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The COVID-19 pandemic sent shockwaves throughout the world. Even though the Czech Republic has less
stable state structures and a less consolidated party system than its West European counterparts, during the
first wave, the country actually performed better than most West European countries in terms of infection
rates, death rates, and economic growth. During the second wave, however, the country’s position radically
dropped. Despite its increasing health problems, its social policies still performed rather well and managed
to keep unemployment at comparatively low levels. How can we explain these differences between erratic
performance on the health side and comparatively solid performance on the social policy side? Our study
explains why traditional social policies basically remained path dependent, while epidemiological policies
dealing directly with fighting the spread of COVID-19 did not. Our explanation combines sociological and
rational choice institutionalism and links them with the concepts of repeated games and bounded
rationality.
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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic presented one of the most significant challenges to policymakers of this
new millennium, while explaining the development of social policies during the pandemic poses a
challenge to social policy scholars.

One might think that a post-communist country like the Czech Republic, with less stable state
structures and a less consolidated party system than its West European counterparts, would face
especially great difficulties in dealing with the crisis. Yet, at least during the first wave, the Czech
Republic actually had better results than comparable West European countries in terms of
infection rates, death rates, and economic growth. This period was marked by great cooperation
between the government and opposition in agreeing on both social policy and epidemiological
policies, and their cooperation was reinforced by their reliance on an expert committee. During
the second wave, however, the situation in the country worsened, as the government hesitated to
listen to experts and re-implement certain epidemiological measures to deal with the outbreak,
such as requiring people to wear masks in public places. Yet, despite the increasing health
problems and decreasing cooperation on the epidemiological side, the country still fared relatively
well on the social policy side, as government and opposition continued a relatively high level of
cooperation and managed to keep unemployment and poverty at comparatively low levels.
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How can we explain this difference between erratic performance on the health side and
comparatively solid performance on the social policy side?

Even though we are studying only one country, in a sense we are applying the comparative
methodology known as ‘method of difference’. In our study, the cases are as similar as possible
(the same country, the same government, the same crisis), but the outcome is different. Our article
contributes to the general discourse on neo-institutional theory by showing how the two approaches,
i.e. sociological institutionalism and rational choice theory, can be fruitfully combined.

We take a neo-institutional approach to explain these outcomes, so our article sheds light on
how different institutions have different institutional dynamics and, thereby, shows how
institutions have a great influence during crises. Our study explains why traditional social policies
(such as labour market policies, paid sick leave, etc.) basically remained path dependent, while
epidemiological policies dealing directly with fighting the spread of COVID-19 did not. Our
explanation combines sociological and rational choice institutionalism and links them with the
concepts of repeated games and bounded rationality.

This article proceeds with a discussion of the political context, followed by the theoretical
framework and a presentation of our methodology. Afterwards, it discusses the country’s social
policies, before analysing the politics behind the anti-COVID-19 health measures.

The political context
Czechia presents a critical case for examining the role of policy legacies and the ability of welfare
states to accommodate crises. As a post-communist country that underwent a transition to a
democratic state, a market economy, and also lived through the division of Czechoslovakia into
two new separate states, one might expect its institutions to be weak. This is especially the case
because, as a newly consolidated democracy, the party system has also been unstable. It has many
parties disappearing from parliament (for example, the Civic Democratic Alliance, Freedom
Union, Public Affairs, the Republicans, the Greens) and new ones entering (for example, Top 09,
ANO, the Pirates, Freedom and Direct Democracy). Yet, its social policies remained stable. The
government did introduce temporary layering measures, but they were in line with the country’s
policy legacies and were able to keep unemployment and poverty to a rather low level. This also
makes it even more interesting to investigate why epidemiology policies fared much worse,
especially after getting off to a good start. The Czech case can help us better understand the
different types of institutional dynamics that lead to different outcomes even within the same
country.

In a parliamentary system based on proportional representation, it is common for coalition
governments to form. In the Czech case, when the pandemic broke out, the centrist-populist ANO
party had been in power in a minority government with the Social Democrats. ANO was the
largest party with almost 30 per cent of the votes and 78 members of parliament out of 200, while
their coalition partner, the Social Democrats, only had 7 per cent of the vote and 15 members of
parliament. This minority government could rule because the Communists (with 8 per cent of the
vote and 15 MPs) tolerated them. Including the Communists, the government held 108 out of 200
seats. With the exception of the rightwing populist SPD (with 11 per cent of the votes), the
opposition parties were centrist or centre-right, more pragmatic, and willing to cooperate with the
government during an emergency for the best interests of the country. This included the liberal-
conservative Civic Democratic Party (11 per cent) and TOP 09 (5 per cent), the libertarian Pirates
(11 per cent), the Christian Democrats (6 per cent), and the technocratic STAN (5 per cent)
(volby.idnes.cz, 2017; Morgowitz, 2018).

To deal with the pandemic in 2020, the government re-established the National Economic
Council of the Government (NERV), which had existed from 2009-2013, to deal with the financial
crisis. The committee included well-respected specialists, three of whom had ties to the centre-
right opposition, which made it easier for the opposition to support the committee.
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Theoretical framework
We begin by first discussing previous research as to when policies are path dependent and whether
they remain path dependent under crises. Then, we will discuss sociological and rational choice
approaches to discuss why policymakers might or might not take advantage of political openings
that could allow for path divergence.

Previous research: can we expect path dependency during crises?

Much of the research on historical institutionalism concludes that once policy regimes are
established, countries tend to continue down that path, making incremental changes in which they
add ‘layers’ to existing policies rather than changing the actual policies (e.g., Thelen, 2004; Streeck
and Thelen, 2005; Mahoney and Thelen, 2010), but rarely implement radical changes that would
cause them to change paths. There have been two basic approaches to path dependency:
sociological institutionalism and rational choice institutionalism (Campbell, 2004). The rational
choice explanation has been that once institutions are established, it is extremely difficult to
change them, as they create groups of people who benefit from these institutions and have vested
interests in keeping them (the rational choice explanation; e.g. Pierson, 2000). Rational choice
theorists see this in terms of repeated games. If one breaks the rules of the game, one will be
punished (North, 1990). Moreover, if institutional rules break down, it leads to high transaction
costs, as new rules must be negotiated (Shepsle, 1989). As long as the system does not break down
as all sides continue cooperating in the repeated games, the policymakers and politicians have an
incentive to keep on the same path (e.g., Binmore, 2006; Dal Bó and Fréchette, 2011). Yet a
window of opportunity can emerge during a crisis, as one group sees a chance to utilise the
situation to their advantage and deviate from the game by introducing some measure that will
increase their popularity at the expense of the others.

The sociological institutional explanation is that institutions create norms of behaviour and
policies legacies (Weir and Skocpol, 1985) that encourage policymakers to think about problems
and solve them in a certain manner, which seems the most logically appropriate given these
legacies (the sociological-institutional explanation; e.g. March and Olsen, 1989). Consequently,
most new policy measures make adjustments to the existing institutional arrangements rather
than radical changes in the institutions. Nonetheless, ‘exogenous shocks’ (i.e., Pierson, 2000;
Katznelson, 2003) can give rise to ‘critical junctures’ (Collier and Collier, 1991; see also Burchardt,
2020; Schmidt, 2020) that allow policymakers to introduce far-reaching changes that set countries
down different trajectories of development, after which they are likely to continue following the
same path. A worldwide pandemic, such as COVID-19, is precisely the kind of event which,
according to this theory, could constitute an exogenous shock, as it represents a health crisis that
originated outside of Europe but then spread throughout the continent.

In contrast to the critical juncture approach, some social policy scholars have claimed that
during periods of economic instability, policies often remain path dependent (e.g., Béland et al.,
2021). Similarly, Moreira and Hick (2021: 262) claim that policies remain path dependent during
times of uncertainty, because people stick to what they know best, so governments avoid unknown
policy alternatives.

So far, path dependency combined with incremental change has been the most common
argument for describing how governments dealt with COVID-19 during the first wave of the
pandemic (e.g., Capano, 2020; Greve et al., 2021; Hick and Murphy, 2021). This is documented in
a study of the Nordic countries (Greve et al., 2021), continental and South European welfare states
(Cantillon et al., 2021; Moreira et al., 2021), a study of liberal Australia (Ramia and Perrone, 2023),
and a study of labour market reforms in Europe (Pavolini et al., 2022). A global study of healthcare
policies during the pandemic found a high degree of path dependency (Bali et al., 2022).
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Studies of post-communist countries have also pointed to a high degree of path dependency
(e.g., (e.g., Aidukante et al., 2021; Dugarova, 2023; Sirovátka et al., 2024). Most of the measures
introduced involved layering and were only temporary, with the exception of Kurzarbeit schemes
(Sirovátka et al., 2024). In comparing Russia to Finland, Dugarova (2023: 385–6) emphasises the
role of policy legacies as well as other institutional factors, noting that during crises governments
tend to fall back to approaches that they are familiar with, ‘while introducing some new elements
to reinforce support to prioritised segments of society within their welfare models’. Toplišek et.al.
(2022) show that the post-communist countries, which they studied (Estonia, Slovakia, and
Slovenia), basically carried out path-dependent reforms that followed their institutional policy
legacies.

However, little research has been done on path dependency for epidemiological policies. Chazel
(2024) finds that the stringency of lockdowns was related to trust: the higher the level of trust in
government, the less stringent the lockdowns. The author does not take up the issue of path
dependency. Nonetheless, previous studies have shown that social democratic welfare states tend
to have higher levels of trust (e.g., Rothstein, 2001). This comparatively high level of trust leading
to high levels of vaccination could partially explain why they had less severe lockdowns than the
Central European countries.

Our approach

We can combine both sociological institutional and rational choice approaches by seeing Covid-
19 policies as an issue of bounded rationality. If a policy game is repeated many times throughout
history, then strong institutional norms and policy legacies develop (Opp, 2013). These norms
bind their rationality to entice them to continue cooperating with other parties and state
bureaucrats, who are entrenched in these policies, as the actors involved are likely to develop
similar preferences. In this sense, the boundedness of rationality determines what logic is
‘appropriate’ (Mouritsen, 1994). When new policy fields emerge where the policy game has not yet
been played or not much played, policy legacies do not have time to develop, which makes
policymakers less bounded in their rationality and, therefore, more likely to engage in politicking.

In the case of epidemiological policies for fighting COVID-19, in the beginning, the expert
committee in Czechia played the role of the arbitrator that could promote cooperation between
opposing groups. The expert committees, however, could only induce the actors to continue
cooperating as long as all the major political groups calculate that it is in their interests. When the
regional elections were approaching, the prime minister calculated he could gain a strategic
advantage by ignoring the expert advice and discontinuing the cooperation game. In both cases –
social policy and epidemiological policy – the policymakers are logical, but in the first case, their
rationality is much more bounded by the institutional norms that have developed over time and
create strong policy legacies. Thus, we advance neo-institutional theory by explaining why some
policy areas are more path dependent than others.

Concerning measures for dealing with the pandemic, policy legacies did not exist, so
policymakers’ rationality was less bounded. Even if some ministry officials might have written
some contingency plans, they were not well known, and none of the policymakers whom we
interviewed were aware of such plans and therefore, were not influenced by them. Consequently,
there was no policy tradition to guide policymakers as to what kinds of measures they should take
to avoid the spread of infectious diseases, although previous legislation in 2000 and 2006 did set up
a broad framework for enacting vaccination requirements (http://www.advocatius.sk/rozsudok-
esLp-vavricka-a-ostatni-v-Ceska-republika-/). In accordance with rational choice theories of
repeated games, as long as the government cooperated with the opposition, there was little debate
over epidemiological policies, but once the government stopped playing the cooperation game, all
the parties – including the minority coalition partner in government – started advocating different
policies in order to gain electoral advantages by differentiating themselves.
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Methodology
This single-country study comes close to what Thomas (2011: 515) calls ‘[d]isciplined
configurative case studies, where established theories are used to explain a case’; but it also
has elements of what the author calls ‘[h]euristic case studies wherein new causal paths are
identified’ in that we combine two approaches in a novel manner, which are usually not used
together: sociological and rational choice institutionalism. However, as already noted, in a sense
we are conducting a comparative study using the method of difference. The basic conditions are
the same: we are studying policies undertaken in the same country, in the same period, under the
same government. Nonetheless, the outcome is different. The two types of policies have different
outcomes. Social policies were path dependent and kept poverty and unemployment at rather low
levels. Meanwhile, by contrast, epidemiological policies were not path dependent and both
infection rates and death rates, while low during the first wave, became among the highest in
Europe during later waves.

This study is mainly based on a literature review of available governmental sources and other
published sources, but it also relies on semi-structured interviews with those involved in
policymaking. This includes interviews with twelve people, ranging from former ministers and
ministry officials to members of the expert groups and NGOs. We transcribed all the interviews
and translated them into English.

The documents included the laws that were enacted to see which policy measures were passed.
We searched the Newton media archives to complement our interviews with citations that
political leaders made and to get information about public protests as well as discussions of the
main policy measures. For the interviews, we wanted to get a wide perspective, so our thirteen
interviews ranged from former ministers and ministry officials to members of the expert groups
and NGOs.

To get information on possible divisions between the coalition partners, we interviewed
politicians from both ANO and the social democrats. We also interviewed politicians from
opposition parties to get their perspective. To ascertain the influence of expert groups, we also
interviewed six representatives of NGOs that were involved in lobbying to see what kind of
influence they might have had and to get their views on how policymaking occurred. Since the
most important expert group was NERV, we interviewed two of its most prominent members. The
co-authors of this paper have numerous contacts with policymakers, NGOs, and experts, which
we could utilise in finding willing interviewees. The interviews were semi-structured, so we had a
predetermined list of questions to ask and then could ask follow-up questions.

We asked seven groups of questions, including priorities in pandemic-related social policy
measures; the most important actions that were taken; the knowledge gained from international
experiences; emergency or long-term measures undertaken; the effectiveness of the measures;
possible long-term benefits of measures undertaken; and recommendations in case a new
pandemic would emerge. We transcribed all the interviews and translated them into English. All
the interviewees were aware of the purpose of the interviews and signed consent forms, and we
have kept them anonymous.

Findings: Explaining the policy dynamics
Social policy reforms

The general pattern was for the Czech government to propose measures that amounted to
‘layering’ (e.g., Thelen, 2004), in the sense of adding extra benefits to already existing ones or
extending benefits to groups that previously had been excluded. These kinds of adjustments
basically kept the country on the same path of social policy development. The country has a
Bismarckian policy legacy going back to the 1800s, although during the communist era, some
universalist elements were added, and in the transition to a market economy, some liberal
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elements were added (Cerami, 2006, 2009; Inglot, 2008; Saxonberg, 2014). Over a century of
repeated cooperation games bounded the rationality of policymakers and created a certain logic of
appropriateness, in which policymakers and the opposition perceived it most appropriate to
mostly make only temporary incremental changes. Even the one permanent change (the short-
time work scheme) was based on copying a German reform, which shows the power of their
Bismarckian policy legacy and how the repeated cooperation games bounded their rationality so
that they did not seriously consider borrowing from liberal or social democratic countries. Thus,
we have a situation in which the pandemic was exogenous and brought about a crisis, which
theoretically created a critical juncture. Yet, neither the government nor the opposition considered
taking advantage of this possible critical juncture to propose radical changes that would send the
country down a different path.

One of the most important social policy measures concerned sick leave. In March 2020, shortly
after the first COVID-19 cases were known in the Czech Republic, the government introduced the
short-time work scheme (SWT; see below), which paid employers the costs of the sickness benefit
(which was 60 per cent of the daily base amount) that employers were to pay to their employees if
the government imposed a quarantine. One year later, the government also adopted an ‘isolation
allowance’, which entitled employees, who are quarantined or isolated from their employer, to
receive an additional top-up above the sickness benefit, which amounted to CZK 370 (nearly 16€)
per day for up to 14 days (MLSA, 2022; Act No. 182/2021 Coll.), see Table 1. One of the primary
reasons for this was so that people would not be afraid of staying at home when sick or having
COVID-19, for fear of losing their income. This was a supplement to the 60 per cent of their gross
wages they were already entitled to. This reform is a type of layering, which expands existing
schemes and was only temporary, so it did not lead to path divergence.

As this measure followed the country’s policy legacy, it was not controversial and gained the
support of the opposition, who only suggested adjustments. For example, MP Olga Richterová (of
the Pirate Party) criticised the Government for neglecting the self-employed who are not obliged
to participate in the compulsory sickness insurance scheme for employers. Consequently, when
quarantined, they were not eligible for any sick pay if they were not already participating in the
insurance scheme (Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, 2021: 18–19). The Christian
Democrats agreed with this criticism (Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic, 2021: 25–26).
Nonetheless, no opposition members of parliament objected to the sickness benefit top-ups.

Another important issue was the benefits parents received when staying home to take care of
sick children. All parties agreed the benefits should be increased, although the opposition
supported increasing the caring allowance from 60 to 80 per cent of the daily assessment rate and
increasing the range of the age of the child for which the parent could receive benefits. A member
of parliament from the then ruling ANO party explained the government’s opposition to the
increase in an interview for this study: ‘If you raise sick leave to 80 per cent : : : it exceeds then
one’s net income’ – which is because there is no tax on benefits in the country, so somebody
receiving 80 per cent of their salary tax-free would get more money than if they had received the
normal salary but had to pay a tax on it.

The government also added a new caregiver’s allowance for self-employed persons who were
not previously eligible. The benefit level was CZK 424 (€16.30) per day, which decreased to CZK
400 (€15.40) in October 2020 (Sirovátka, et al., 2021). Once more, this represents temporary
layering rather than path divergence, so the only disagreements with the opposition were on some
specifics.

Subsequently, with basic agreement from the opposition (Chamber of Deputies of Czech
Republic, p. 174–179), the Chamber of Deputies adopted an act that for the case in which schools
were closed down, giving parents who stayed home to take care of their children 70 per cent of the
daily base amount, which was still higher than before pandemic (Česká správa sociálního
zabezpečení, 2022). Yet again, this amounts to layering and keeping within the country’s policy
legacy.
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Table 1. Czechia: Contents/substance and timing of the key social policy measures

Policy measure Before pandemic March/April 2020 October 2020 February/March 2021 June 2021 November 2021

Epidemiologic
measures

General acts on
vaccination, and
quarantine

From 9 March until 17 May
state of emergency:
closure of schools, public
events and businesses if
there is infection risk,
masks obligatory,
restrictions of free
movement

From 5 October new
state of emergency,
more stringency

From 26 February harsh
lockdown (including
duty of testing
employees, ban on
moving to another
county)
Vaccination starts

Vaccination rate
48.3%

From 25
November new
state of
emergency
Terminated by
1 March
Vaccination
rate 63.9%
(Dec)

Sick pay 60% of salary
66% after 30 days
70% after 60 days

Top up of CZK 370/16Eur
per day two weeks

terminated

Shor-time work Only temporary (after
financial crisis,
discretional and
linked to
vocational
training)

80% of salary (ceiling of CZK
39 thousand/1.5 thousand
Eur per month when
closed on government
order)

60% of salary (ceiling of CZK
29 thousand/ Eur if
limited demand for
production/services)

100% (ceiling of CZK 50
thousand/1,923Eur per
month)

Permanent
measure
80% of salary
(ceiling of 1.5
times of
average wage)

Care allowance 70% of daily base
10 days

Children up to
15 years

80% of daily base when
schools closed

New entitlement for self-
employed lump sum 16.30
per day (CZK 424)

70% of daily base
Self-employed: 400
CZK per day (EUR
15.20)

Terminated

Social assistance/
income support

Only support through
minimum income
scheme (means-
tested)

New bonus for self-
employed
CZK500/19 Eur daily

CZK1,000 daily/38 Eur if
income drops by 50%
and more

Terminated

Source: Authors.
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Another form of layering was to expand the group of people who were eligible for benefits.
Thus, the government passed a law to provide a compensation bonus for self-employed persons
and partners in limited liability companies. The bonus was also for persons employed under a
contract that is limited to carrying out specific tasks (Law 159/2020). This rule was extended twice
as laws 461/2020, 95/2021, and 519/2022). Nonetheless, the benefit levels differed among the three
laws. In the first law, it was CZK 500 per day (about 21€) for all subjects, and after the amendment
effective from 7 August 2020, it was reduced to CZK 350 per day (about 15€) for those with limited
employment contracts for carrying out specific tasks. No eligibility thresholds were established. In
the third law, it doubled to 1000 CZK (about 42€), and for those without regular employment
contracts, it was 500 CZK under the condition that the income of eligible persons/self-employed
drops by at least 50 per cent. Once again, the governmental proposals faced little opposition as this
form of layering remained within the country’s policy legacy.

A member of the social democratic ČSSD, who at the time of the pandemic had been a deputy
minister, said in an interview for this study that in the early stages of the pandemic, the
opposition was

very constructive in passing measures : : : . Some of those things went less well because the
opposition had a different view on some of the parameters. That is to say, for example, the
level of the percentage of sick pay, because they had a right-wing view of it and not a left-wing
view of it, so they were trying to reduce the level of support. In the end, it turned out that
there was some agreement, and they [the measures] were voted through.

In other words, all the discussions were about the degree of layering as both the government and
opposition stuck to the country’s policy legacy.

The one area where a reform took place that could be considered somewhat path divergent is
the issue of introducing Kurzarbeit (short working time), which the government copied from
Germany and introduced a bill to set the wage subsidy paid by employers to employees at 60–100
per cent of salaries for the reduced working time, with a certain ceiling. In this situation, employers
get 60 or 80 per cent of the wage costs reimbursed by the state. If there is a quarantine and the
government orders closure of the company, employers get 80 per cent compensation from the
state with a ceiling of CZK 39,000 (1,500€); since October 2020, it increased to 100 per cent, with a
ceiling of CZK 50,000/1,923€, in the case reduced production or services the employers get 60 per
cent compensation with a ceiling of CZK 29,000/1,115€ (Sirovátka et al., 2024). As part of its
Bismarckian policy legacy, we can point out that already during the financial crisis, Czechia looked
to Germany and borrowed the Kurzarbeit idea, but the government then only made it temporary.
Without the Bismarckian policy legacy, it is just as conceivable that the Czech government would
look at the Scandinavian reforms rather than German ones, but the legacy going back to the 1800s
bounded their rationality (see, for example, Saxonberg, 2014). During the pandemic, the Czech
government reintroduced Kurzarbeit,it and made it permanent in June 2021. The Employment
Act now includes a short-time work scheme providing 80 per cent of wage costs to employers in
the case of reduced working time due to various crises. In order to be applied in a crisis situation,
the measure has to be activated by a government decision (MLSA, 2021).

Social policies implemented during the pandemic contributed to restoring economic
performance and protecting jobs, as GDP only declined in one year (2020, by 5.5 per cent)
but increased by 3.8 per cent in 2021. Meanwhile, the unemployment rate remained below 3 per
cent in both years and the inflation rate was below 4 per cent. The price for this successful
performance was the increase of year-to-year government debt from nearly zero in 2019 to more
than 5 per cent both in 2020 and 2021 (see Figure 1).

In summary, all the measures undertaken were path dependent and amounted to layering,
which led to a situation in which the opposition parties cooperated with the government and the
discussions between the government and opposition often only dealt with small differences of
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degree. After many decades of cooperative games, policy legacies developed that shaped the
thinking of policymakers both within government and among the opposition. Thus, the logically
most appropriate actions in the view of all sides were to keep the basic institutions intact and add
temporary layers.

Epidemiological measures

Initially, consensus on epidemiological measures was even stronger than on social policies,
supported by a technocratic Central Crisis Staff (CCS) that included cross-party experts and
representatives from trade unions and NGOs. With no established policy legacy, both government
and opposition relied on expert advice and avoided partisan conflict. However, during the second
wave, Prime Minister Babiš began ignoring the CSS and his own health minister, fearing restrictive
measures would cost electoral support. This shift prompted the opposition to abandon
cooperation and criticise government policies. As local and regional elections in 2020 approached,
expert influence waned, and both sides prioritised political gains over evidence-based measures.

One of our interviewees, who is still a current member of NERV and comes from an NGO
background, described how Babiš began to ignore expert advice during his time as Prime Minister
in 2020:

Unfortunately, with Babiš and NERV, I couldn’t fully express my frustration with the prime
minister. His main issue was an aversion to certain concepts originating from abroad. If he
ever heard a term like ‘rescaling’, it would irritate him to the point that any further discussion
became impossible. So, we had to tread carefully and avoid using such language.

Government policy gradually diverged from expert advice as frequent changes in health ministers
and CCS chairs eroded both institutions’ credibility. In March 2020, the CCS chair was appointed,
but by September he replaced the health minister, who resigned after his stricter proposals were
rejected. Babiš then merged the two roles, weakening CCS independence. Between September
2020 and May 2021, three more ministers/chairs took office: one resigned after breaking anti-
epidemic rules, another was dismissed for policy disagreements with the prime minister, and the
third resigned following a media scandal. Ultimately, the original September 2020 minister
returned to the post.
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Figure 1. Economic performance Czechia 2017–2022.
Source: Czech statistical office
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The results during the first wave, when all sides cooperated, were also quite good by
international standards. Even though this article only deals with Czechia, some comparisons with
other countries on infection rates and death rates can provide a marker to indicate how well
Czechia performed relatively speaking, since there were no benchmarks as to what would be a
‘high’ or ‘low’ level of infections and death rates. However, it is beyond the scope of this article to
explain the reasons for the differences in these outcomes. A comparison to the EU average shows
Czechia having lower infection and death rates during the first wave (see April and July, 2020 in
Figure 2) but much higher rates than the EU average for the second (October, 2020 and February,
2021) and third waves (November, 2021 and February, 2022).

The radical change likely stemmed from Babiš’s fear that new restrictions before the October
2020 elections would hurt his party; with weak epidemiological policy legacies and his tight
control over ANO, he could exert far greater influence than a mainstream leader (Saxonberg &
Heinisch, 2024). Why this radical change? One likely reason is that Prime Minister Babiš hesitated
to reintroduce measures in the late summer and rejected the advice of expert groups because he
was afraid restrictions would hurt his party in the upcoming local and regional elections on
October 2, 2020.

By late spring 2020, most restrictions were lifted, and life seemed normal again. When cases
rose in August, Health Minister Adam Vojtěch proposed expanding mask mandates, but Prime
Minister Babiš rejected the plan, leading to Vojtěch’s resignation (Löblová, 2020; Mortkowitz,
2020). Just before regional elections, experts again urged immediate measures, warning of massive
case growth, yet the government delayed restrictions for three weeks (Löblová, 2020). Dr. Rastislav
Maďar also resigned after Babiš overruled the advisory group’s mask mandate proposal
(Kottasová, 2021). As Babiš politicised the issue, expert influence collapsed, members resigned,
and opposition parties began openly criticising government policy.

Babiš explained his behaviour:

In the past, we did not interfere with epidemiologists in a fundamental way. But we are at a
stage where we have to protect people and at the same time do our best to return to normal.
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Figure 2. New cases (per 1 million), deaths (per 100k). Seven days rolling average Czechia, Sweden, EU 28.
Source: Authors, data compiled from https://www.statista.com/statistics/1102896/coronavirus-cases-development-europe/
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We do not want to paralyse social, cultural, sporting, and economic life (Deník Právo, 12
September 2020).

Once Babiš abandoned cooperation, even coalition partners competed, further weakening expert
groups as he sought to distinguish ANO from the social democrats. A former ČSSDminister noted
that advisory bodies soon disintegrated into political tools, leaving only ad hoc consultations with
experts, while the minority party struggled to push costly proposals through government.

In game-theoretical terms, the equilibrium that existed during spring 2020, when all sides
agreed to cooperate, dissipated. The turning point came when Babiš abandoned cooperation in
autumn 2020. This gave the opposition parties incentives to criticise him ahead of the regional
(2020) and parliamentary (2021) elections, accusing him of prioritising politics over health. Weeks
before the regional vote, opposition leaders denounced his chaotic approach; TOP09 chair
Markéta Pekarová Adamová even called for his resignation (iRozhlas.cz, 2020). The opposition’s
main demand was a return to expert-led policymaking.

In a situation in which opposition parties were no longer bound by the cooperation
equilibrium, it was to their advantage to play on the population’s growing discontent, so that by
the October 2021 parliamentary elections, the political discourse had changed. Now, the main
opposition parties emphasised a return to normalcy and supported easing restrictions while
emphasising the need to vaccinate people. The three largest centre-right parties formed a coalition
called SPOLU, meaning ‘together’, and stated:

SPOLU rejects blanket bans and wants to return the situation in the Czech Republic to what
it was before the pandemic. It supports the 100 per cent vaccination of at-risk groups and the
highest possible vaccination rates overall to achieve collective immunity and minimise the
risk of new mutations (Teraz.sk, 2021).

An MP from ANO also mentioned a shift in the opposition’s narrative during the COVID-19
pandemic, once the initial cooperation equilibrium ended. This person stated an interview with us:

At the beginning of the pandemic, there was a sense of urgency, and everyone was focused on
the same goals. But as time went on, priorities began to diverge. Opposition MPs started to
question the severity of the situation, and debates arose around measures such as school
closures and mask mandates. The prime minister and the minister of health had advisory
groups, but ultimately, they [the ministers] were the ones making the decisions.

The politicisation of the pandemic deepened rifts within the coalition, particularly between Prime
Minister Babiš (ANO) and Labour Minister Jana Maláčová (ČSSD). As the junior partner losing
popularity, the social democrats sought to distance themselves from ANO, heightening tensions.
This was evident in October 2020 when Maláčová, unaware of a live microphone, called Babiš a
‘devil’(dabel) (e. g. Landsman, 2020), though she later apologised. She also clashed with the
finance minister, an ANO-supported independent.

As one social democrat politician explained in an interview for our study:

Frankly, there were also personal antipathies between the secretary of labour and the
secretary of the treasury. It was like there were two political parties fighting over these
measures, wanting to help people, and it was a question of who could do it better. I think the
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs managed things much better than others : : : . Within
the ANOmovement, the measures went through as if on a whim, but anything that the Social
Democrats put forth became a huge problem, and every sentence of the regulation was
debated extra in the government.
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The social democrats were in a weak position, holding only fifteen seats compared to ANO’s
seventy-eight (volby.idnes.cz, 2017; Morgowitz, 2018). With Babiš tightly controlling his party
(Groszkowski, 2017), he dominated policymaking, while the ČSSD increasingly joined the
opposition in criticising epidemiological policies. This infighting, along with the politicisation of
the pandemic, likely contributed to the opposition’s 2021 electoral victory.

Conclusion
Our article shows that in the Czech case, the country basically stuck to the same path for social
policy measures and only made small adjustments. This supports previous research showing that
during the pandemic, most countries introduced measures that were consistent with path
dependency as policymakers stuck to their countries’ policy legacies. Moreover, these incremental
layering-type reforms were mostly temporary. This is in accordance with the assumption by
sociological institutionalism that institutions create norms and bind the rational choices of actors
through the repeated games that these policies are based on, so that given these norms and
traditions, certain reforms are more logically appropriate than others for policymakers. When it
comes to dealing with the pandemic, by contrast, no such policy legacy existed. Thus, their
rationality was much less bounded by institutional norms as they were not involved in many
repeated games in this area. When the second wave began in the middle of August 2020, the prime
minister rejected the advisory bodies’ recommendation to re-implement restrictions. The policy
and political consensus was broken and the issue became highly politicised. This induced the
political parties to try to maximise their votes by departing from the previous consensus and trying
to profile themselves.

By comparing these two examples of social policy and epidemiological measures, we can see
that the less institutions are developed, the more likely political actors are to act strategically in
accordance with rational choice institutionalism. Further studies of other countries could help us
better understand the interaction of cooperative games and institutional norms.

Financial support. This study was supported by GACR grant GA22-18316S for the project ‘Threat or Opportunity for the
Welfare State? Social Policy in Central Europe under the Shadow of COVID-19’.

References
Aidukante, J. (2011) ‘Welfare reforms and socio-economic trends in the 10 new member states of Central and Eastern

Europe’, Communist and Post-communist Studies, 44, 2011–2019.
Aidukante, J., Saxonberg, S., Szelewa, D. and Szikra, D. (2021) ‘Social policy in the face of a global pandemic: Policy

responses to the COVID-19 crisis in Central and Eastern Europe’, Social Policy & Administration, 55, 1, 358–373. DOI: 10.
1111/spol.12704

Andreoni, J. and Miller, J. H. (1993) ‘Rational cooperation in the finitely repeated prisoner’s Dilemma: Experimental
evidence’, The Economic Journal, 103, 418, 570–585.

Bali, A. S., He, A. J. and Ramesh, M. (2022) ‘Health policy and COVID-19: Path dependency and trajectory’, Policy and
Society, 41, 1, 83–95. DOI: 10.1093/polsoc/puab014

Béland, D., Cantillon, B., Hick, R., Greve, B. and Moreira, A. (2023) ‘Policy legacies, welfare regimes, and social policy
responses to COVID-19 in Europe’, in S. Börner and M. Seeleib-Kaiser (eds.), European Social Policy and the COVID-19
Pandemic: Challenges to National Welfare and EU Policy (1st edition), Oxford: Oxford University Press, 3–27. DOI: 10.
1093/oso/9780197676189.003.0001

Béland, D., Cantillon, B., Hick, R. and Moreira, A. (2021) ‘Social policy in the face of a global pandemic: Policy responses to
the COVID-19 crisis’, Social Policy & Administration, 55, 2, 249–260.

Binmore, K. (2006) ‘Why do people cooperate?’, Politics, Philosophy & Economics, 5, 1, 81–96.
Burchardt, T. (2020) ‘Does COVID-19 represent a ‘new Beveridge’moment, a crisis that will wash away, or a call to action?’,

https://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/dps/case/spdo/spdorn02.pdf [accessed 23.02.2023].
Campbell, J. L. (2004) Institutional Change and Globalization, Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Cantillon, B., Seeleib-Kaiser, M. and Van der Veen, R. (2021) ‘The COVID-19 crisis and policy responses by continental

European welfare states’, Social Policy & Administration, 55, 2, 326–338. DOI: 10.1111/spol.12715

12 Steven Saxonberg et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12704
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12704
https://doi.org/10.1093/polsoc/puab014
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197676189.003.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197676189.003.0001
https://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/dps/case/spdo/spdorn02.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12715
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152


Capano, G. (2020) ‘Policy design and state capacity in the COVI-19 emergency in Italy’, Policy and Society, 39, 3, 326–344.
Cerami, A. (2006) Social Policy in Central and Eastern Europe: The Emergence of a New European Welfare Regime, Muenster:

LIT.
Cerami, A. (2009) ‘Mechanisms of institutional change in central and Eastern European welfare state restructuring’, in A.

Cerami and P. Vanhuysee (eds.), Post-Communist Welfare Pathways: Theorizing Social Policy Transformations in Central
and Eastern Europe, Basingstoke: Palgrave, 35–52.

Česká správa sociálního zabezpečení (2022) ‘Výchovné – otázky a odpovědi ke zvýšení starobního důchodu za vychované
dítě’, https://www.cssz.cz/-/vyplaceni-doplatku-krizoveho-osetrovneho [accessed 23.02.2023].

Chamber of Deputies of Czech Republic (2021) ‘Verbatim report of the meeting of the Chamber of Deputies of the
Parliament’, https://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/tesnopis/tz083.pdf [accessed 23.02.2023].

Chazel, L. (2024) ‘Stay at home! A comparative analysis of the implementation of lockdowns as a response to the COVID-19
pandemic’, in C. Egger, R. Magni-Berton and E. de Saint-Phalle (eds.), Covid-19 Containment Policies in Europe.
International Series on Public Policy, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 209–220. DOI: 10.1007/978-3-031-52096-9_12

Chung, H. and Thewissen, S. (2011) ‘Falling back on old habits? A comparison of the social and unemployment crisis reactive
policy strategies in Germany, the UK and Sweden’, Social Policy & Administration, 45, 4, 354–370.

Collier, D. and Collier, R. B. (1991) ‘The comparative method: Two decades of change’, in A. Rustow and K. P. Erickson
(eds.), Comparative Political Dynamics: Global Research Perspectives, New York: Harper Collins.

ČTK (2021) ‘Chcípl PES demonstroval proti rouškám ve školách či covid pasům. Dorazila stovka lidí’, https://www.novinky.
cz/clanek/domaci-chcipl-pes-demonstroval-proti-rouskam-ve-skolach-ci-covid-pasum-dorazila-stovka-lidi-40362455
[accessed 23.02.2023].

ČTK (2022) ‘ČR může používat nový kurzarbeit, spuštění se teď neplánuje’, https://www.ceskenoviny.cz/zpravy/jurecka-cr-
muze-pouzivat-novy-kurzarbeit-spusteni-se-ted-neplanuje/2169914 [accessed 23.02.2023].

Dal Bó, P. and Fréchette, G. R. (2011) ‘The evolution of cooperation in infinitely repeated games: Experimental evidence’,
American Economic Review, 101, 1, 411–29.

Dugarova E. (2023) ‘Leveraging policy capabilities in Russia and Finland during the pandemic. Social Policy and Society, 22, 2,
376–390. DOI: 10.1017/S1474746422000409

European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control/ECDC (2024) Download COVID-19 data (europa.eu) [accessed 16.2.
2024]

Gal, J. and Bar, M. (2000) ‘The needed and the needy: The policy legacies of benefits for disabled war veterans in Israel’,
Journal of Social Policy, 29, 4, 577–598. DOI: 10.1111/j.1541-1338.2009.00437.x

Greve, B., Blomquist, P., Hvinden, B. and van Gerven, M. (2021) ‘Nordic welfare states—Still standing or changed by the
COVID-19 crisis?’, Social Policy & Administration, 55, 2, 295–311.

Groszkowski, J. (2017) ‘Czech Republic: Babiš’s domination’, https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2017-10-25/
czech-republic-babiss-domination [accessed 23.01.2024].

Hájek L. (2017) ‘Left, right, left, right : : : centre: Ideological position of Andrej Babiš’s ANO’, Czech Journal of Political
Science, 3, 275–301.

Hájek L. (2021) ‘Legislative behaviour of MPs in the Czech Republic in times of Covid-19 pandemic’, Parliamentary Affairs,
gsab057. DOI: 10.1093/pa/gsab057

Hall, P. A. (1993) ‘Policy paradigms, social learning, and the state: The case of economic policymaking in Britain’,
Comparative Politics, 25, 3, 275–296.

Hall, P.A. and Taylor, Rosemary C. R. (1996) ‘Political science and the three new institutionalisms’, Political Studies, 44, 5,
936–957. DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-9248.1996.tb00343.x

Hick, R. and Murphy, M. P. (2021) ‘Common shock, different paths? Comparing social policy responses to COVID-19 in the
UK and Ireland’, Social Policy & Administration, 55, 2, 312–325.

iDNES.cz (2021a) ‘Hnutí SPD podalo žalobu proti testům ve školách, jsou i diskriminační’, https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/do
maci/prvni-skolni-den-testovani-zaloba-spravni-spd-skoly.A210901_103154_domaci_remy [accessed 23.02.2023].

iDNES.cz (2021b) ‘Potopíme Piráty. Okamura jde proti nepříteli, kterého sdílí s ANO’, https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/
spd-tomto-okamura-volby-heslo-ockovani-eu.A210908_155252_domaci_lisv [accessed 14.02.2023].

Inglot, T. (2008) Welfare States in East Central Europe 1919-2004, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
irozhlas.cz (2020) ‘Podle opozice Babiš dělá kampaň před volbami. ‚Cílem bylo napravit dojem z chaosu,“uvedl Fiala k

projevu’, https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/koronavirus-andrej-babis-projev-ano-volby-top-09-ods-premier-reakce-
kalousek_2009212115_gak [accessed 01.02.2023].

irozhlas.cz (2021) https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/koronavirus-cesko-praha-demonstrace-opatreni-vakcina-chcipl-pe
s_2111171750

Jochem, S. (2011) ‘Nordic employment policies – Change and continuity before and during the financial crisis’, 45, 2,
131–145.

Katznelson, I. (2003) ‘Periodization and preferences: Reflections on purposive action in comparative historical social science’,
in J. Mahoney and D. Rueschemeyer (eds.), Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 270–301.

Dealing with COVID-19 in Czechia 13

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.cssz.cz/-/vyplaceni-doplatku-krizoveho-osetrovneho
https://www.psp.cz/eknih/2017ps/tesnopis/tz083.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-52096-9_12
https://www.novinky.cz/clanek/domaci-chcipl-pes-demonstroval-proti-rouskam-ve-skolach-ci-covid-pasum-dorazila-stovka-lidi-40362455
https://www.novinky.cz/clanek/domaci-chcipl-pes-demonstroval-proti-rouskam-ve-skolach-ci-covid-pasum-dorazila-stovka-lidi-40362455
https://www.ceskenoviny.cz/zpravy/jurecka-cr-muze-pouzivat-novy-kurzarbeit-spusteni-se-ted-neplanuje/2169914
https://www.ceskenoviny.cz/zpravy/jurecka-cr-muze-pouzivat-novy-kurzarbeit-spusteni-se-ted-neplanuje/2169914
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746422000409
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-1338.2009.00437.x
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2017-10-25/czech-republic-babiss-domination
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2017-10-25/czech-republic-babiss-domination
https://doi.org/10.1093/pa/gsab057
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.1996.tb00343.x
https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/prvni-skolni-den-testovani-zaloba-spravni-spd-skoly.A210901_103154_domaci_remy
https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/prvni-skolni-den-testovani-zaloba-spravni-spd-skoly.A210901_103154_domaci_remy
https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/spd-tomto-okamura-volby-heslo-ockovani-eu.A210908_155252_domaci_lisv
https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/spd-tomto-okamura-volby-heslo-ockovani-eu.A210908_155252_domaci_lisv
https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/koronavirus-andrej-babis-projev-ano-volby-top-09-ods-premier-reakce-kalousek_2009212115_gak
https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/koronavirus-andrej-babis-projev-ano-volby-top-09-ods-premier-reakce-kalousek_2009212115_gak
https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/koronavirus-cesko-praha-demonstrace-opatreni-vakcina-chcipl-pes_2111171750
https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-domov/koronavirus-cesko-praha-demonstrace-opatreni-vakcina-chcipl-pes_2111171750
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152


Kolář, P. (2020) ‘K opatřením se už budu vyjadřovat málo. Pěti tisíci nikoho neuplácíme, říká Babiš’, https://www.idnes.cz/
zpravy/domaci/andrej-babis-koronavirus-covid-karantena-opatreni-vlada.A200930_192336_domaci_baky [accessed
15.01.2023].

Kottasová, I. (2021) ‘How the Czech Republic slipped into a Covid disaster, one misstep at a time’, https://edition.cnn.com/
2021/02/28/europe/czech-republic-coronavirus-disaster-intl/index.html [accessed 16.01.2023].

Kuitto, K. (2016) Post-Communist Welfare States in the European Context. Patterns of Welfare Policies in Central and Eastern
Europe, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing.

Landsman, D. (2020) ‘Maláčová se omluvila za přeřek. Andrej Babiš není debil, nýbrž kokot, tvrdí. Odborníci jí dávají za
pravdu’, https://www.reflex.cz/clanek/divoky-kacer/103539/malacova-se-omluvila-za-prerek-andrej-babis-neni-debil-
nybrz-kokot-tvrdi-odbornici-ji-davaji-za-pravdu.html [accessed 17.02.2023].

Lazarová, D. (2021) ‘Beset by pandemic problems, Czech government urges faster action from EMA’, https://english.radio.cz/
beset-pandemic-problems-czech-government-urges-faster-action-ema-8707078 [accessed 15.02.2023].

Lidovky (2021) ‘VOLBY 2021: I Babiš zklamal a zradil, hlásí Okamura. S hnutím ANO ale sdílí nepřítele, chce potopit Piráty’,
https://www.lidovky.cz/domov/spd-tomto-okamura-volby-heslo-ockovani-eu.A210908_165948_ln_domov_kov [accessed
18.01.2023].

Löblová, O. (2020) ‘Coronavirus: What went wrong in the Czech Republic?’, https://www.preventionweb.net/news/coronavi
rus-what-went-wrong-czech-republic [accessed 25.02.2023].

Mahoney, J. (2000) ‘Path dependence in historical sociology’, Theory and society, 29, 4, 507–548.
Mahoney, J. and Thelen, K. (2010) ‘How historical institutionalists explain change’, in J. Mahoney and K. Thelen (eds.),

Explaining Institutional Change, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1–37.
March, J. G. and Olsen, J. P. (1989) Rediscovering Institutions: The Organizational Basis of Politics, New York: Free Press.
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs of Czech Republic (2021) ‘Kurzarbeit prošel Senátem. Stát bude mít účinný nástroj

pro záchranu pracovních míst v době krize (Kurzarbeit passed the Senate. The state will have an effective tool to save jobs in
times of crisis)’, https://www.mpsv.cz/-/kurzarbeit-prosel-senatem-stat-bude-mit-ucinny-nastroj-pro-zachranu-pracovni
ch-mist-v-dobe-krize [accessed 22.02.2023].

Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs of Czech Republic (2022) ‘Izolačka’, https://www.mpsv.cz/izolacka [accessed
13.02.2023].

Moreira, A. and Hick, R. (2021) ‘COVID‐19, the Great Recession and social policy: Is this time different?’, Social Policy &
Administration, 55, 2, 261–279.

Moreira, A., Léon, M., Coda Moscarola, F. and Roumpakis, A. (2021) ‘In the eye of the storm : : : again! Social policy
responses to COVID-19 in southern Europe’, Social Policy & Administration, 55, 2, 339–357. DOI: 10.1111/spol.12681

Morgowitz, S. (2018) ‘Czech parliament confirms Babiš minority government’, https://www.politico.eu/article/andrej-babis-
czech-parliament-confirms-minority-government/ [accesed 23.01.2024].

Morgowitz, S. (2018) ‘Czech parliament confirms Babiš minority government’, https://www.politico.eu/article/andrej-babis-
czech-parliament-confirms-minority-government/ [accessed 25.01.2023].

Mortkowitz, S. (2020) ‘Czech health minister resigns as coronavirus poster child falters’, https://www.politico.eu/article/cze
ch-health-minister-resigns-amid-soaring-coronavirus-numbers/ [accessed 25.01.2023].

Mouritsen, J. (1994) ‘Rationality, institutions and decision making: Reflections on March and Olsen’s rediscovering
institutions’, Accounting, Organizations and Society, 19, 2, 193–211.

North, D. (1990) Institutions, Institutional Change, and Economic Performance, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Opp, K.D. (2013) ‘Norms and rationality. Is moral behavior a form of rational action?’, Theory and Decision, 74, 383–409.
Pavolini, E., Fullin, G. and Scalise, G. (2022) ‘Labour market dualisation and social policy in pandemic times: An in-depth

analysis of private consumption services in Europe’, International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, 43, 5/6, 550–568.
DOI: 10.1108/IJSSP-03-2022-0074

Pierson, P. (2000) ‘Increasing returns, path dependence, and the study of politics’, American Political Science Review, 94, 1,
251–67.

Ramia G. and Perrone L. (2023) ‘Crisis management, policy reform, and institutions: The social policy response to COVID-
19 in Australia’, Social Policy and Society, 22, 3, 562–576. DOI: 10.1017/S1474746421000427

Rothstein, B. (2001) ‘Social capital in the social democratic welfare state’, Politics & Society, 29, 2, 207–241.
Saxonberg, S. (2014) Gendering Family Policies in Post-Communist Europe, Bastingstoke: Palgrave.
Saxonberg, S. and Heinisch, R. (2024) ‘Filling the demand gap: The success of centrist entrepreneurial populism in the Czech

Republic’, Europe-Asia Studies, 76, 3, 363–387.
Saxonberg, S. and Sirovátka, T. (2019) ‘Central and Eastern Europe’, in B. Greve (ed.), Routledge Handbook of the Welfare

State, Routledge International Handbooks (2nd edition), Abingdon: Routledge.
Saxonberg, S., Sirovátka, T. and Janoušková, M. (2013) ‘When do policies become path dependent? The Czech example’,

Journal of European Social Policy, 23, 4, 437–450.
Schmidt, V. (2020) ‘Theorizing institutional change and governance in European responses to the COVID-19 pandemic’,

Journal of European Integration, 42, 8, 1177–1193.

14 Steven Saxonberg et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/andrej-babis-koronavirus-covid-karantena-opatreni-vlada.A200930_192336_domaci_baky
https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/andrej-babis-koronavirus-covid-karantena-opatreni-vlada.A200930_192336_domaci_baky
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/02/28/europe/czech-republic-coronavirus-disaster-intl/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/02/28/europe/czech-republic-coronavirus-disaster-intl/index.html
https://www.reflex.cz/clanek/divoky-kacer/103539/malacova-se-omluvila-za-prerek-andrej-babis-neni-debil-nybrz-kokot-tvrdi-odbornici-ji-davaji-za-pravdu.html
https://www.reflex.cz/clanek/divoky-kacer/103539/malacova-se-omluvila-za-prerek-andrej-babis-neni-debil-nybrz-kokot-tvrdi-odbornici-ji-davaji-za-pravdu.html
https://english.radio.cz/beset-pandemic-problems-czech-government-urges-faster-action-ema-8707078
https://english.radio.cz/beset-pandemic-problems-czech-government-urges-faster-action-ema-8707078
https://www.lidovky.cz/domov/spd-tomto-okamura-volby-heslo-ockovani-eu.A210908_165948_ln_domov_kov
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/coronavirus-what-went-wrong-czech-republic
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/coronavirus-what-went-wrong-czech-republic
https://www.mpsv.cz/-/kurzarbeit-prosel-senatem-stat-bude-mit-ucinny-nastroj-pro-zachranu-pracovnich-mist-v-dobe-krize
https://www.mpsv.cz/-/kurzarbeit-prosel-senatem-stat-bude-mit-ucinny-nastroj-pro-zachranu-pracovnich-mist-v-dobe-krize
https://www.mpsv.cz/izolacka
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12681
https://www.politico.eu/article/andrej-babis-czech-parliament-confirms-minority-government/
https://www.politico.eu/article/andrej-babis-czech-parliament-confirms-minority-government/
https://www.politico.eu/article/andrej-babis-czech-parliament-confirms-minority-government/
https://www.politico.eu/article/andrej-babis-czech-parliament-confirms-minority-government/
https://www.politico.eu/article/czech-health-minister-resigns-amid-soaring-coronavirus-numbers/
https://www.politico.eu/article/czech-health-minister-resigns-amid-soaring-coronavirus-numbers/
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSSP-03-2022-0074
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746421000427
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152


Shepsle, K. (1989) ‘Institutional arrangements and equilibrium in multidimensional voting, models’, American Journal of
Political Science, 23, 1, 27–59.

Sirovátka, T., Jahoda, R. and Malý, I. (2021) ‘Social protection and inclusion policy responses to the COVID-19 crisis,
Czechia’, ESPN Thematic Report, Brussels, EC.

Sirovátka, T., Saxonberg, S. and Csudai, E. (2024) ‘Emergency welfare states in action: Social policy adaptations to COVID-
19 in the Czechia, Hungary and Slovakia’, Social Policy & Administration, 58, 1, 93–107. DOI: 10.1111/spol.12945

Streeck, W. and Thelen, K. (2005) ‘Introduction: Institutional change in advanced political economies’, in W. Streeck and K.
Thelen (eds.), Beyond Continuity: Institutional Change in Advanced Political Economies, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1–39.

Teraz.sk (2021) ‘KOHOVOLIŤV ČESKÝCHVOĽBÁCH? Tu je výberový prehľad programov strán’, https://www.teraz.sk/na
jnovsie/volby-cr-vyberovy-prehlad-programo/581796-clanok.html [accessed 23.02.2023].

Thelen, K. (2004) How Institutions Evolve: The Political Economy of Skills in Germany, Britain, the United States, and Japan,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Thomas, G. (2011) ‘A typology for the case study in social science following a review of definition, discourse, and structure’,
Qualitative Inquiry, 17, 6, 511–521.

Toplišek, A., Oellerich, N., Simons, J.P. and Eihmanis, E. (2022) ‘Path dependency and partisan interests: Explaining
COVID-19 social support programmes in East-Central Europe’, East European Politics, 38, 4, 641–661, DOI: 10.1080/
21599165.2022.2122046

Vanhuysse, P. (2009) ‘Power order, and the politics of social policy in Central and Eastern Europe’ in A. Cerami and
P. Vanhuysse (eds), Post-Communist Welfare Pathways: Theorizing Social Policy Transformations in Central and Eastern
Europe, Basingstoke: Palgrave, 53–72.

Volby.idnes (2017) ‘Výsledky voleb do poslanecké sněmovny 2017 - Česká republika’, volby.idnes.cz
Weir, M. and Skocpol, T. (1985) ‘State structures and the possibilities for ‘Keynesian’ responses to the great depression in

Sweden, Britian, and the United States’, in P.B. Evans, D. Rueschemeyer and T. Skocpol, (eds.), Bringing the State Back In,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 107–164.

Cite this article: Saxonberg S, Sirovátka T, and Csudai E (2025). DealingWith COVID-19 in Czechia: Why Social Policies and
Epidemiological Policies had Different Dynamics. Social Policy and Society 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152

Dealing with COVID-19 in Czechia 15

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12945
https://www.teraz.sk/najnovsie/volby-cr-vyberovy-prehlad-programo/581796-clanok.html
https://www.teraz.sk/najnovsie/volby-cr-vyberovy-prehlad-programo/581796-clanok.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2022.2122046
https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2022.2122046
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746425101152

	Dealing With COVID-19 in Czechia: Why Social Policies and Epidemiological Policies had Different Dynamics
	Introduction
	The political context
	Theoretical framework
	Previous research: can we expect path dependency during crises?
	Our approach

	Methodology
	Findings: Explaining the policy dynamics
	Social policy reforms
	Epidemiological measures

	Conclusion
	References



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 600
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 600
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages true
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth 4
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (U.S. Web Coated \(SWOP\) v2)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


