative and judiciary reforms during the Renzi 
government may be a case in point (Piattoni, 2016).

Finally, while our cases of reform are peculiar, political leaders who promote major 
policy changes are not uncommon. Leaders such as Margaret Thatcher, Tony Blair and 
Barak Obama are strong, transformative leaders with a demanding political narrative (Nye, 
2008). Renzi’s political narrative is also demanding and does not allow him to be pragmati-
cally oriented in designing the related policy narrative based on the characteristics of the 
policy subsystem. In contrast, we expect that when the leadership style is more consulta-
tive, group-oriented and transactional, the political narrative will be less path-breaking and 
assertive, leaving the political leader more room for manoeuvring when designing policy 
narratives.

Conclusions

In this paper, we have focused on the relationships between the political and policy 
narratives of political leaders as potential drivers of policy change. The conceptual 
distinction between political and policy narratives and the focus on political leaders 
is meant to add value to the main assumptions of the NPF, which has not yet given 
enough weight to the strategic role of political leaders as narrators and to the fact that 
they are also bearers of a more general narrative through which they characterise their 
political vision to pursue consensus both in public opinion and at the electoral level. 
The empirical analysis has compared two policy processes led by a political leader 
who, despite deploying the same policy narrative, reached different legislative out-
puts. The main theoretical assumption of the empirical analysis is that while political 
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leaders are expected to design narratives according to the structural and ideational 
characteristics of the involved policy subsystem, this is directly linked to the charac-
teristics of the political narrative. According to the empirical evidence emerging from 
the comparison, the failure of Renzi’s policy narrative to win in one of the two policy 
fields is a consequence of the lack of a tailored design for his narratives, which did not 
take into account the structural and ideational characteristics of one of the policy sub-
systems under investigation.

However, because the internal characteristics of the school policy subsystem are 
well known, the apparent lack of a policy narrative that aligns with them is not neces-
sarily a mistake by the leader; instead, it may be a consequence of a conscious strategy 
embedded in the characteristics of his political narrative. Thus, we have proposed that 
when designing policy narratives, political leaders are necessarily oriented not only 
towards solving policy problems but also towards achieving general political goals. We 
have proposed conceptualising this as a political narrative, that is, a set of basic politi-
cal beliefs, values and goals that political leaders pursue through their political and 
policy actions.

Overall, the focus on political narratives looks very promising for better under-
standing how politics and top politicians act in the theatre of policy narratives and as a 
potentially fruitful analytical tool for grasping whether and how political leaders shape 
the relationships between their political and policy agendas. Indeed, considering the 
current personalisation of politics and the increased role of political leadership, the 
inclusion of the role of leaders’ political narratives (and their logics and trade-offs) is 
indispensable for enlarging the scope and analytical capacity of the narrative turn in 
public policy.

Appendix 1: Narrative policy framework: concepts and definitions

Concept Definition Main references to NPF literature

narrative Story devices that offer a social 
construction of problem defini-
tions through the use of language

McBeth et al. (2005), Shanahan et al. 
(2011)

policy narrative A story with a temporal sequence 
of events, unfolding in a 
plot, populated by moments, 
characters, that culminates in a 
preferred policy outcome (the 
moral of the story)

Jones and McBeth (2010), Shanahan 
et al. (2011)

political narrative A persuasive story for a political 
end; a narrative aimed at gaining 
electoral support, grounded in 
political ideals and usually lack-
ing a policy content

Shanahan et al. (2011, p. 539), 
authors own proposal for a new 
PNF category with a more detailed 
definition

narrative components: The essential elements of a policy 
narrative

Jones and McBeth (2010), Shanahan 
et al. (2011, 2013)

Statement of a problem A stated problem around which the 
policy narrative is constructed

Shanahan et al. (2013)

Characters Actos and participants in a nar-
rative

McBeth et al. (2007)
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Concept Definition Main references to NPF literature

Victim (Character) The entity hurt by a situation or a 
condition

Jones and McBeth (2010), Shanahan 
et al. (2011)

Villain (Character) The entity causing the harming 
situation or condition

Jones and McBeth (2010), Shanahan 
et al. (2011)

Hero (Character) The entity solving the harming situ-
ation or condition

Jones and McBeth (2010), Shanahan 
et al. (2011)

Moral of the Story A policy solution for the specific 
problem

Jones and McBeth (2010), Shanahan 
et al. (2011)

Plot A story device linking the setting, 
the characters, the moral of the 
story, and proposing a causal 
mechanism

Jones and McBeth (2010), Stone 
(2002)

Setting Context, objective facts, practices 
and institutions that structure the 
stage of a narrative

Jones and McBeth (2010)

Causal mechanism A theoretical relationship of cause 
and effect

Shanahan et al. (2013)

policy beliefs A set of values and beliefs that ori-
ent actors inside coalitions. The 
beliefs can relate to policy or to 
political/ideological issues

McBeth et al. (2005), Jones and 
McBeth (2010), Shanahan et al., 
(2011, 2013), McBeth et al. (2014)

narrative strategies: The tactical portrayal and use of 
narrative elements to manipu-
late or control policy-related 
processes

McBeth et al. (2007), McBeth et al. 
(2014)

Issue expansion A strategic story depicting concen-
trated benefits and diffused costs 
that is intended to mobilize new 
participants and expand the scope 
of conflict

McBeth et al. (2007), Shanahan et al. 
(2013)

Issue containment A strategic story depicting concen-
trated costs and diffused benefits 
that is intended to dissuade new 
participants and maintain the 
status quo

McBeth et al. (2007), Shanahan et al. 
(2013)

Devil shift A strategic story exaggerating the 
power of an opponent

Shanahan et al. (2013)

Angel shift A strategic story emphasizing 
the will and commitment of an 
actor/group/coalition to solve the 
problem

Shanahan et al. (2013)

Search for external legitimacy Appeal to the general public or to 
international actors to justify a 
policy option

Authors’ own proposal of a new PNF 
category

Search for internal legitimacy Appeal to the powerful actors 
inside the dominant coalition to 
justify a policy option

Authors’ own proposal of a new PNF 
category
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Appendix 2: the formulation process and the parliamentary discussion̄ 
of the Good School Reform and the relevant changes to the most 
innovative contents promoted by Renzi in his narratives

Date Events and process develoments

6 May 2014 With the activation of two different working groups led by the staff of the Minister’s 
Cabinet and the Presidency of the Council of Ministers, the process of defining the 
programmatic lines for the reform of the Italian education system begins at the Minis-
try of Education, University and Research

3 September 2014 The programmatic document entitled "The Good School—Let’s make the country 
grow" is publicly presented by the President of the Council of Ministers, Matteo 
Renzi, and the Minister of Education, University and Research, Stefania Giannini. It 
contains several proposals, including two innovative ones: a) the leading role of the 
school principal in the definition of the content of the school plan for educational 
activities (a key instrument for increasing school autonomy) and in the management 
of human and financial resources; b) the description of significant changes in teach-
ers’ careers, possibly including the introduction of merit-based criteria for career 
advancement (also in terms of salary) and a central role of the school principal in 
teachers’ evaluation. These two innovations represent a break with the traditional 
Italian school culture, which considers collegiality and seniority as two guiding prin-
ciples of school management. On the other hand, the evaluation of teachers is seen as 
a threat to the democratic principles that characterise public schools. The document 
also proposed a consistent investment in the recruitment of new teachers on fixed-
term contracts to compensate for these and other proposed changes

15 Septem-
ber—15 
November 2014

A public online consultation of schools, head teachers, teachers, students and 
families is opened on the website of the Ministry of Education, Higher Education 
and Research. The consultation covers all the points of the programme document 
presented at the beginning of September. 207,000 people took part (data from the 
Ministry). The public consultation does not directly involve the school unions, fol-
lowing a strategy of disintermediation typical of Renzi’s political style. The lack of 
direct union involvement is seen as another significant break with the past of social 
consultation in the school system. Almost all teachers are union members. The unions 
soon challenge both the disintermediation and the specific policy content of the 
reform. In particular, they have challenged the increased powers of school principals 
and the proposed changes to teacher recruitment and career paths. The minority of 
Renzi’s party, the Partito Democratico (PD), sides with the unions and begins to 
openly oppose these innovative proposals

12 March 2015 The draft law on the Good School is approved by the Council of Ministers. The draft 
law maintains most of the points of the programmatic document, with the significant 
exception of the proposal for a new salary system for teachers, also based on merit 
criteria, thus returning to the principle of a single salary for teachers, which had been 
strongly defended by both the teachers’ unions and the PD minority. The bill also 
includes provisions for a greater role for school principals in the management and 
financing of schools, in the definition of the school’s educational plan and in deci-
sions on teacher evaluation, as well as investment in the recruitment and hiring plan 
for temporary teachers. It is important to emphasise that, according to the literature 
(see the interviews cited in Capano & Terenzi, 2019), the legislative instrument cho-
sen paved the way for giving the Parliament (and the PD minority within it) a central 
role in the discussion and in the whole legislative process. In fact, the legislative 
instrument proposed by the government was not a decree-law (which ties the drafting 
of the law to the executive and speeds up the approval process), but an ordinary bill, 
drafted and discussed in both chambers of the Italian Parliament. Significantly, the 
PD minority was numerous and influential in the group of MPs in both chambers, the 
Chamber of Deputies and the Senate
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Date Events and process develoments

25 March 2015 the bill C.2994 is sent to the VII Commission of the Chamber of Deputies for the first 
round of discussion and amendments; the rapporteur is Maria Coscia, a PD MP and 
chair of the Commission. The rapporteur is also a representative of the PD minority, 
which remains sensitive and active in the protests of the teachers’ unions

2–10 April 2015 the draft law C.2994 is discussed in almost 80 hearings involving all the teachers’ 
unions and the associations representing the different actors in the school system, 
including school principals, pupils, parents and the different types of private schools. 
As a result of the discussion during the hearings, several amendments are then pro-
posed and discussed by the Commission

3 May 2015 A key amendment tabled by the rapporteur (who also represents the PD minority and 
other oppositions within the Commission) is approved by the Commission. The 
amendment n. 2.2000 completely overturns the government’s proposal regarding the 
central role of the school director in the design of the content and in the manage-
ment of the financial and human resources needed for the 3-year plan of educational 
activities (Piano dell’Offerta Formativa, POF), and reaffirms the central role of each 
school’s collegial body of teachers (collegio dei docenti) and of the general school 
council (consiglio di istituto)

5 May 2015 the general strike of the school unions against the draft law on the GS is joined by 
almost 65% of all teachers and other school staff, one of the biggest protests since the 
nineties. On the same day, other important amendments tabled by the rapporteur and 
the PD deputies were approved by the Commission. Amendments 6.2000, 6.0.2000 
and 7.2000 reduce the power of the school director in the management of the budget 
and in the selection and recruitment of teachers, while reaffirming the importance 
of the regional school offices (Uffici Scolastici Regionali) in the planning of human 
resources and of the central ministry in the budget

15 May 2015 several members of the PD minority intervene in support of the protests and spoke pub-
licly against Renzi and the draft law at the public meeting at the Pantheon in Rome

20 May 2015 the amended bill n. C.2994 is approved by the Chamber of Deputies with 316 votes in 
favour and 137 against. Up to 40 deputies representing the PD minority do not take 
part in the vote, clearly signalling their opposition to Renzi

28 May 2015 the amended draft law approved by the Chamber of Deputies begins to be debated in 
the Senate under the code S.1934. In the following days, the unionists intervene at 
several hearings of the Commission. The various proposals for amendments drafted 
by all the Senators are consolidated in the maxi-amendment n. 1.9000. With regard 
to Renzi’s main initial innovative proposals, the maxi-amendment further reduces 
the importance of the headteacher in the teacher evaluation process, which is car-
ried out by a collegial body composed mainly of other internal and external teacher 
representatives (new comma 129). In addition, the principal is no longer responsible 
for ensuring that merit-based criteria are applied to teachers’ careers (new comma 
78). While commenting on the maxi-amendment, the representative of the school 
principals, the Associazione Nazionale Presidi, underlines that the more original 
policy contents (the increase of the powers of the school principals and the introduc-
tion of the merit-based criteria for teachers’ careers) are strongly weakened during the 
parliamentary process and are substantially lost

25 June 2015 In order to ensure the approval of the Maxi amendment and the positive development of 
the bill, the amended bill S.1934 is put to a vote of confidence (which would have led 
to the dismissal of the government if it had not been approved). The bill passes with 
159 votes in favour and 12 against

9 July 2015 the amended bill n. C2994—B is finally approved by the Chamber of Deputies with 
277 positive votes, 173 negative votes and 4 abstentions. Significantly, 39 deputies 
from the PD minority did not take part in the final vote, signalling their opposition in 
line with unionist protests

Sources: process tracing analysis of the Parliamentary discussion of the ordinary draft laws n. C.2994, S. 
1934 and C.2994—B(for this, the authors would like to thank Laura Giovinazzi for research assistance); 
literature about the Good School reform process, in particular Dal Passo and Laurenti, 2017, Capano & 



263Policy Sciences (2023) 56:233–265 

1 3

Terenzi, 2019, Capano & Pavan, 2019, Argentin & Barone, 2016)
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