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THE PROJECT 

 

1. Proposed title and subtitle 

 

Policy and Policymaking in the UK 

 

2. Brief description of project’s scope and content 

 

A book explaining two things: how and what policies are made in the UK.  It is 

indispensable as a student text for two main reasons.  First, it sets up an analytical 

framework that can be used to study politics as a whole, since the themes 

(including power, ideas, institutions, networks, types of democracy, 

socioeconomic factors) are central to political science as well as policy studies.  

Second, it provides an up to date coverage of the main policy developments in the 

UK and situates them within the context of broad postwar trends.  No other current 

text contains this broad analytical and empirical coverage.  Consequently, it also 

has the potential to be a key point of reference for scholars in the public policy 

and UK politics fields. 

 

The book provides a challenging introduction to politics, policymaking and public 

policy in the UK.  It focuses primarily on the UK government, but identifies the 

multi-level nature of the policymaking process (and makes clear when we are 

talking about the UK as a whole or England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 

separately).    The first section provides the theoretical and analytical framework.  

It introduces a set of key themes and concepts that are necessary to provide a 

thorough understanding of the way that policy is made in the UK.  Many of these 

concepts are universal in the sense that they could be used to analyse 

policymaking in many countries.  Some concepts or discussions are particular to 

the UK or worth particular discussion in a UK context.  For example, the book 

discusses the extent to which the UK is a ‘majoritarian’ democracy which 

centralises power and engages in policymaking from the top-down (a discussion 

made particularly relevant by the promotion of ‘consensus democracy’ 

arrangements, in which power is spread and decisions might be pursued 

collectively, in Scotland and Wales).  The book also explores the particular ways 

in which UK institutions have faced, and sought to solve, modern crises of politics 

and policymaking – examining: (a) particular areas such as economic policy; and, 

(b) the ‘big picture’ issues such as the economic crisis and the perceived 

legitimacy of policymaking arrangements in the ‘Westminster’ system.  The 

second section provides a series of chapters on policy and policymaking in 

substantive policy areas: economic, health, justice, welfare, education, foreign, 

defence, agricultural, environmental, and transport (policies regarding 
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constitutional change are also covered in the initial discussion of multi-level 

policymaking).  In some cases it can discuss UK policy as a whole with minimal 

discussion of devolved differences (economic, foreign, defence) but, in most 

areas, it recognises the different trajectories of policy since 1999 in areas that are 

devolved in at least one area (the three devolved territories have often-different 

arrangements). 

 

The book will generally use ‘UK’ and explain that ‘UK’ refers to the UK 

Government as the initial focus of analysis within a multi-level setting. 

 

 

3  Proposed Content 

Please attach a chapter by chapter synopsis of the project’s planned content 

and main argument(s).   

 

 

Chapter 1 Introduction 

Provides an introduction to two basic questions: how is policy make in the UK; 

and, what policies are made in the UK?  Both questions are linked by a clear 

analytical framework, set up in chapters 2-6 and used to structure the analysis of 

the substantive policy areas in chapters 7-15.  The analytical framework  

represents the main sub-headings in each policy/ substantive chapter: 

 

1. What is policy?  Each chapter identifies a wide range of policy 

instruments to build up a picture of current policy and policy change.   

2. How is policy made?  Each chapter considers the mix between ‘top-

down’ policy decisions and the more day to day ‘normal’ style of 

consultation.   

3. Multi-level policymaking.   Each chapter considers who has 

responsibility for policy, how this influences the policy ‘tone’, and the 

key decisions they have made.   

4. Policy networks. Each chapter considers the balance of power among 

pressure participants (such as interest groups), and how this has changed 

over time. 

5. Power and ideas. Each chapter considers how problems are ‘framed’ and 

addressed.  For example, does policy continue for long periods because 

the problem has already been ‘solved’ and/ or does it change quickly to 

reflect new ways to frame and solve problems?  As stated, the question 

allows us to situate a discussion of modern policy developments in the 

context of policies made in the past, asking where current policy ideas 

came from and exploring the extent to which  current policy decisions 

are made to address problems  created in the past. 

6. Socioeconomic factors and the role of ‘events’.  Each chapter considers 

the context in which decisions are made, examining the most relevant 

‘policy conditions’ (such as the economic context and the effect of 

factors such as demographic change) and the ways in which the policy 

environment combine with key events to influence the decisions made 

by policymakers.   

7. How do these factors combine to explain policy change?  Points 2-6 help 

us make analytical distinctions between these factors but, in practice, 



 

 

 

 

they combine to provide a more complete explanation.  For example, 

many factors may influence (and often reinforce the importance of) 

others.  The socioeconomic context might change, causing people to 

frame the problem in different ways and help some groups find more 

favour within government.  The experience of other countries may shape 

the UK’s policy agenda. Or, particular institutions (such as government 

departments with particular rules and forms of behaviour) may help 

shape the ways that socioeconomic conditions are perceived, how much 

attention is paid to new ideas from other countries and the pressure 

participants that are relied upon most for information and advice.  Each 

chapter considers the extent to which we produce a broad narrative on 

policy change and link it to the interactions between these explanatory 

factors. 

 

Note: no single book can provide comprehensive coverage of all policy areas 

(including edited ‘companion books’ devoted exclusively to policy areas with a 

minimal conceptual framework).  Instead, the book provides a broad overview 

and a focus on the most important areas.  Some chapters – particularly those on 

welfare policy and environmental policy – use a broad theme to introduce a range 

of policy areas in a single chapter.   

 

Chapter 2 Policymaking in the UK 

The chapter asks two key questions: what is public policy and how is it made in 

the UK? It considers briefly the key definitions of ‘policy’ and ‘public policy’ 

used in the literature.  To introduce the literature on policymaking, it examines the 

concept of ‘comprehensive rationality’ and a focus on the ‘policy cycle’ (which 

breaks policy down into stages including agenda setting, policy formulation, 

implementation and evaluation) to examine the idea of an ordered policymaking 

system in which fully informed authoritative policymakers are at the heart of the 

process.  It outlines the various ways in which that ideal-type image is rejected or 

qualified in the literature.  This discussion has a particular relevance to the study 

of UK policymaking because the UK system, associated with the term 

‘Westminster Model’, is often portrayed as hierarchical; power is held at the 

centre and the government makes policy from the top-down and with limited 

concessions to Parliament or other actors and organisations.  The chapter 

introduces a range of policy theories and concepts to challenge these (general and 

UK specific) images of control, arguing that UK governments are generally 

unwilling and/or unable to make policy in this way.  Rather, they are subject to a 

range of constraints, common to all political systems, that limit the extent to which 

they can gather the necessary knowledge and support to operate in this manner.  

They also face constraints associated with implementation which often involves 

the partial transfer of control to other organisations. 

 

Although I will be careful not to devote a disproportionate amount of space to 

devolution, the chapter notes that the policymaking processes in the UK and 

devolved governments are not as different as they appear (or were designed) to 

be, because they are all subject to common constraints, such as the (general, but 

not inevitable) need to consult widely to secure the necessary knowledge and 

support for successful policymaking.  This is key background to the modern theme 

of political crisis in the UK which is based in part on a sense of disillusionment 



 

 

 

 

with representative and ‘responsible’ (or ‘government knows best’) policymaking 

removed from parliamentary or popular participation.  In fact, the UK is often no 

different from most policymaking systems which constrain wider participation 

and tend to produce policymaking arrangements focused on governments 

consulting with the most interested, resourced and affected ‘pressure participants’ 

(or organisations such as public bodies, businesses and interest groups). 

 

The chapter contains a box clarifying the role of terms such as implementation 

and evaluation. It explains that, although the policy cycle may be used less to order 

studies of policymaking, we should still note the importance of, for example, the 

role of evaluation which involves the exercise of power to describe the success or 

failure of public policies (a factor that may determine the extent to which they are 

revisited and new policy is made).   

 

Chapter 3 Multilevel policymaking 

The chapter discusses the importance of shifting our attention from a sole focus 

on UK central government to consider how UK policymaking fits into a wider 

multi-level picture.  The UK government shares power vertically (upwards to the 

European Union and other international organisations and downwards to 

devolved, regional and local governments) and diffuses power horizontally (to 

government agencies and public bodies held responsible for carrying out UK 

policy).  This is a situation that is relatively straightforward to map but difficult to 

track in practice.   

 

The chapter considers this set up from an ‘institutional’ perspective.  It outlines 

definitions of ‘institutions’ which refer to regular patterns of behaviour and the 

rules or norms that influence such behaviour.  It highlights the need to identify 

which organisations are most involved in particular policy issues and the extent to 

which their responsibilities overlap (for example, some ‘cross cutting’ issues such 

as poverty and social inclusion are the responsibility of more than one UK 

government department, while the EU, UK and Scottish governments often have 

responsibility for different aspects of policies such as alcohol and tobacco).  It 

highlights the importance of rules and norms as a way to explain how policy is 

processed differently by different organisations.  For example, the EU or UK 

Government may be responsible for the formulation of a policy but expect a public 

body or local authority to carry it out – producing the possibility that: (a) they 

have different understandings of the policy problem and the meaning of (or 

thinking behind) its solution; and (b) that different organisations attach different 

levels of priority to the policy solution – leading to issues such as the 

‘implementation gap’.   

 

The chapter contains separate boxes considering briefly the role of the key 

policymaking ‘institutions’ in the UK and other ‘institutions’ such as political 

parties and the courts.  It considers the extent to which political parties have 

become less important to the policy process over time.  For example, while the 

Labour Party traditionally developed important policy positions in dedicated 

forums, party policy is increasingly made by its leadership (particularly when it is 

in office).   A separate box notes the relatively small (but growing) role of the 

courts in policy decisions when compared to countries such as the US (although 



 

 

 

 

it notes that the UK’s signature of the European Convention of Human Rights has 

enhanced the role of judges to influence ministerial decisions). 

 

 

Chapter 4 Policy networks and governance 

The chapter continues the focus on a diffusion of power from UK central 

government.  It considers the often blurry boundaries between formal holders of 

policymaking authority (such as ministers and the civil servants acting on their 

behalf) and those ‘pressure participants’ who often possess informal influence 

(‘pressure participants’ is a term used to describe not only interest groups but also 

organisations such as public bodies and businesses that seek to influence 

government decisions).  It identifies the importance of ‘policy networks’ – a term 

which describes the relationships that develop between civil servants held 

responsible for developing policy and the pressure participants that they rely on 

for information and advice (the chapter will include a box making the terminology 

on communities, networks and subsystems clear).  A discussion of networks 

informs a broader discussion of governance or multilevel governance (MLG) in 

which we identify a web of relationships between formal and informal sources of 

power at many levels of government.  Combined with chapter 3, it helps us 

understand the limits to an image of UK policymaking based on the idea of central 

government control or an exclusive policymaking ‘club’.  Rather, the UK 

government often shares power with other bodies when making policy and relies 

on other bodies to implement.   

 

PAC – add a box (and maybe an article) on Marsh and Rhodes’ Policy 

Networks in British Government.  These case studies are now over 20 years 

old – what has changed and how can we explain the new developments?   

 

Chapter 5 Power and Ideas 

The chapter argues that most academic explanations of policymaking are based 

on a combined understanding of the role of power and ideas. First, it discusses the 

role of power to influence how much attention policy issues receive and how 

problems are ‘framed’ (or understood and described) before they are solved.   

Policymakers can only pay attention to a small number of issues for which they 

are responsible, so they ignore most issues and promote a small number to the top 

of their agenda.  Consequently, routine policymaking (or policy delivery) often 

continues for long periods because policy issues receive minimal attention 

(perhaps because the problem appears to have been ‘solved’ or simply because 

some issues ‘crowd out’ others).  An understanding of power is important to 

examine why some issues receive attention (and policy often changes) and others 

do not, while some solutions are considered and most are ignored.  This often 

involves the framing of issues in particular ways, to ensure that policy 

responsibility can be claimed by one group of actors (such as when drug use is 

claimed to be a public health issue to be solved by the Department of Health, or 

an issue of law and order to be solved by the Home Office). 

 

Second, it discusses the role of ideas as represented by ‘paradigms’, ideologies, 

‘world views’ or ‘norms’  that influence the beliefs of policymakers and, therefore, 

their attitudes towards policy problems and their solutions.  In such cases, power 

is more difficult to observe because it relates to the ability to influence how people 



 

 

 

 

think and what they believe (either intentionally, as a form of manipulation, or 

unintentionally, when they reinforce widespread beliefs by taking them for 

granted and acting accordingly).  We may identify policy paradigms in which the 

nature of problems, and their solutions, are taken for granted and receive minimal 

attention (as discussed by Hall, 1993 when describing UK economic policy in the 

1970s) – perhaps until they are challenged gradually (by actors who question 

dominant beliefs) or radically (by shocking events that cause policymakers to 

rethink their beliefs in light of new evidence or the appearance of policy failure).  

The discussion of paradigms allows us to consider the importance of policy 

legacies or inheritance  and  the extent to which  current policy decisions are made 

routinely to reflect decisions made in the past (or, in accordance with the public 

policy maxim ‘policy as its own cause’, to address problems  created in the past). 

 

The chapter contains boxes examining the role of policy transfer (or the transfer 

of ideas from one country or government to another) and policy learning (when, 

for example, policymakers consider the importance of new information through 

the ‘lens’ of their existing beliefs) in an era often associated with terms such as 

‘globalisation’ and policy ‘internationalisation’. 

 

Chapter 6 Socioeconomic factors and the role of ‘events’ 

The chapter considers the importance of the policy environment, or the ‘policy 

conditions’ that influence how policymakers think about and solve problems.  The 

policy environment may represent what policymakers take into account when 

identifying problems and deciding how to address them. They may be particularly 

aware of a political system’s size, demographic structure, economy and mass 

behaviour.  The policy environment may also represent a source of pressure or a 

direct influence on how policymakers operate - particularly when events, and 

media and public attention to events, seem to force policymakers to respond and, 

in many cases, think and act in new ways.  For example, the economic 

environment is an important influence on the ability of governments to finance 

public policies, while changes to the economic performance of a country often 

dominate the attention of governments. In addition, perceived periods of crisis 

(such as in the 1970s and from the late 2000s) often prompt policymakers to 

reconsider fundamentally their approach to economic policy.  Demographic shifts 

may have a large bearing on policy decisions – such as when an ageing population 

makes it expensive to maintain pensions, welfare and social care policies, or when 

a baby boom influences demand for schools and health services.  In additions, 

events (such as an extremely cold winter or flu epidemic), combined with a media 

and public reaction, often prompt policymakers to make quick decisions on issues 

such as healthcare and welfare payments.  The chapter discusses how we should 

best understand the influence of such factors, comparing the idea that 

socioeconomic factors, combined with events, represent the primary determinant 

of policy decisions with the idea that policymakers can ‘mediate’ that process and, 

to some extent, choose which factors to pay most attention to.  This discussion 

ties together the analytical framework by taking us full circle; providing a more 

informed discussion of the idea of comprehensive rationality and central 

government control. 

 

The chapter contains a box on the current economic crisis and the extent to which 

policymaking is influenced by the new ‘age of austerity’.   



 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7 Key developments in postwar policy 

It is difficult to understand contemporary public policy in the UK without 

considering the major changes (including the transformation of the UK state) that 

have taken place in the British state in the post-war period.  Each individual policy 

chapter will consider the key, most relevant, post-war developments – but a 

dedicated chapter is also required to present an overall context or the ‘big picture’.  

The chapter traces policies associated with the ‘postwar consensus’, such as 

Keynesian economic policy and rise of the welfare state, followed by the major 

changes which took place from the 1970s.  The changes, associated closely (but 

not exclusively) with Thatcherism, regard attempts to change economic policy 

radically (perhaps from Keynesianism to monetarism) and shift the balance 

between public and private provision by advancing privatisation (the sale of public 

corporations and social housing, the introduction of quasi-markets, the 

introduction or increased use of charges for public services, the ‘contracting out’ 

of publicly funded services to the private and third sectors, the rise of public-

private partnerships to build large capital projects such as roads, bridges, schools 

and hospitals), introducing new public management (the application of private 

sector philosophies and methods to the public sector), reforming employment laws 

to limit the power of trade unions and reforming the welfare state.  The Thatcher 

era also saw the increased use of measures to challenge the role of local authorities 

(such as reforming local taxation and introducing new public bodies to deliver 

services previously controlled by local authorities).  The UK also joined the EU 

in 1973 and became further integrated even during the ‘Eurosceptic’ era of 

Conservative government (1979-97).   

 

This experience underpins modern discussion of policymaking in the New Labour 

(1997-2010) and coalition government (2010-present) years.  In most cases, those 

governments accepted and/ or accelerated the policies of their predecessors - 

furthering, for example, the sale of social housing and public bodies, contracting 

out and the use of markets, while not seeking to reverse employment laws (despite 

the historic links between Labour and the trade unions).  Consequently, the 

background discussion is necessary to understand the modern theme of 

‘neoliberalism’ (linked, to some extent, to the idea of globalisation and the desire 

of many governments to maintain low taxes and minimal employment regulations 

to attract foreign investment) which runs throughout many chapters.   

 

Chapter 8 Economic policy 

The chapter explains key terms, such as the difference between fiscal and 

monetary policy (and wider issues, such as industrial and competition policies), 

identifies key domestic actors such as the Treasury and Bank of England, and 

highlights the importance of the global context and key international actors.  It 

examines in more detail the main postwar developments (including the extent to 

which the UK government shifted from Keynesian to monetarist policies).  Its 

main focus is the current economic crisis, its main causes, the ways in which UK 

governments may have contributed to it (in area such as banking regulation and 

government spending) and the ways in which they have tried to solve it. 

 

Chapter 9 Health Policy 



 

 

 

 

The chapter considers policy trends and policymaking in areas such as healthcare 

organisation (and organisational reform) and substantive areas such as public 

health (including tobacco, alcohol, obesity and drugs policy) and mental health 

policies.  It identifies the main differences in health policy since devolution – a 

factor that receives relatively high coverage because four different systems have 

developed in the UK (starting before, and accelerated by, devolution).  It 

highlights the relative tendency of the UK Government to reform healthcare 

structures in the National Health Service for England.   

 

It includes boxes that consider current issues such as the cost of PPP projects and 

compare current government-group relations with those of the Thatcher period.  

 

Chapter 10 Education Policy 

The chapter considers policy trends and policymaking in areas such as higher 

education (including the introduction and extension of tuition fees), compulsory 

education (including the use of testing in schools and the extent to which the local 

authority role has diminished) and, to a lesser extent, pre-school education 

(considering briefly the influence of ideas regarding the age at which students 

should receive formal education).  It identifies the main differences in education 

policy since devolution – a factor that receives relatively high coverage because 

different systems have developed in the UK (for example, Scotland’s system was 

already very different, while Wales’ system has diverged since devolution).  It 

highlights the relative tendency of the UK Government to reform education 

structures and promote competition (such as when promoting student testing and 

education league tables) in England. 

 

Chapter 11 Justice and Home Affairs Policy 

Justice and home affairs has grown in importance in the ‘9/11’ era.  The chapter 

discusses key developments in domestic security and controversial issues such as 

the detention of criminal suspects and the (aborted) introduction of ID cards (and 

the extent to which they compete for attention with policies on race relations and 

equal opportunities).  It discusses the centrality of New Labour’s promise to be 

tough on crime (and the causes of crime) and, for example, the ways in which this 

approach affected other areas (such as mental health policy).  It discusses the riots 

in England in 2012 and the narratives that have been produced about what causes 

crime and how it should be addressed.   

 

The chapter includes a box on modern comparisons between discussions of the 

riots in England and discussions of ways to manage political violence in Northern 

Ireland (since, for example, many commentators called for the use of the army 

and plastic bullets to control further riots).   

 

Chapter 12 Urban and Regional Policy 

The chapter considers the development of policies regarding local authorities, 

housing, planning and integrated transport.  It notes the major changes that have 

taken place since the postwar period (the changing role of local authorities in these 

areas is particularly worthy of discussion).  It charts the rise and fall of social 

housing in the UK, including the ‘right to buy’ and the reduced role for local 

authorities.   

 



 

 

 

 

Chapter 13 Environmental, Rural and Resource Policy 

The chapter considers the rise of ‘environmental policy’ in the second half of the 

postwar period and its effect on more established policies on energy, transport and 

agriculture.  Concern for the environment provided a new frame of reference to 

consider issues such as: the mix of fossil, nuclear and renewable energies; the 

future of farming and fishing and the development of rural policy; and, the mix 

between types of transport, such as public (trains and buses) and private (road), 

and the expansion of airports. 

 

Chapter 14 Social Welfare Policies 

The chapter tracks broad trends in the ways that governments have sought to 

introduce, maintain and reform the welfare state.  It covers areas such as social 

care and social security.  It highlights the UK’s distinctive state pension system 

(in which current taxpayers fund pensions; there is no investment pot) and the 

pressures of an ageing population (on state pensions and the increasing reform of 

public sector professional pensions).   

 

The chapter contains a box comparing Scottish and UK government approaches 

to care for older people.   

 

Chapter 15 Foreign Affairs and Defence Policy 

The chapter considers foreign affairs in two main ways: (1) its membership of 

international bodies such as the EU, UN and Nato; its influence on those bodies 

and the effect of membership on UK policymaking; and, (2) its role in major 

conflicts such as Iraq War.  The chapter considers the extent to which foreign 

policymaking is different from domestic policymaking – a belief that has led to 

relatively few comparisons of foreign and domestic policies and policymaking. 

 

Chapter 16 Conclusion: What is the nature of British policymaking? 

The chapter brings together the theories, concepts and empirical evidence to 

consider: how policy is made; how distinctive British policymaking is; how much 

policy has changed in each area and what we can say, overall, about the extent 

(and causes) of policy change in the post-war UK. 

 

 


