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Research Question: How discourse of political agency has shaped the implementation of 

structural adjustment programs in the Greek and Irish cases? 

Abstract 

The objective of this paper is to compare responses towards implementation of austerity in 

two crises-hit countries by focusing on the political agency. This paper adopts a discursive 

institutionalist framework and it analyzes discourses of the two governments and political 

parties. I aim to explain how policy actors have reacted to structural adjustment programs to 

detect their narrative positions. Communication among policy actors has occurred with 

divergent forms in two countries. While political agency in Greece have remained reluctant 

towards reform and supported status quo by adopting anti-austerity, external blaming 

discourse, Irish political agency has adopted pro-reform, internal blaming discourse. The 

characteristics of policy actors‟ narrative positions at communicative and coordinative level 

have contributed shaping the reform process. These either increased or limited reforms‟ 

legitimacy, have led to political polarization and determined the level of resistance against 

austerity in the two countries. Due to time limitations, this paper limits to focus on years 

between 2009 until 2012 to examine the period before and after the signing of the adjustment 

programs (Irish program ended in 2013, Greece signed second one in 2012). 

Introduction 

Since 2010, Greece has been the most unsettled case of crisis and austerity in Europe. 

Greece has been considered as the failure case of austerity in European periphery. The 

structural adjustment programs followed by the Greek governments have not been enough to 

pull Greece out of the crisis. On the contrary, they have deteriorated the economic crisis by 

causing severe consequences and therewith the crisis has expanded to the social and political 

realms. Austerity in the Irish case however, has been considered as successful example of 

implementation of structural adjustment programs which ended in 2013. Ireland had been able 
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to pursue structural reforms without popular resistance from society as was in the case of 

Greece and Irish economy has showed a degree of recovery.  

The objective of this paper is to compare responses towards implementation of 

austerity in two crises-hit countries by focusing on the political agency. This paper adopts a 

discursive institutionalist framework and it analyzes discourses of the two governments and 

political parties. I aim to explain how policy actors have reacted to structural adjustment 

programs to detect their narrative positions. Communication among policy actors has 

occurred with divergent forms in two countries. The characteristics of policy actors‟ narrative 

positions at communicative and coordinative level have contributed shaping the reform 

process. Overall, I examine how discourse of political agency has shaped the implementation 

of austerity policies in the case of Greek and Irish crisis. The paper is divided into five main 

sections. This paper begins by short background information of crisis and austerity in the two 

countries. It will then go on to methodology and data collection section of the paper. The third 

section introduces theoretical framework of this paper by reviewing the discursive 

institutionalist theory. The last section discusses how political agency has responded to 

austerity by comparing the two countries. 

1-Crisis and Austerity in Greece and Ireland 

As illustrated by Karyotis and Gerodimos (2015: 2), “Greece found itself at the 

epicenter of this global crisis”. Greece had the worst economic indicators in Europe right 

before the initial burst of the crisis. Combined with imposed austerity measures and inability 

to make reform, Greek political system with its idiosyncrasies had made Greece a worst case 

scenario in the Europe. The economic crisis had turned into a massive social and political 

unrest that the country came to a brink of Grexit in 2015 (Tsebelis 2016). Tsarouhas (2012) 

argues that, the origins of the Greek crisis are political which are embedded in unsuccessfully 

made public policy reforms that the country has failed to embrace economic modernization. 

As crisis intensified, Greek policy makers and the entire Greek society were polarized around 

pro-austerity and anti-austerity camps (Pappas & O‟Malley 2014: 1593). 

From 2001 and until the crisis Greece had average growth rate of 4.2% of GDP and 

the decline in interest rates in post-EMU membership led the country to borrow capital from 

financial markets (Pappas 2014: 72). However, Greece produced little of competitive value 

for the world markets and entrepreneurship was restricted by “a large bureaucratic monster” 

which sustained the bi-party system since 1980s. It had artificially preserved healthy growth 
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rates with the help of a construction boom when hosting the 2004 Olympic Games (Tsarouhas 

2012: 87-88). The collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008 revealed the lightly regulated 

financial sector. The subprime mortgage failure and the pressure of the market sector brought 

neoliberal orthodoxy under fire (Tsarouhas 2012: 83). As the global financial collapse spread 

throughout the world, the newly elected PASOK government under the leadership of George 

Papandreou announced in 2009 that the public sector debt was calculated as 115.1% of GDP. 

This started up huge tension in European markets. 

Although the Greek government introduced austerity measures in March 2010 and a 

tax reform in April, these could not reassure the markets. In May 2010, the troika (IMF, ECB, 

and EC) issued a €110 billion loan to the Greek government on condition that extreme 

austerity measures to be implemented (Karyotis & Gerodimos 2015: 3).  A second loan 

agreement of €130 billion was subsequently agreed by Greek government and the troika in 

2011.  This added to austerity measures which further increased cuts in salaries and public 

spending (Karyotis & Gerodimos 2015: 3). These two bailout packages with harsh fiscal and 

economic adjustment measures caused a massive deterioration in Greek living standards. A 

series of pension and benefit cuts, salary reductions, redundancies and tax increases has 

affected many citizens (Vasilopoulou et al 2014: 388). Greece was affected by the crisis 

harsher than Portugal, Spain or any other EU country. The Greek economy has shrunk by 

26% since 2010 (Kutlay 2015). By 2012, the unemployment rate had reached 26% with a 

youth unemployment rate of a record 58%. 

Until the crises, Ireland was considered as an example for triumph of the neoliberal 

model and referred as the „Celtic Tiger‟ (Powell 2003). Ireland had shown important level of 

growth rates in 1990‟s which distinguish the country from southern European economies 

(Nicholls 2013: 99). Economic crisis in Ireland was mainly financial that financial market 

deregulation and property bubble burst paved the way for eruption of public debt (Nicholls 

2013: 99). In late 2010, Ireland agreed to implement structural reforms under the €85bn 

bailout program of the troika. Although Ireland has gone through painful experiences in its 

social-political environment like Greece, the country has been presented successful case of 

implementation of austerity measures. Between 2007 and 2011, the gross debt to GDP ratio 

increased to 106.4% from 24.8% and the government deficit rose from 0.1% to 13.4% of 

GDP. Likewise the unemployment rate was 6.4% in 2008, reached about to 15% in 2012 

(Murphy 2014, 135). The neoliberal trajectory has been dominant that the reform narrative 

that favors fiscal consolidation had been mostly adopted by Irish political actors in the 
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country including business, media and political parties (Murphy 2014: 137). Ireland became 

able to end its three years austerity program that it demonstrated noteworthy growth rates and 

recovery in contrast with Greece
1
. The country has become the “poster child for austerity 

politics” (Pappas & O‟Malley 2014: 2; Dellepiane-Avellaneda & Hardiman 2015: 197). 

2-Methodology and Data Collection 

This paper will employ qualitative case study analysis. By comparing two cases, I aim 

to have a detailed understanding of the causal relationship. Ireland and Greece are particularly 

interesting comparative cases for study due to several reasons. They are the long-time 

members of the EU and both countries are considered as European periphery. The two 

countries present interesting cases to compare since they represent extreme cases of the 

austerity experience of the European periphery as one being worse and the other is the 

successful. On the one hand, Greece and Ireland share several cultural and historical 

similarities.  They had long colonization experiences by their neighboring powers and had 

lived civil wars (Pappas & O‟Malley 2014: 11). Both countries has been characterized by 

robust middle classes and conservative components affected by the Orthodox Church in 

Greece and Roman Catholic Church in Ireland (Pappas & O‟Malley 2014: 11). 

On the other hand, two countries have differences in their institutional and socio-

economic structures (Papadopoulos 2014: 2). Ireland has a strong social partnership tradition 

and cooperative political culture whereas Greece has adversarial social relations and prevalent 

protest culture (Antoniades 2009). Ireland conceptualized as a typical Liberal Market 

Economy (LME) (Hall & Gingerich 2009: 453), whereas Greece has shown characteristics of 

a Mediterranean economy (Featherstone and Papadimitrou 2008). Moreover, Greece 

conceptualized as Mediterranean welfare state model (Papadapoulos 2014: 7) and Ireland as 

the Liberal/Anglo-Saxon type of welfare state (Arts & Gelissen 2002). That is, they have 

historically very different path dependencies in their political economic development. To 

examine how political agency responded to crisis and austerity by framing them in divergent 

manner in the two cases would be enriching in terms of research.   

To examine my research puzzle, I will conduct content analysis of various sources in 

order to gain insights into political actors with use of Nvivo. Data is collected from 

                                                           
1
 See more on http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/bf86aaf2-38ee-11e4-a53b-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3aOLHefUu  , 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/sep/18/ireland-economy-growth-european-union and see more on 

http://business.financialpost.com/news/economy/why-greece-cant-match-irelands-recovery-success  

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/bf86aaf2-38ee-11e4-a53b-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3aOLHefUu
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/sep/18/ireland-economy-growth-european-union
http://business.financialpost.com/news/economy/why-greece-cant-match-irelands-recovery-success
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governments‟ official webpages in the two countries to examine narratives of the core 

political actors. Furthermore, I gathered data from national and international newspapers to 

analyze divergent responses of political agency. Due to time and word restrictions, this paper 

limits to focus on years between 2009 and 2012 to examine the period before and after the 

signing of the adjustment programs. 

 3-Theoretical Framework: 

Institutionalist approaches have become popular since the late 1980‟s (Hall and Taylor 

1996). There is a body of literature that recognizes the importance of institutions to explain 

changes and continuities in policy making. Institutionalism deals with variety of state and 

societal institutions that shape relations of political actors with other power groups by 

defining their interests (Steinmo and Thelen 1992, p.2). Institutions might include “the rules 

of electoral competition, the structure of party systems, the relations among various branches 

of government, and the structure and organization of economic actors like trade unions” 

(Steinmo and Thelen 1992, p.2). My analysis utilizes literature of discursive institutionalism 

(DI) which is a recent addition to new institutionalism (Schmidt 2002; 2008; 2010; 2014; 

Carstensen & Schmidt 2015; Widmaier 2015). Schmidt sees HI “as an umbrella concept for 

the vast number of approaches that deal with the substantive content of ideas, as well as the 

interactive processes of discourse, all of which take place in specific and pre-defined 

institutional contexts” (Schmidt 2012, pp. 707-708). DI suggests that, discursive processes are 

beneficial to unravel “why some ideas become the policies, programs, and philosophies that 

dominate political reality while others do not” (Schmidt 2008, p.309). DI assumes that 

discourse is divided as coordinative and communicative (Schmidt 2008, p.310). While 

coordinative discourse covers the broader policy actors who are engaging with development 

of policy ideas (Schmidt 2010, p.3), communicative discourse covers variety of political 

actors who deals with “formulation, modification and elaboration of ideas to persuade the 

public” (Schmidt 2002, p.171). Ideas that shape discourse come in various forms: frames, 

narratives, stories, memories (Schmidt 2014, p.191). In the Irish case, both coordinative and 

communicative discourses have been complementary that made reforms possible to adopt. On 

the contrary in Greece, political agency failed to adopt coherent discourse in a way that 

reforms became hard to be implemented (Tsarouhas 2015). 

This presents the need for examining the role played by domestic political actors. DI 

suggests that change happen through ideas and discursive interaction (Schmidt 2010, p.5). As 
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stated, “how ideas are generated among policy actors and diffused to the public by political 

actors through discourse is key to explain institutional change” (Schmidt 2011, p.55). 

Communication among policy actors has occurred with different forms in two countries. 

While political agency in Greece have remained reluctant towards reform and failed to break 

up status quo by adopting anti-reform, external blaming discourse, Irish political agency has 

adopted pro-reform, internal blaming discourse in harmonious way. These either increased or 

limited reforms‟ legitimacy and determined the level of resistance against austerity. 

Regarding these, I analyze discourse of the two countries‟ political agency (mainly 

governments) towards austerity that led to divergent outcomes in the two cases. 

4-Preliminary Analysis:  

Discourse of Political Agency Responding Austerity 

Since the onset of the crisis, political agency (governments in particular) in both 

countries had maintained a distant position towards a prospective rescue plans with harsh 

conditions. In both countries, two governments at first had adopted the overall argument that 

bailout cannot be the solution to their problems. Although they had similar stands on those 

issues, governments in Greece and Ireland have reacted to the austerity in different ways 

during the process and the political agency adopted different discursive trajectories in the two. 

By 2009, a recession was already apparent for Greek economy when then Prime 

Minister Kostas Karamanlis called for snap elections (Pappas 2014: 72). Consequently a new 

PASOK government under the leadership of George Papandreou was elected. Soon after, the 

government reported that the earlier announced fiscal data about the government‟s deficit and 

sovereign debt was inaccurate (Karyotis & Gerodimos 2015: 2). The public sector debt was 

calculated as 115.1% of GDP in 2009, and the Greek public deficit level was more than three 

times as high as previously announced data (Hall 2012: 361-362). Before the Greek contagion 

spread across Europe, crisis in Ireland which was mainly financial that financial market 

deregulation and property bubble burst paved the way for eruption of public debt was already 

problematic. 

In the early 2009, Irish government (Conservative Fianna Fail) had continuously 

rejected claims of EU bailout plan for Ireland
2
. Talks between EU and Irish officials on the 

rescue plan for Ireland had intensified over time. However Irish political agency adopted an 

accommodating discourse towards a possible rescue plan. Then Taoiseach (PM) Brian Cowen 
                                                           
2
 http://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/cowen-rejects-claim-of-eu-bailout-plan-for-ireland-1.727305  

http://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/cowen-rejects-claim-of-eu-bailout-plan-for-ireland-1.727305
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stated that there was no dictation from the EU regarding the terms of the bailout. Thus he 

stated "there are sensible, precautionary discussions taking place at the moment. We're 

working collaboratively with people. I don't think we should see this as a threatening 

situation."
3
 Moreover then Minister of Finance Brian Lenihan stated “the Government will 

accept European Union support if the banking crisis is too big for Ireland to fix on its own. 

Europe stood „shoulder to shoulder‟ with Ireland and that the ECB was „fully behind‟ the Irish 

banking system”
4
. Although the government had resisted to the rescue plan, discourse of the 

Irish political agency was cooperative from the start having a pro-reform leanings. In 

November 2010, Ireland agreed to implement structural reforms under the €85bn bailout 

program of the troika. The government welcomed the agreement and supported its necessity. 

According to official statement from the government,  

The programme will address the budgetary challenges of the Irish economy in a 

decisive manner on the basis of the ambitious budgetary adjustment and 

comprehensive structural reforms… Given the underlying strengths of the Irish 

economy, decisive implementation of the programme should allow a return to a 

robust and sustainable growth, safeguarding the economic and social position of the 

people of Ireland
5
. 

In a similar vein Minister of Finance Leninan stated: 

We need a properly functioning banking system for this country. As I have 

indicated in the past we need to shift to a banking system commensurate with the 

economy but one that is strong and capable of meeting our needs. That has been the 

overriding objective of all our efforts since this crisis began two years ago. I 

believe the considerable funds provided by this programme, will enable us to bring 

this crisis to an end and to secure the future of the Irish banking system so that it 

can play its full role in supporting the development of this country
6
. 

Those statements above demonstrate how Irish government was successful to frame reforms 

as legitimate and essential for Irish economy. The austerity has not been faced with prolonged 

                                                           
3
 http://www.irishtimes.com/news/eu-imf-to-commence-talks-on-rescue-plan-for-ireland-1.867418 

4
 http://www.irishtimes.com/news/eu-imf-to-commence-talks-on-rescue-plan-for-ireland-1.867418, see also 

http://www.irishtimes.com/news/irish-application-for-imf-eu-rescue-package-approved-1.867647  
5
http://www.taoiseach.ie/eng/News/Archives/2010/Government_Press_Releases_2010/Government_Statement_.

html, see also http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/22/business/global/22debt.html?emc=na  
6
 http://www.finance.gov.ie/news-centre/speeches/former-ministers/statement-minister-finance-brian-lenihan-td-

euimf-programme  

http://www.irishtimes.com/news/eu-imf-to-commence-talks-on-rescue-plan-for-ireland-1.867418
http://www.irishtimes.com/news/irish-application-for-imf-eu-rescue-package-approved-1.867647
http://www.taoiseach.ie/eng/News/Archives/2010/Government_Press_Releases_2010/Government_Statement_.html
http://www.taoiseach.ie/eng/News/Archives/2010/Government_Press_Releases_2010/Government_Statement_.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/22/business/global/22debt.html?emc=na
http://www.finance.gov.ie/news-centre/speeches/former-ministers/statement-minister-finance-brian-lenihan-td-euimf-programme
http://www.finance.gov.ie/news-centre/speeches/former-ministers/statement-minister-finance-brian-lenihan-td-euimf-programme
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unrest from society although short timeframe of the structural adjustment program was 

criticized
7
. The Irish electorates maintain their support for the traditional parties that promised 

to implement Neoliberal agenda. The reform discourse has been strong historically along 

political agency that enabled unified stance towards fiscal consolidation. Irish political agency 

therefore had remained committed to the program after 2010 as well. 

In March 2010, Greek government (Center left PASOK) announced austerity 

measures since the country could not calm down financial markets that it can cut out its 

deficit and pay the debts. The government was setting the scene for the measures beforehand. 

This had already led to anti-austerity unrest from various actors such as the labor unions
8
. 

Moreover, the Greek political agency was divided over the measures that created 

inconsistency on the reforms. Some in the Cabinet were anxious about the social unrest that 

reforms would lead
9
. The crisis mismanagement was apparent from the beginning that the 

government failed to consider the severity of the crisis. For instance Deputy Prime Minister 

Theodoros Pangalos and Economy Minister Louka Katseli reportedly advised Papandreou 

against the implementation of “socially unfair” measures
10

. Another example can be 

Parliamentary spokesperson Papoutsis‟ accusation to Deputy Minister of Economy Sahinidis 

of adopting right wing ideologies (Tsarouhas 2015: 190). Split in the party prevented 

consensus over the policies. Therefore discourse of the political agency had not been clear and 

coherent which led to delay to announcement of first set of measures. 

Then Greek PM Papandreou maintained pro-EU discourse showing commitment to the 

EU community and the Euro
11

. Papandreou continuously stated that Greece does not seek a 

bailout and does not ask for money. He referred problems facing Greece as “battle” and 

stated: “In this battle we have many allies.  There are those who recognize that international 

markets need rules and regulations, and those who want Europe and the Eurozone to play an 

enhanced role of stability and development”
12

. However Papandreou‟s discourse was not 

representing the unified government narrative as conflicting voices were profound within the 

                                                           
7
 http://www.ictu.ie/november27/dontstandidlyby.html  

8
 http://www.ekathimerini.com/67224/article/ekathimerini/news/pm-sets-scene-for-painful-measures,  

http://www.ekathimerini.com/67314/article/ekathimerini/news/pm-stands-firm-as-strikes-called  
9
 http://www.ekathimerini.com/67249/article/ekathimerini/news/cabinet-split-over-economic-measures, see more 

on  http://www.ekathimerini.com/67745/article/ekathimerini/news/internal-disquiet-unsettles-pasok  
10

 http://www.ekathimerini.com/67249/article/ekathimerini/news/cabinet-split-over-economic-measures  
11

 http://primeminister.gr/english/2010/03/18/special-committee-on-the-financial-economic-and-social-crisis/ 
12

 http://primeminister.gr/english/2010/03/22/the-stability-and-development-programme-pre-agenda-discussion-

in-the-house-prime-ministers-speech/ 

http://www.ictu.ie/november27/dontstandidlyby.html
http://www.ekathimerini.com/67224/article/ekathimerini/news/pm-sets-scene-for-painful-measures
http://www.ekathimerini.com/67314/article/ekathimerini/news/pm-stands-firm-as-strikes-called
http://www.ekathimerini.com/67249/article/ekathimerini/news/cabinet-split-over-economic-measures
http://www.ekathimerini.com/67745/article/ekathimerini/news/internal-disquiet-unsettles-pasok
http://www.ekathimerini.com/67249/article/ekathimerini/news/cabinet-split-over-economic-measures
http://primeminister.gr/english/2010/03/18/special-committee-on-the-financial-economic-and-social-crisis/
http://primeminister.gr/english/2010/03/22/the-stability-and-development-programme-pre-agenda-discussion-in-the-house-prime-ministers-speech/
http://primeminister.gr/english/2010/03/22/the-stability-and-development-programme-pre-agenda-discussion-in-the-house-prime-ministers-speech/
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government. In May 2010, the troika (IMF, ECB, and EC) issued a €110 billion loan to the 

Greek government. Greece's Prime Minister George Papandreou addressed parliamentarians: 

I know that with the decisions today our citizens must suffer greater sacrifices.  The 

alternative however would be catastrophe and greater suffering for us all.   This is 

why we have decided not to yield one step.  This is not a pleasant decision for me 

or for anybody.  We are here however to take the correct decisions for our country.  

This was and is our responsibility… Critics and even our well-intentioned friends 

say: „There will be political fallout.  PASOK is turning its back on its policies.  

You will only see one term of office‟. My answer is: PASOK always has a red line 

– the interest of our nation and nothing else. I have said it and I will say it again – I 

have never sought to come to power for power‟s sake, only to contribute.  I stake 

nothing by sacrifices, my only interest is when I hand over that I will have done 

what is right and for us to create together a different and much better Greece.  That 

is why I will take whatever decision is necessary
13

. 

Such a discourse from the Prime Minister had prevented to convince the society towards 

necessity for reform and change. The notion of swallowing the bitter pill of reform for 

economic and political stability could not been reflected to the public. In June 2011, Greece 

admits that it needs another bailout to avoid default and a second loan agreement of €130 

billion was subsequently agreed by Greek government and the troika in July after the cabinet 

reshuffle. With the cabinet reshuffle, finance minister was replaced by Evangelos Venizelos 

who not only until recently was Papandreou's political rival, but also a traditionalist politician 

opposed to memorandum
14

. In November 2011, Papandreou resigned and technocratic 

government shortly took care of the government. By May 2012 elections, we see the dramatic 

decline of established party: PASOK which has hugely lost votes since then. Breakdown of 

PASOK can be explained with brand dilution of its left wing identity and its failure to 

persuade public about legitimacy of the reforms. 

In the Greek case, political agency‟s incoherent narrative to overcome crisis had 

prevented successful implementation of reforms which continue over the last 7 years. 

Communication between political actors on policy choices has not been in consistent logic. 

This restrained communication with the society as well as the social partners to convince and 

get popular support for the reforms. As mentioned above, discursive interaction of the Greek 

political agency had often romanticized and dramatized the crisis and the reform process.  

They have emphasized heroism and patriotism framing reforms as a battle for the sake of 

                                                           
13

 http://primeminister.gr/english/2010/05/02/meeting-of-cabinet-prime-ministers-speech/ 
14

 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/jun/19/greek-debt-crisis-papandreou-emergency 

 

http://primeminister.gr/english/2010/05/02/meeting-of-cabinet-prime-ministers-speech/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/jun/19/greek-debt-crisis-papandreou-emergency
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salvation of the country. Moreover political agency in Greece had looked for a scapegoat 

rather than giving confident message to public. These contributed anxiety within the country 

and constrained implementation of the reforms. On the contrary in Irish case, political agency 

had managed to adopt unified discourse to implement set of policies demanded by its 

creditors. Their discursive interaction had been persuasive in promoting public acceptance of 

the reforms. Accommodating discourse and coherence between the political actors had 

promoted confidence over the policies and had legitimized those policy choices. 

Conclusion: 

This paper explains divergent discourse of the political agency within discursive 

institutionalist framework by comparing Greek and Irish cases. I argue that new 

institutionalism is relevant to explain when comparing austerity experiences of the two 

countries. Divergent responses to austerity can be explained by discursive political processes 

during the crises. The findings of this research provide insights for understanding the role of 

agency and their narratives in policy making. The Greek and Irish cases demonstrate the 

importance of role of discourse in legitimizing ideas. More research is needed to better 

understand the role of wider political actors (parties, industrial actors etc.) in discursive 

processes during the crisis. 
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