
Vol.:(0123456789)

Economia Politica
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40888-025-00366-1

ORIGINAL PAPER

Public choice in times of declining democracy

Bruno S. Frey1,2   · Andre Briviba2,3 

Received: 9 May 2023 / Accepted: 9 February 2025 
© The Author(s) 2025

Abstract
A marked decline of democratic institutions and states, as well as the number of 
people living in such countries, has been observed over the recent years. Venezuela, 
Turkey, and even the US, are examples of this trend. Strikingly, we argue, that 
also the importance of Public Choice, analysing the interplay of incentives, insti-
tutions, and politics has decreased, although immensely important for the study of 
democracy and politics. While the decline in democracy is well documented, the 
same is not true for the decline of Public Choice. This paper empirically presents 
the development over time of Public Choice (and related approaches such as Politi-
cal Economics or Constitutional Economics) using several different measurement 
approaches. Scholarly attention to Public Choice increased strongly from the seven-
ties to the beginning of the 21st century and, since then, markedly decreased. Sev-
eral possible reasons for the decline are discussed, such as a sense of exhaustion 
with a particular approach or a new zeitgeist. Several possibilities to overcome the 
paradoxical situation of an area in need of analysis and the fall of a respective ana-
lytical approach, Public Choice, are proposed.
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1 � Democracy and public choice

Two major and paradoxical concerns motivate this paper: The number of demo-
cratic states and the number of people living in such countries, have been in decline 
over the last years. Similarly, the importance of Public Choice has also decreased. 
The first concern has been empirically well documented. For instance, according 
to Our World Data, Herre and Roser (2022) write: “[…] the leading approaches to 
measuring democracy indicate […] that the world has become less democratic in 
recent years. Democracy is in decline, regardless how we measure it.” To cite just 
one other extensive study, the Economist Intelligence Unit (2021) Democracy Index 
based on 167 states and 60 indicators states: “Democracy experienced its biggest 
annual decline since 2010, when the global financial crash led to major setbacks. 
[…] The index fell to its lowest level since the Index began in 2006, and it declined 
for all but one region in the world.” The number of people living in a democracy fell 
from 3.9 billion in 2017 to 2.3 billion in 2021. Examples of particular countries are 
Venezuela, China, Myanmar, Afghanistan and Turkey. Even the United States was 
downranked from “full democracy” to “flawed democracy” as Americans’ trust in 
governmental institutions eroded.

In view of these striking changes in political regimes it is surprising that the 
Public Choice approach today is less prominent than it used to be some years back. 
While one might expect that the erosion of democratic institutions would generate 
renewed academic interest in governance and accountability, democratic backsliding 
imposes constraints that disproportionately affect Public Choice research. Author-
itarian-leaning governments frequently restrict access to politically sensitive data, 
weaken transparency laws, and impose institutional pressures on scholars investigat-
ing rent-seeking, government inefficiencies, and political decision-making. Unlike 
political economy, which can draw on historical and institutional analyses, Public 
Choice relies on transparency in government records and disclosure mechanisms. 
As these sources become increasingly restricted, empirical Public Choice research 
becomes more difficult, reducing its feasibility and impact. Public Choice was insti-
tutionalized in 1963 when James Buchanan and Gordon Tullock founded the Public 
Choice Society, and when in 1966 Tullock established the Public Choice journal 
(initially called Papers in Non-Market Decision-Making). Among the best known 
contributions are Buchanan and Tullock’s (1962) book on constitutional econom-
ics, Olson (1965) on interest groups, Niskanen (1971) on public bureaucracy, and 
Ostrom (1990) on governing the commons.1 The approach gained further attention 
when James Buchanan received the Nobel Prize in economics in 1986, and Elinor 
Ostrom in 2009. Mueller’s (2003) survey of the field extensively documents that 
Public Choice is well suited to study changes in democracy and authoritarianism.

The aim of our paper is to analyse the rise and decline of Public Choice over 
time. To this end, we use the search term “Public Choice” on the database Web of 
Science and citations of important works of Public Choice on Scopus. Additionally, 

1  Important predecessors such as Borda (1781), Condorcet (1785), rediscovered by Black (1948) on 
voting rules; Wicksell (1896/1969) on institutions and unanimity, Arrow (1950) and Sen (1966) on the 
impossibility theorem.
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we analyse different measures of the importance of the academic journal Public 
Choice on Scopus. Finally, we compare the trends of Public Choice to other simi-
lar approaches and analyse the usage of typical concepts related to Public Choice 
on Google Ngram. The empirical analysis shows a clear picture: The importance 
of Public Choice rose strongly until the 2000s, followed by a marked decline until 
today. We provide possible explanations for this development and try to show what 
could be done to make Public Choice more important again.

It might well be argued that the basic idea and approach of Public Choice today is 
applied under different names. “Constitutional Political Economy” or “Conditional 
Economics” is an important part of Public Choice, with Brennan and Buchanan’s 
(1985) book being a leading example. The specific topics of Constitutional Econom-
ics have been discussed by Rowley (2004) and Vanberg (2005). A closely related 
approach to Public Choice is “Political Economics”. Major contributions are Pers-
son and Tabellini (1999, 2002), Alesina (1987), Alesina and Tabellini (1990), Ales-
ina and Rosenthal (1996), Alesina and Spolaore (1997). Its relationship to Public 
Choice is extensively and carefully discussed in Blankart and Koester (2006, with 
many references to the literature). One of the reasons for this division of differ-
ent approaches from Public Choice might be that the Virginia School of Political 
Economy, where Public Choice originated (Mueller, 2012), by some scholars is 
considered to be politically (Constantinescu et  al. 2015) right-wing or neo-liberal 
(Paldam, 1993). Another name used is “Modern Political Economy” (Frey, 1978), 
which is broader than Public Choice and also deals with unorthodox authors such as 
Hirschmann (1970). The term “New Political Economy” is mostly used for Marxist 
approaches, which differ fundamentally from Public Choice. “Political Economy” 
originated in the 18th century moral philosophy with Adam Smith, David Ricardo, 
David Hume, Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, John Stuart Mill as major founders. 
French physiocrats such as François Quesnay and Jacques Turgot proposed similar 
ideas. In Germany, Friedrich List and Karl Marx should be mentioned. The name 
“Political Economy” normally designates what today is called “Economics”; it 
therefore is not considered here as it is not a variant of the Public Choice approach.

The development of subfields within economics has been extensively studied, 
with scholars highlighting the role of individuals and institutional settings (e.g., 
Wagner, 2004). The most extensive empirical analysis has been provided by Claveau 
and Gingras (2016; see  also Truc et  al., 2023). This contribution visualizes the 
development of various economics clusters on the basis of more than 400,000 docu-
ments from the 1950s to 2024. The joint work of Claveau and Gingras (2016), the 
causes for the rise, existence, and decline of specific subfields in economics journals 
are more deeply focused on the period 1956 to 2014.

A central theme in this literature is the increasing specialization and fragmenta-
tion of economic research. Davis (2019) analyzes the centrifugal forces that push 
scholars toward niche areas, leading to fragmentation and a decline in pluralism. A 
decline in pluralism and reinforced disciplinary silos is also observed by D’Ippoliti 
(2020). The author argues that this development negatively affects economic 
research. The History of Economic Ideas is the subject of Marcuzzo (2024) and is 
based on data from 1955 to 2013. The authors emphasize the dynamic nature of 
this subfield such as the increased use of material from archives. Goutsmedt and 
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Truc (2023) track the development of European macroeconomics from 1969 to 
2002. They find that this subfield has been increasingly influenced by research in 
the United States since the 1970s but that one can still observe distinct European 
characteristics. The birth of Public Choice at the University of Virginia by James 
Buchanan and Gordon Tullock and its further development until the beginning of 
the 21st century are documented by Wagner (2004) while Torgler (2022) looks at 
the impact of Public Choice on the area of Law and Economics.

The decline or marginalization of certain research areas is rarely accidental. It 
is shaped by a combination of institutional constraints, shifts in dominant method-
ologies, increasing specialization, changing research incentives, funding biases, and 
intellectual gatekeeping. The growing emphasis on quantitative and technical meth-
ods often sidelines heterodox and interdisciplinary ideas, while academic publishing 
and citation networks reinforce existing hierarchies, limiting the space for alterna-
tive research traditions to thrive.

The case of Public Choice, a once-thriving subfield now facing diminishing influ-
ence, is analyzed with bibliometric markers. The fate of a governance critical eco-
nomic subfield—particularly in an era marked by growing democratic erosion, is 
investigated and reasoned in this paper.

Section 2 presents evidence on the evolution of Public Choice over time, based 
on different measures. In Sect. 3 we provide possible explanations for the decline of 
Public Choice and in Sect. 4 we suggest measures to make the research agenda more 
important again. Section 5 concludes.

2 � Development of the public choice approach

There are various possibilities to analyse the importance of a particular methodo-
logical approach over time. One option is major books devoted to the development 
of a field. In the case of Public Choice, the most prominent is Mueller’s (2003) book 
Public Choice III, and more recently Butler (2012). Collections of articles, such as 
in the Oxford Handbook of Public Choice (Congleton et al., 2018), are also useful, 
especially as they contain introductory essays on the development of the field.

Our approach is empirical. Here again, several possibilities exist. The number of 
publications and the number of citations of Public Choice may be counted. There 
are, however, various problems connected with such an approach. In particular, the 
database may be too short, or only a restricted set of publications are counted (e.g. 
publications and citations in journals are considered while books are excluded).

Citation counts are the backbone of research evaluation and have increasingly 
been used for performance evaluations. Not only on an institutional level, but also 
individual journals are now evaluated on a citation per time frame criterion, the 
impact factor. Though the limits of this metric are well known, it has manifested 
itself as an impactful guideline in academia. One of most fundamental issues is the 
Goodhart’s Law, stating “When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good 
measure”, which becomes more problematic as promotion decisions are increasingly 
based on this metric. In addition, the differentiation of trivial or impactful citations 
is not captured in this approach (Zhang et  al., 2013). The generational effects of 
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citation practices, grant trends, and the Matthew effect are all disregarded and pose 
a limitation to citation count analysis. Scholars engaged in evaluation and biblio-
metric research have been developing methods to circumvent these issues, such as 
co-citation, bibliographic coupling, or network analysis (Zupic & Čater, 2015). The 
citation count context analysis allows, for instance, to differentiate peripheral and 
substantial citations (Hanney et al., 2005).

We choose a simplistic approach to analyse the use of the term “Public Choice” 
in the Web of Science Database because it covers a long period and includes both 
journals and books. Further, we analyse citations to important works of Public 
Choice indexed in Scopus, as this database has a large collection of citations over 
a long period. Finally, we analyse different measures on the impact of the Public 
Choice journal on Scopus. Overall, we investigate Public Choice with the follow-
ing measures to obtain a multifaceted picture: publication counts, relative publica-
tion frequencies, citation counts of seminal books, SJR-scores and citation counts 
to the Journal Public Choice and Ngram developments for major concepts of Pub-
lic Choice. This combined approach promises to mitigate individual constraints. 
We believe that this approach is fruitful in deriving testable propositions for future 
research questioning the development of Public Choice in the context of declining 
democracy.

2.1 � Absolute and relative counts

Figure 1 shows the number of publications over the period 1972 to 2020 in which 
the term “Public Choice” has been used in the two fields of research, political sci-
ence, and economics, based on the Web of Science database.2 Both curves initially 
reveal a strong increase over the whole period, although with some fluctuations, 
stagnating on average in the past decade. The trends of Public Choice in politi-
cal science and economics are very similar. We interpret the absolute number of 
publications within a specialty as a (lagged) indicator of its relevance for scientific 
and societal developments. The relative share of publications within the overall dis-
cipline is rather a proxy for the relevance within the field. This proxy however is 
affected by various aspects such as funding, trends, and different publication delays 
by discipline (Ellison, 2002).

While the overall number of Public Choice related publications visibly increases, 
the picture looks much different when considering it as a share of the total pub-
lications in political science and economics. Figure 2 shows the results for Public 
Choice publications in political science relative to all articles in the field of “politi-
cal science”. The number of publications related to Public Choice increases steadily 
and strongly up to about 2005 and falls strongly afterward. The same figure shows 
the results for “Public Choice” in economics relative to all articles in the field “eco-
nomics”. The contribution of Public Choice in terms of publication frequency to the 
field of economics had a peak in the 1990s. Since then, the relative share of Public 

2  The disciplines “economics” and “political science” align with the Web of Science categories.
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Choice contributions in economics markedly declined until 2020, when it started to 
stabilize.

Overall, the relative measures show a distinct hump-shaped trend of Public 
Choice in both political science and economics. The relative importance of Public 

Fig. 1   Evolution of Search Term ’Public Choice’ in Web of Science

Fig. 2   Evolution of ’Public Choice’ relative to ‘Political Science’ and ’Economics’ in Web of Science
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Choice increases strongly up to about 2005 and has since gone back to the level 
when it was introduced in the 1970s. The curves reveal a somewhat different picture 
for political science compared to economics. In the early stages of Public Choice, 
the field was little represented in political science but increased steadily over time 
until reaching a peak around 2005. The peak is somewhat later than in economics, 
which illustrates the more reluctant and later integration of Public Choice in politi-
cal science.

2.2 � Development of citations of important public choice works

Our second empirical analysis of the development of Public Choice focuses on 
its authors and their important works. We consider citations of important works 
indexed on Scopus. To identify what are “important works in Public Choice” we 
rely on Kurrild-Klitgaard (2018), but only focus on books (not articles). Our set of 
important books contains Buchanan and Tullock (1962), Riker and William (1962), 
Olson (1965), and Ostrom (1990). We analyse citations of those works over time for 
both political science and economics, resulting in two different time series per ana-
lysed book.3 In the following figures, the grey lines represent citations in political 
science, and the black lines citations in economics.

The gradual shift from the prominence of books to the increasing dominance 
of journal articles in academia has been well-documented, largely driven by the 
digitization and enhanced accessibility of scholarly resources. Our analysis, which 
examines the citations of key Public Choice books, must be considered within 
this broader context. A decline in citations of these seminal works does not neces-
sarily signal a reduction in their importance; rather, it reflects a broader trend in 
academia. Consequently, the observed decline in book citations mirrors a shift in 
scholarly communication practices rather than a diminished relevance of these foun-
dational texts. Indeed, many fields within economics would similarly appear to be in 
decline if their impact were assessed based on citations to major books. Moreover, 
as both Cozzens (1985) and Hargens (2000) have shown, earlier citations tend to 
engage more deeply with the methods and findings, while later citations often refer 
to broader knowledge claims.

Figure 3 shows the development of citations to Buchanan and Tullock’s Calculus 
of Consent. Overall, the citations to the book did not increase greatly until the begin-
ning of the new century, when citations took off, reaching a peak in the late 2010s 
and thereafter declining. In its early stages, the book was cited almost as often in 
political science as in economics. From the 1990s, the book is cited slightly more 
often in political science than in economics. The first peak in citations was reached 
around the year 1990 after James M. Buchanan won the Nobel Prize in 1986. The 
lag in increased citations after the Nobel Prize can possibly be explained by the 
duration of the review processes for publishing in academic journals (Ellison, 2002).

3  For economics we take the category “Economics, Econometrics and Finance”. For political science we 
take the category “Social Science”, which does not include psychology. This means, however, that this 
category includes more than political science.
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Figure  4 shows the development of the citations to William Riker’s Theory of 
Political Coalitions. In the early stages, his work was mostly cited by other political 
scientists. In political science, citations seem to have reached a peak at around 2010. 
In economics, the book seems not to be much cited, and citations only grew slightly 
starting from the early 2000s. Riker died in 1993; thereafter citations to his book 
started to greatly increase though they fell after the late 2010s.

Figure 5 shows the citations to Mancur Olson’s Logic of Collective Action. Over-
all, a gradual increase until the early 2010s can be observed. Thereafter, citations 
do not grow anymore and slightly decrease. Across all stages, the book was most 
cited by political scientists. Starting from around the year 2000, political scientists 
increasingly started to take up the book. While the book was cited less often by 
economists, there was still an increase in citations up to the 2010s

Finally, Fig. 6 shows the citations to Elinor Ostrom’s Governing the Commons. 
Overall, citations increased over time, most strongly after the year 2000. Citations to 
Ostrom by political scientists are continuously larger than by economists. Citations 
from both disciplines grew strongly, reaching a peak in the late 2010s. Afterwards, 
citations are slightly decreasing, especially in political science. An increase in cita-
tions in all categories can be seen in 2010/2011, which is likely due to her winning 
the Nobel Prize in 2009.

It should be mentioned that all founders of Public Choice discussed so far are 
no longer living. Olson died in 1998, then in rapid sequence Niskanen, Ostrom, 
Buchanan, and Tullock (in the years 2011–2014), and most recently Downs in Octo-
ber 2021. An analysis of the effect of death on citations by Nobel Prize winners 
suggests that a “premature” death (which, in the case of academics is below 80 years 
of age) tends to reduce the number of subsequent citations (Frey & Gullo, 2020). 

Fig. 3   Citations to Buchanan and Tullock’s ’The Calculus of Consent’
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The study found, however, Elinor Ostrom to be a major exception. This effect is also 
reflected in our data.

Fig. 4   Citations to Riker’s ’Theory of Political Coalitions’

Fig. 5   Citations to Olson’s ’The Logic of Collective Action’
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2.3 � The Public Choice journal over time

Our final empirical analysis focuses on the impact of the Public Choice journal com-
pared to the average of all indexed journals in political science and economics sub-
ject categories over time.4 Two different measures, all taken from Scopus, are used. 
The SCImago journal rank (SJR) postulates to show a journal’s general impact and 
has been employed in various contributions to the field of scientometrics (Schei-
degger et al., 2023). It has clear benefits, such as being normalized to account for 
differences in citation practices across academic fields. This allows us to more accu-
rately compare journals across the two investigated disciplines, political science and 
economics. However, the SJR consists of the number of citations in the past three 
years and is also weighed on the citing journal’s prestige. The second measure, total 
citations, measures how often a journal is cited in a given year over the past three 
years.

The SJR for Public Choice starts only in 1999; it is, therefore, impossible to pro-
duce any information about the early development of Public Choice. Figure 7 shows 
an increase in the SJR until approximately 2013, followed by a clear decline. In 
2017, it falls under the average SJR score of all economics journals. The discipline 
averages stay quite constant over the whole time frame.

Figure 8 shows that citations steadily increase until 2013 and thereafter decrease 
substantially before rising again. Citations to Public Choice experience a strong 
increase up to 2013 and align with the average trend of all economics journals after 
2018. We attribute this pattern to a combination of individual, institutional, and 

Fig. 6   Citations to Ostrom’s ’Governing the Commons’

4  Categorized according to Scimago’s subject categories “Political science and Sociology” and “Eco-
nomics”.
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external shock influences. With respect to individual influences, Elinor Ostrom was 
awarded the Nobel Prize in 2009. Her contributions and reputation likely contributed 
to citation spillovers into Public Choice. The peak leading up to 2013 aligns with 
Ostrom’s late-career influence. Furthermore, the number of published manuscripts 
within the Journal of Public Choice is to be emphasized. The number of manuscripts 
published by the Journal of Public Choice, and the citation patterns align well with 

Fig. 7   SCImago Journal Rank (SJR) for the Public Choice Journal and Discipline Averages by year

Fig. 8   Citations (3 years) for the Public Choice Journal and Discipline Averages by year
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a lag of approximately 1 to 2 years. At its peak in 2012, the journal published 157 
papers, while in 2016 (the minimum), only 63 were published. This suggests a sup-
ply-side effect. Whereas the development of external and internal citations does not 
give any explanation for the overall trend. The most reasonable shock to influence 
researchers’ choices in this timeframe is likely the financial crisis around 2008. We 
assume that renewed interest in government failures and intervention, regulatory 
capture, and public-sector inefficiencies, fostered Public Choice themes.

3 � Reasons for the decline of public choice

The reduction of attention to Public Choice shown in the sections above, does not 
necessarily mean that its approach and methods are no longer used. It is possible 
that the approach is still used but without direct reference to Public Choice or that it 
is used under different names, such as “political economics”, “economics and poli-
tics”, or “economics of politics”, to mention a few. We inquire this possibility by 
comparing the trends of Public Choice to similar approaches, based on the yearly 
frequencies of these terms in the Google Ngram library. We do not include the term 
“Political Economy” in this graph, as it is more extensively used than any of the 
other terms and the term is much broader than the Public Choice approach we are 
interested in.

Figure 9 shows that the trend for Public Choice is very similar to the trend we 
found in the previous sections. The term Public Choice is still and has been more 
frequently used than its proximate alternatives. While “Economics and Politics” and 
“Political Economics” are also used relatively frequently, the terms “Economics 
of Politics” and “Constitutional Economics” show relatively little usage. The term 
“Political Economics” shows a downward trend from the mid-1990s. “Economics 
and Politics” shows a stagnating trend since the beginning of the current century. 
This graph sustains our notion that the attention to Public Choice in general has 
been declining. Interestingly, all three major terms show a slight upward trend in 
recent years.

Although we can say that there is no substitution of an alternative approach or 
name for Public Choice, there is the possibility that the theoretical concepts are 
being used without specific reference to any of these names. To control for this pos-
sibility, we plot the trend of the key concepts of the Public Choice literature over 
time in Fig. 10, using data from Google Ngram.5

The figure shows that most concepts gained importance in the 1970s, and that the 
interest in them has either decreased or remained stable. The term “party competi-
tion” has a first peak at the end of the 1960s. A decline in interest is followed by a 
renewed usage of the term from the mid 1980s onwards, with a very similar trend 
to the terms “rent seeking” and “median voter”, which both started to gain atten-
tion around the 1970s. The terms “electoral cycle” and “political business cycle” 

5  The individual JSON files were transformed and merged together. All Ngram data depicted here uses 
the “English” corpus, with a smoothing gradient of 6, and the case-insensitive search option.
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are being used relatively infrequently compared to the other concepts, although 
“electoral cycle” exhibits an upward trend. In contrast, “political business cycle” 
was more frequently used during the 1980s until the mid-1990s. “Rent seeking” and 
“median voter” show a marked decline since the mid-2000s. Only “party competi-
tion” has gained renewed attention over the past three decades.

Fig. 9   Comparison of Public Choice to similar approaches

Fig. 10   Major Public Choice concepts over time
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As the decreasing interest in Public Choice can be taken to be a real phenom-
enon, it may be attributed to various causes. The arguably most important reason is 
the need for scholars to publish insights and results extending existing knowledge. 
When a new approach emerges, the academics first focus on those issues that can 
therewith be treated most easily; they exploit the “low hanging fruit”. The longer 
an approach has existed, the more difficult it is to gain interesting new results. The 
incentives to further work with a particular approach therefore dwindle.

The time sequence of interest in a particular approach has been empirically 
analysed for the case of specific economic theories by Nobel Prize winner Shiller 
(2017). He defines narratives as “the study of the speed and dynamics of popular 
narratives, the stories, particularly those of human interest and emotion, and how 
these change through time”. He empirically analyses such economic narratives and 
finds (p. 977) that “the contagion rate should decline with time, as the idea becomes 
gradually less exciting”. The rise and fall are shown for specific economic theo-
ries, namely the IS-LM equilibrium, the multiplier-accelerator model, the overlap-
ping generations model, and the real business cycle model (table 4 on p. 983). They 
reveal a hump-shaped development over time, suggesting an exhaustion effect. The 
development is similar to those observed above for Public Choice. The theories con-
sidered by Shiller are more narrowly defined than an approach like Public Choice 
but from the point of view of researchers needing to publish, the exhaustion effect 
may be considered to be similarly relevant.

This observation is supported by Hayek, who argued that the continuous usage 
of earlier powerful terms and concepts gradually weakens their meaning over time 
(Hayek, 1960). Hayek believed that truths must be reformulated in the language and 
context of the following generations to resonate. Thus, the exhaustion effect noted 
by Shiller may be not only a matter of diminishing excitement but also a reflection 
of the necessity to evolve foundational concepts to stay meaningful and influential 
within the discourse of subsequent generations. This aligns with the observed trajec-
tory of Public Choice, which may require a reformulation in the language of the cur-
rent generation to regain its prominence in contemporary scholarship.

The decrease of attention to Public Choice may also be attributed to a general 
“zeitgeist” characterized by a more positive view of the state by a large majority of 
people compared to former decades. While this explanation may indeed play a role, 
it leaves open why the zeitgeist is as it is. As long as it is not possible to explain and 
predict its major changes, this explanation provides little insight. It can at best be 
argued that the same change we observe for Public Choice can be observed in other 
areas of society. This applies in particular to the media which recently adopted a 
more favourable view of the state and its interventions than was the case before the 
turn of the century.

A third explanation for the decline of Public Choice is the strongly increasing 
tendency in political science and economics over the last decades to resort to sta-
tistical (politometric or econometric) analysis. Access to governmental data has 
definitely improved in the past decades, however, data on governmental and bureau-
cratic activities are less easily available than, for example, on finance. This is, in 
particular, the case for developing countries. Combining data for public activity 
referring, for instance, to regulations and other non-monetary interventions by the 
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government from different public institutions presents substantial obstacles. In addi-
tion, public economics has benefited from greater access to administrative datasets 
on taxation, government spending, and financial flows, where data collection is sys-
tematic and relatively neutral. This is reflected in the prominence of public econom-
ics and granted awards (e.g., Raj Chetty in 2013 and Gabriel Zucman in 2023). In 
contrast, key areas of Public Choice, such as government decision-making, lobby-
ing, rent-seeking, and political influence, often rely on information that is restricted, 
fragmented, or selectively disclosed. Unlike structured financial records, data on 
discretionary government contracts and bureaucratic decision-making is frequently 
incomplete or unavailable. The difficulty in obtaining reliable data on these politi-
cally sensitive topics significantly limits empirical advancements in Public Choice. 
As a result, academics have a lower incentive to engage in research dealing with that 
sort of topic.

It could well be that other forms of organizations have taken over certain core 
domains of Public Choice, such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as 
Freedom House. Those organizations also target core issues such as corruption or 
suppression of political rights. As they have become more sophisticated, extensive 
reports and analyses are available.

4 � How to overcome the decline in public choice and democracy?

There is strong evidence that liberal democracy has been in decay in recent years. To 
analyse and overcome this dire situation, Public Choice, or any analysis of govern-
ment, institutions, and electoral rules, would have to be made popular again. If the 
decline in the importance of Public Choice is due more to an “exhaustion” type of 
development, it might be difficult to change. The introduction of new methods of 
empirical analysis might help revive the field. New developments in statistics and 
the availability of new data sources allow a better empirical analysis of the public 
sector and the testing of Public Choice theories. Special emphasis could be laid on 
issues of causality.

If the main driver of the decline of Public Choice is not exhaustion but rather 
the “zeitgeist”, it should be made clear that Public Choice is a positive research 
field and does not have an ideological orientation. Often, however, Public Choice 
is identified with libertarianism (see Boettke & Piano, 2019), or the new right (see 
Dunleavy, 2014). This association may have some validity in the United States but 
not elsewhere. The European Public Choice Society and its conferences have always 
assembled scholars with different political views.

5 � Conclusion

Public Choice analyses government and institutions, as well as the relationships 
between the state and the private economy and society. The approach has been 
prominent from the seventies to the onset of the new century. Since that period its 
importance as a research approach has strongly fallen. The paper discusses various 
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reasons for this rise and fall. While it can be argued that Public Choice is used 
today under different names, we show that also “Political Economics” and “Eco-
nomics and Politics” has been used less often since the mid-1990s and 2000s. Still, 
the possibility exists, that the concepts propagated by those schools of research are 
used today without specific reference thereof. We show that also essential concepts 
of Public Choice and similar schools—for instance “Rent Seeking” and “Median 
Voter”—are used less frequently today.

An erosion of democracy is most typically associated with compromised institutions 
designed to check and balance political power. This environment fosters inefficiencies 
and drives the self-serving behaviour of less controlled political agents, creating fer-
tile ground for core phenomena of Public Choice such as rent-seeking, corruption, and 
manipulated electoral processes. The paradox, therefore, presents itself even though the 
symptoms of democratic decline become more prevalent, the framework well-suited to 
analyse these developments has seen a decline in scholarly attention.

Arguably, the most important reason for the decline of public choice is the 
exhaustion of the approach. Scholars find it difficult to find new insights and results 
publishable in scholarly journals. This view is supported by research on narra-
tives where a similar rise and fall of attention can be observed. If that view prevails 
among today’s scholars it is not easy to mitigate, except to point out that the decline 
of democracy offers many new and rewarding aspects to analyse, and to successfully 
publish.

The recent upward trend in Public Choice, as well as similar schools, makes us 
optimistic that researchers have noticed the necessity to analyse institutions and the 
interplay of economic incentives and politics in order to overcome the issues associ-
ated with a decline of democracy.
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