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A Window of Opportunity for Preventive Policymaking? Comparing policies by the UK and 

Scottish Governments 

Chapter 2 - A framework for the analysis of what happens next 

Chapter 1 suggests that a window of opportunity has opened, in the past 5-10 years, for the 

promotion of prevention policies in the UK and Scottish governments. Yet, the meaning of 

prevention is unclear and it has the potential to represent a new way of thinking about policy 

rather than a specific policy to be implemented. As such, our interest is in what happens when 

a new, or rediscovered, idea meets the old way of doing things. For example, this process 

could prompt a new agenda across government, as ministers put more weight behind 

prevention, and civil servants give greater priority to prevention-branded projects at the 

expense of expensive acute services. Alternatively, since policymakers can too easily brand 

their existing activities as preventive, it could prompt no more than cosmetic policy changes. 

Or, the prevention agenda could ‘take off’ in the Scottish, but not UK, government or vice 

versa; or ideas associated with prevention may be used in some government departments or 

public bodies but not others. To a large extent, this is an empirical question, and the answer 

may not become fully clear for years or decades.  

Such empirical projects require a strong theoretical base, to help us ask the right questions 

and produce meaningful answers, based on our accumulated knowledge of policymaking. 

Developing this base entails two related tasks. First, we can use theories and concepts that are 

in ‘good currency’ to help us compare our results to others. Theories provide a widely shared 

language and a set of conceptually driven questions, to promote the accumulation of 

empirical insights across a wide range of studies. Second, we can modify those theories to 

design a model to explain case studies in considerable depth. 

To pursue our broad theoretical aim, we outline the value of two approaches which help 

expand the reach of MSA, to explore what happens after the initial agenda setting process. 

First, we draw on complexity theory to examine how policymakers try to influence long term 

policy outcomes in the face of major constraints. A focus on complex systems represents a 

check on the idea that policymakers at the ‘top’, or in central government, control the fate of 

policy outcomes. Further, it challenges the notion that a policy choice made after the agenda 

setting stage sets in train a series of subsequent stages to produce inevitable implementation. 

Instead, policymakers operate under conditions of high uncertainty about the extent to which 

they can influence outcomes. This has important implications for policymakers’ capacity to 

overcome obstacles to policymaking, such as ‘path dependence’ in large organisations, and 

control the consequences of their decisions. Subsequently, we use the language of complexity 

to explore, in particular, the extent to which the adoption of a new idea, prevention, produces 

changes in the rules that national and local policymakers follow within political systems. 

Policy actors adopt rules and practices to turn their perception of a complex world into simple 

strategies. Does the promotion of the idea of prevention contribute to new rules, or is it 

ignored or ‘crowded out’ by the more routine business of government?  
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Second, we draw on the ‘social construction of target populations’ (Schneider and Ingram, 

1997) literature to identify the extent to which these rules are influenced by habit, emotion 

and gut instinct. Policymakers combine prevention concepts with their emotions and beliefs, 

about the populations they seek to influence, to produce a wide variety of policies. In some 

cases, the UK and Scottish governments adopt similar projects and use the same language to 

describe them. This is the case with the ‘family nurse partnerships’ programme, which aims 

to improve the life chances of teenage mothers and their children. In this case, both 

governments use a language featuring strong evidence claims about the programme’s success, 

drawn from 30 years of successful delivery in the US. However, in other cases, this language 

can diverge in ways that reflect the way each government thinks about certain sections of 

society. For example, the UK’s Troubled Families programme focuses as much on the 

trouble that certain populations cause as the extent to which they need government help 

(Hayden and Jenkins, 2014). It has no direct equivalent in Scottish Government policy which, 

instead, focuses rhetorically on the ‘assets’ of individuals. 

This focus on complexity and social construction theory has two important practical 

implications. First, complexity undermines the extent to which we can hold policymakers to 

account for outcomes which seem to ‘emerge’ locally from complex systems rather than 

result directly from ministerial decisions.  Instead, a sense of democratic accountability of 

ministers to the public, via elections or parliamentary activity, may largely be maintained by 

a focus on their values. These values can be identified from the ways in which they socially 

construct target populations. Second, the implementation of aims based on these values is not 

straightforward, particularly since the UK and Scottish governments have chosen to spread 

responsibility for delivery so widely. Consequently, it is important to identify the methods, 

‘tools’, or policy instruments that policymakers use to turn their aims into outcomes. 

To pursue our second theoretical aim, of developing a more specific analytical model, we 

identify the concepts that most modern policy theories have in common. We use them to 

provide a language and structure in which to interpret case study developments, and to cast a 

wide explanatory net to account for complex policy processes. These concepts are based on 

the following guiding questions
i
:   

 Actors. Which actors are involved in prevention policy, and at what level of government 

do they operate?  

 Bounded rationality. How do actors deal with uncertainty and ambiguity, to turn a 

complex prevention landscape into simple strategies? What sources of information do 

they prioritise and how do they ‘frame’ prevention? 

 Institutions. What rules or ‘standard operating procedures’ have developed within 

policymaking organisations and how do they influence the development of prevention 

policy?  

 Networks. What is the balance of power between ‘pressure participants’ such as interest 

groups? 

 Context. How does the socio-economic and political context influence policy?  

 Events. Which events have prompted or undermined policy development?  



 Ideas.  What is the role of knowledge, evidence and learning in shaping the way that 

policymakers understand and seek to address prevention?  

To demonstrate the value of our theoretical focus, we first explain the meaning of complexity 

and social construction theory and highlight their applicability to prevention policies 

following a window of opportunity. We then outline the main concepts derived from policy 

studies and demonstrate why their associated questions are central to the comparative study 

of prevention policy. Finally, to highlight the link between a broad language on prevention 

aims and specific government objectives, we identify the importance of policy ‘tools’ to 

highlight the variety of methods that policymakers use to address complexity and turn their 

aims into outcomes. 

Complexity theory and prevention policy 

Complexity theory suggests that policymaking can be described as a complex system in the 

same way that we describe complex systems in nature and society (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003: 26; 

Sanderson, 2006: 117). The main focus is on a system that is greater than the sum of its parts. 

In policymaking, these ‘parts’ are actors, such as individuals or organisations, which are 

interdependent: they interact with each other, share information and combine to produce 

systemic behaviour. The outcomes of such systemic behaviour cannot simply be attributed to 

specific individuals. Consequently, we need to shift our analysis to the policy-making system 

as a whole; as a network of elements that interact and combine to produce systemic 

behaviour. This approach is best illustrated by the metaphor of a microscope or telescope, 

which we may use to zoom in to analyse individuals or zoom out to see the system as a 

whole.  

Complexity theory identifies systems with common properties: 

1. Negative and positive feedback. Some inputs of energy are dampened while others are 

amplified. Thus, small actions can have large effects and large actions can have small 

effects.  

2. ‘Strange attractors’ or regularities of behaviour which may be interrupted by short 

bursts of change (punctuated equilibrium). 

3. Sensitivity to initial conditions that produce a long-term momentum or ‘path 

dependence’.  

4. ‘Emergence’, or behaviour that results from the interaction between elements at a 

local level rather than central direction.   

However, the description of these properties can vary markedly and require some translation 

in policy studies (Cairney, 2012b; Geyer and Cairney, 2015). For example, positive and 

negative feedback can be linked to Jones and Baumgartner’s (2005) study of information 

processing. The cognitive ability of policymakers, and their ability to gather information, is 

limited. They can only pay attention to a small fraction of the issues for which they are 

responsible. They have to ignore most and promote a few to the top of their agenda 



(Baumgartner and Jones, 1993; 2009; Baumgartner et al, 2014). They receive the same 

amount of information over time, ignoring most for long periods (negative feedback) and 

paying some disproportionate attention (positive feedback). Consequently, the controlling 

capacity of the centre is limited to the small number of issues to which policymakers pay 

particular attention or energetically seek to solve. 

Positive and negative feedback extends to other parts of the system. For example, the 

instructions of central governments may be dampened or amplified by actors responsible for 

policy delivery. Much depends on the patterns of attention paid by policymakers at the 

‘centre’. In theory, they could pay attention to, and influence, any part of the system – 

however, to do so they have to ignore most other parts. Consequently, all rules that develop 

in institutions or policy networks could be challenged at any time, but most tend not to be. In 

this sense, ‘strange attractors’ describes the tendency for regular patterns of policymaking 

behaviour to persist in most cases despite the ever-present potential for policy instability (see 

also Bovaird, 2008: 320; Geyer and Rihani, 2010: 39). 

In policy theory, ‘path dependence’ describes the tendency for events and decisions made in 

the past to contribute to the formation of institutions that influence current practices. When a 

commitment to a policy is established it produces ‘increasing returns’ over time: as people 

adapt to, and build institutions around, the initial decision, it becomes increasingly costly to 

choose a different path (Pierson, 2000; Room, 2011, 7-18). Initial choices are reinforced 

when the rules governing systemic behaviour become established and difficult to change 

(Pierson, 2000: 253; Room, 2011: 16). As a result the bulk of policy is repetitive: most policy 

decisions are based on legislation that already exists, most public expenditure is devoted to 

activities that continue by routine, and policy implementation continues long after 

policymakers have lost interest (Rose, 1990; Hogwood and Peters, 1983; Lindblom, 1959; 

1979). ‘Critical juncture’ therefore describes the infrequent and often dramatic series of 

events or decisions that challenge such routines. 

The idea of ‘emergence’ requires the most translation in policy studies. The study of complex 

systems in nature suggests that they often lack a central brain: elements such as cells interact 

to produce an outcome that emerges from local ‘rules’ that develop in often unpredictable 

ways. In politics, however, there is a ‘centre’: central government. Consequently, we must 

shift our focus to the idea of emergence and unpredictability despite attempts by central 

governments to control the system. Emergence refers to behaviour which results from local 

interaction, with an emphasis on the extent to which local behaviour takes place despite 

central government policies or rules.  

This concept resonates with the well-established literature on policy implementation and 

governance. Lipsky (1980) frames local behaviour in terms of the limits to which actors can 

meet central demands, and the extent to which they draw on their own judgement and 

professional training when interacting with service users. Local actors face so many targets, 

rules and laws that no public agency or official can be expected to fulfil them all.  In fact, 

many may be too vague or even contradictory, requiring ‘street level bureaucrats’ to choose 



some over others.  Or, central governments may introduce performance measures which limit 

the discretion of delivery organizations but relate to a small part of government business.  

Hjern and Porter (1981) argue that this lack of central control is exacerbated when central 

government departments pursue programmes with competing aims, and when policies are 

implemented by multiple organizations through ‘implementation structures’. Although 

national governments create overarching frameworks of regulations and resources, and while 

there may be ‘administrative imperatives’ behind the legislation authorizing a programme, 

the day-to-day shaping of policy takes place at local levels.  

The theme of emergence has also been a key feature of modern accounts of ‘governance’. 

They examine how governments have sought to respond to limited central control, 

particularly during the peak of New Public Management (NPM) which describes the 

application of private business methods to government (including attempts to secure order 

through hierarchical management structures and targets for public bodies to meet). They also 

note that central governments have exacerbated their limited control by introducing a wide 

range of new public service delivery functions which rely on public bodies and organisations 

in the third and private sectors for their success (Rhodes, 1997; Bevir and Rhodes, 2003: 6; 

Kooiman, 1993). 

Overall, these insights suggest that the successful ‘coupling’ of streams during a window of 

opportunity for prevention should be considered as an event that takes place within a complex 

system.  They prompt us to consider three questions in particular. First, does policymaker 

attention to the idea of prevention have a knock-on effect in the system, or does attention 

wane before policy has a significant effect? Secondly, does the adoption of prevention policy 

represent a new source of instability in the system – or a critical juncture – or does it simply 

produce a new policy that interacts with existing institutions? Finally, does any new policy 

within central government have an effect on the rules and behaviour of the public, third and 

private sector bodies responsible for policy delivery? Overall, instead of assuming that a 

window of opportunity necessarily leads to major policy change, we should treat long term 

policy change as an empirical question. 

Complexity theory: be pragmatic and accept your limitations  

Complexity theory is particularly relevant to our study because it combines theoretical and 

practical elements. Its insights regarding the lack of central government control on policy 

outcomes are linked closely to the need to be pragmatic in government – in other words, to 

recognise constraint and act with a sense of realism regarding what policymakers can 

achieve (Teisman and Klijn, 2008: 288; Blackman, 2001; Cairney, 2012b: 349; Kernick, 

2006; Sanderson, 2006; 2009). If complex systems are unpredictable, and law-like behaviour 

is difficult to identify, a policy that was successful in one context may not have the same 

effect in another. If systems appear to have ‘self-organising capacities’ (Teisman and Klijn, 

2008: 288-9; Bovaird, 2008: 320; Mitleton-Kelly, 2003: 41) making them difficult to control, 

policy interventions from the centre may not have the desired effect. If the environment in 

which policymakers operate is unstable and can change rapidly, policymakers need to be in 



the position to adapt quickly and not rely on a single policy strategy (Teisman and Klijn, 

2008: 289; Mitleton-Kelly, 2003: 35–6).  

Overall, complexity theory suggests that if policymakers deny their reliance on other actors to 

help them understand and adapt to their policy-making environment, they are doomed to 

make the same mistakes as their predecessors. Instead, central government policymakers 

should embrace interdependence, to pursue more pragmatic solutions based on increasing the 

freedom of local actors to learn and adapt to environmental signals, such as the responses 

they get from service users (Cairney, 2012b: 353-4; Geyer and Rihani, 2010: 7; 32–4; 

Sanderson, 2009: 708; Haynes, 2008: 326; compare with Le Grand, 2003). To address the 

ever-presence of uncertainty, they should make greater use of ‘“trial and error” policy 

making’ and learn from pilot projects (Sanderson, 2009: 707; 2006: 118). To address the 

inevitable gap between policymakers’ aims and policy outcomes, they should reframe the 

idea of ‘failure to meet targets’ (Little, 2012: 16), to design flexible performance measures 

that do not simply blame delivery bodies for outcomes out of their control (Geyer, 2012: 32).  

Seen this way, pragmatism refers to the rejection of one form of performance management 

for another. Central governments can set specific short term targets for government 

departments and public bodies to follow, to retain a misleading sense of central control. Or, 

they can be ‘pragmatic’ and ‘let go’, by setting long term and less specific targets regarding 

population wellbeing, and sharing responsibility for policy outcomes with public and non-

governmental bodies.     

Prevention policy and policymaking is consistent with this advice 

As chapter 1 suggests, pragmatism appears to be a key part of prevention policies in the UK 

and Scotland. Both governments have combined a focus on: (a) setting a broad policy aim; 

and, (b) fostering a governance structure in which it relies on, and shares policymaking 

responsibility with, a large number of organisations in the public, third and private sectors. In 

theory, if a government adopts such a pragmatic strategy so openly, it expresses a strong 

commitment to prevention policies but also accepts uncertainty regarding the extent to which 

they will be carried out, and what the outcomes might be. Yet, in reality, we should not 

exaggerate the extent to which these developments represent coherent and pragmatic 

governing strategies. Nor should we think that they are based on complexity theory.  

Instead, it may be more accurate to identify separate windows of opportunity, for the 

introduction of several new forms of governance, as each government has responded to the 

unintended consequences of previous government reforms. Further, these policies solved one 

problem, regarding how to share policymaking responsibility, but created another, regarding 

how to demonstrate the accountability of governments and their partners to the public.   

Pragmatism competes with the view of elected ministers that, since they are directly 

accountable to Parliament and the public for government policy and its effects, they should 

use the ‘levers’ of government to maintain their control. The result is an uneasy compromise 

between: different performance management systems with short and long term aims; attempts 



to assert central control and diffuse responsibility; and the defence of democratic and new 

forms of accountability.  

These issues relate to a longstanding academic argument that the UK government 

exacerbated its own ‘governance problem’ (Cairney, 2009). We define this problem as the 

gap between normative and empirical aspects of the ‘Westminster model’: while 

policymakers have to maintain the appearance of central control, to legitimise the idea that 

ministers are accountable to the public via Parliament, in practice their powers are limited. 

Indeed, a collection of reforms from the 1980s, many of which were designed to reassert an 

image of central government power, has reinforced a fragmented public landscape and a 

periodic sense that no one is in control. 

Complexity and accountability: pragmatism versus the ‘Westminster model’? 

Although the ‘Westminster Model’ has become a catch-all term containing many elements 

and descriptions, its significance has endured because policymakers still organise and defend 

their activities with it in mind (Duggett, 2009). It shares with the phrase ‘British Political 

Tradition’ the sense that, although its tradition is often unclear (Diamond and Richards, 

2012), it can be articulated in simple terms by political parties making bold claims while 

competing for office, and by policymakers justifying a ‘government knows best’ policy style.  

In this sense, the model presents a simple and easily shared normative message about 

democratic accountability: power is concentrated in the executive, or in the hands of UK 

government ministers, who are accountable to the public through Parliament. A rhetorical 

reliance on representative democracy and parliamentary supremacy combines with reference 

to: a plurality electoral system, which has tended to produce exaggerated single party 

majorities (with notable exceptions, such as 2010-5); a strong ‘whip’ to allow that party to 

control Parliament; the power of the prime minister to control cabinet and ministers; a party-

politically-neutral and hierarchical civil service making decisions on the anticipation of 

ministerial wishes; and, the absence of a separation of powers between executive/ legislature/ 

judiciary, to produce a centralised system (Richards and Smith, 2002: 3; Marsh et al, 2001; 

Rhodes, 1997; Bevir and Rhodes, 1999; Gains and Stoker, 2009). 

Normatively, and in theory, power and responsibility go hand in hand since, if you know who 

is in charge, you know who to reward or punish in the next election. Empirically, the model is 

generally used as an ideal type, to highlight the lack of central control (Richards and Smith, 

2002: 3; Duggett, 2009; Rhodes, 1997; Bache and Flinders, 2004; Marsh, 2008; Kerr and 

Kettell, 2006: 11). Empirical research focuses on the extent to which the UK has moved 

further from the ideal type, and government reforms, designed partly to reassert central 

control, have exacerbated its loss, particularly from 1979 (Richards and Smith, 2006: 187; 

2004). The list of reforms associated with this process is long, including:  

 privatization - the sale of public assets, break up of state monopolies, injection of 

competition, introduction of public–private partnerships for major capital projects, 

and charging for government services;  



 quasi-markets - one part of the public sector competes with another for the ‘business’ 

of commissioning agencies;  

 reforms to make civil servants more directly accountable; and  

 increased use of quangos, or public bodies sponsored by government, but operating at 

‘arms-length’ from elected policymakers and administratively separate from 

government (Gray, 2000: 283–4; Rhodes, 1994: 139; Goldsmith and Page, 1997: 150; 

Day and Klein, 2000; Cairney, 2002; Wistow, 1992; Greer, 2004; O’Toole and 

Jordan, 1995: 3–5; Greenwood et al, 2001: 153–7; Stoker, 2004: 32).  

These reforms, often designed in vain to reinforce central control, were accompanied by the 

decision by the UK government to share or diffuse power upwards, to the European Union, 

and downwards, in 1999, to devolved governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 

(Flinders, 2010).  

Yet, while the theory regarding power and responsibility does not match the reality of policy-

making in the UK, the model is still central to political discourse. This is because many 

policymakers and commentators still rely on the Westminster model to explain or legitimise 

government decisions (Duggett, 2009; Flinders, 2010). Moreover, the phrase ‘British Political 

Tradition’ sums up an often-vague sense that UK governments should centralise power, to 

allow them to ‘take strong, decisive, necessary action, even when opposed by a majority of 

the population’ (Blunkett and Richards, 2011: 179).  

Policymakers adapt to this normative and empirical confusion in three different ways. First, 

governments may try to construct an image of governing competence by making ‘hard 

choices’ and dominating the legislative process without expecting long-term results 

(McConnell, 2010).  

Second, they may seek to modify the way that the public holds them to account - by shifting 

the balance between the state and the market, through privatization, and/ or giving greater 

responsibility to public bodies as part of a suite of NPM reforms (Hood, 1995: 94; Common, 

1998: 442; James, 2001; Ramia and Carney, 2010; Lodge and Gill, 2011; Goldfinch and 

Wallis, 2010). For example, one aspect of civil service reform was to make civil servants or 

public bodies more responsible and accountable for the delivery of public policy. Agencies 

were separated from, but reported to, government departments; led by chief executives, 

responsible for policy outcomes and the agency’s ‘value for money’, and subject to the kinds 

of reward/ punishment systems found in the private sector (O’Toole and Jordan, 1995: 4; 

Massey, 2001: 21). Further, in health and education, the delegation of authority to hospitals 

and schools, coupled with the introduction of league tables and quasi-markets, gave the 

impression that individual public bodies were responsible for their own success (Day and 

Klein, 2000: 238-40; Greer and Jarman, 2008).   

Third, ministers may be genuinely frustrated with their lack of progress, and seek to reform 

government to reassert power. They might, for example: form quangos to bypass the role of 

local authorities (as in further education, urban development, training and enterprise and 

aspects of policing - Greenwood et al, 2001: 157; Stoker, 2004: 32); oblige local authorities 



to ‘contract out’ the delivery of public services to other bodies; or, construct regulatory and 

performance management regimes designed to control public bodies from the centre (Hood, 

2007a).  

As such, there is no clear history of coherent governance reforms to produce the philosophy 

of government described in chapter 1. During the Conservative era, from 1979-97, there was 

no ‘grand theme’ to redraw the boundaries of the state and reform the way in which we hold 

public bodies and government to account (Hogwood, 1997: 715). Rather, these reforms 

comprised disparate policies driven by events and varying motivations, from the desire to: 

introduce NPM (either to encourage decentralised institutional accountability or reinforce 

central control); prompt public bodies to become more efficient or more responsive to the 

users of their services; raise revenue or reduce borrowing; and, challenge totemic public 

bodies such as local authorities or trades unions. The Labour Government from 1997 mostly 

reinforced this mixed approach and pursued a combination of policymaking designed to 

reassert central control or enhance the ‘local autonomy’ of delivery bodies, with no coherent 

sense of the links between those aims (Richards and Smith, 2006: 187). Indeed, there is 

minimal evidence to suggest that management-driven reforms in the last three decades have 

produced government that ‘worked better and cost less’ (Hood and Dixon, 2015). 

During this period, new forms of accountability developed to some extent, such as when chief 

executives of government agencies took responsibility for operational decisions, allowing 

ministers to reject the historic idea that they should resign whenever anything went wrong in 

their departments, and to decide whether to simply redirect queries to other bodies, keep 

Parliament informed routinely of public body activities, explain problems, or promise to 

intervene (Judge et al, 1997: 97). Still, the lines of government accountability are often 

unclear, such as when: Parliament is unable to directly scrutinise the work of government 

agencies (Gains and Stoker, 2009: 9); governments rely on private or third sector bodies for 

the success of policy delivery; or the ‘quango state’ (Flinders and Skelcher, 2012) becomes 

so convoluted that governments are prompted periodically to reform the public sector to re-

inject clarity (Richards and Smith, 2004; Cairney, 2009: 359). The accountability landscape 

remains unclear when ministers devolve decisions to public bodies, with their own means to 

demonstrate institutional accountability, and intervene, in an ad hoc way, to deal with 

institutional crises (Gains and Stoker, 2009: 11).  

This mix of outcomes prompted academic debate about the extent to which the UK state was 

‘hollowing out’ or ‘rejuvenated’: becoming increasingly unable to influence policy outcomes 

without the aid of a range of other bodies (Rhodes, 1994; 1997; Bevir and Rhodes, 2003: 6), 

or better able to return to core competencies after shuffling off peripheral functions of the 

state, with ‘the centre making strategic decisions and creating accountability mechanisms to 

ensure that these are carried out by others’ (Cairney, 2012a: 160; Hogwood, 1997; Holliday, 

2000; Marinetto; 2003; Marsh, Richards and Smith, 2003: 308; Richards and Smith, 2006: 

182).  

To some extent, this debate could also be found within government, with Labour 

governments unsure about whether to recognise their limitations and foster policymaking 



through networks with public bodies and interest groups (the initial strategy from 1997), or 

try to reassert central control through targets and performance management mechanisms 

coordinated by the Treasury (from 2001) (Richards and Smith, 2004: 106).  

This confusion constitutes important context for the study of contemporary policy and 

policymaking. We can see, in the current UK and Scottish governments, a clear story about 

sharing responsibility for policy outcomes with the public sector, with the potential to 

encourage new forms of accountability (Durose et al, 2015). We can also see a tendency to 

centralise decisions to reflect party competition and traditional modes of democratic 

accountability within Westminster systems. The former may represent a set of policymaking 

ambitions, and the latter a party political necessity. The outcome is particularly relevant to 

our study, since ‘localism’ and the new forms of governance discussed in chapter 1 operate in 

tandem with more traditional modes of government.  Further, the use of short term targets 

and central government responses to perceived crises of acute service demand can routinely 

undermine long term aims associated with prevention.  

Accountability and policymaker values: the social construction of target populations 

Complexity theory highlights the unclear link between government action and policy 

outcomes. Nonetheless, we should not lose sight of the role of elected governments to 

challenge or reinforce longstanding social values. Democratic accountability has an enduring 

effect on policy, even if institutions such as parliaments, and perhaps even government 

ministers, have no direct role in delivery. In particular, the value judgements that 

policymakers express, when justifying their policy agendas to Parliament and the public, have 

an enduring impact on policy beyond the terms of single elections and long after they have 

left office. The ‘social construction of target populations’ (or social construction theory) 

literature explains this process in three main ways. 

First, when competing for elected public office, policymakers articulate value judgements 

and make fundamental choices about which social groups should be treated differently by 

government bodies. They present arguments for rewarding ‘good’ groups with government 

support and punishing ‘bad’ groups with sanctions. This description, which may seem rather 

simplistic, highlights the tendency of policymakers to make quick and superficial 

judgements, and back up their impressions with selective facts, before distributing rewards 

and sanctions (Schneider et al, 2014). Social construction theory identifies a crucial ‘fast 

thinking’ (Kahneman, 2012: 20) element to policymaking. Policymakers make quick, biased, 

emotional judgements, then back up their actions with selective facts to ‘institutionalize’ their 

understanding of a policy problem and its solution:  

Likes and dislikes are not the result of individual or collective reason and deliberation 

but mainly the product of emotion and heuristics … judgments begin with emotional 

reactions … and reason is used mainly to justify initial emotion responses (Schneider 

and Ingram, 2014, drawing on Haidt, 2001
ii
; 2012).  

Second, these judgements can have an enduring ‘feed-forward’ effect: fundamental choices 

based on values are reproduced in the institutions devoted to long-term policy delivery 



(Ingram et al, 2007: 112). Policy designs based on emotionally-driven thinking often become 

routine and questioned rarely in government because they are ‘automatic rather than thought 

through’. Emotional assignments of ‘deservingness’ act as important ‘decision heuristics’ 

because this process is ‘easy to use and recall and hard to change’ (Schneider et al, 2014). 

Third, this effect extends to citizens and groups, who participate more or less in politics 

according to how they are characterised by government (Schneider and Ingram, 1993: 334). 

Some groups can become more or less powerful and categorised differently over time if they 

have the resources to mobilise and challenge the way they are perceived by policymakers 

(and the media and public). However, this outcome may take decades in the absence of a 

major event, such as an economic crisis or game-changing election (Schneider and Ingram, 

2005: 444; Pierce et al, 2014). 

Overall, past policies, based on rapid emotional judgements and policymakers’ values, 

provide key context for policymaking. The distribution of rewards and sanctions is 

cumulative, influencing future action by signalling to target populations how they are 

described and will be treated. Social constructions are difficult to overcome, because a 

sequence of previous policies, based on a particular framing of target populations, produces 

‘hegemony’: the public, media and/ or policymakers take this set of values for granted, as 

normal or natural, and rarely question them when engaging in politics.  

Social construction theory builds on classic discussions of ‘second and third dimensions’ of 

power, in which actors exercise power to reinforce or challenge policymaker and social 

attitudes (Pierce et al, 2014; Cairney, 2012: 62; Bachrach and Baratz, 1970; Lukes, 2005; 

Hindess, 1996: 145; Foucault, 1977: 201; Hay, 2002: 191). For example, if most people 

assume that people in poverty deserve little government help, because they are largely 

responsible for their own fate, policymakers have little incentive to intervene. In such cases, 

power and powerlessness relates to the inability of disadvantaged groups to persuade the 

public, media and/ or government that there is a reason to make policy or a problem to 

be solved. Or, people may take for granted that criminals should be punished because they 

are engaging in deviant behaviour. To challenge such government, groups have to challenge 

fundamental public assumptions, reinforced by government policy, regarding what 

constitutes normal and deviant behaviour. Yet, many such groups have no obvious way in 

which to mobilise to pursue their collective interests.  

Ingram et al (2007: 102) depict this dilemma with a table in which there are two spectrums: 

one describes the positive or negative ways in which groups are portrayed by policymakers, 

the other describes the resources available to groups to challenge or reinforce that image. The 

powerful and positively constructed are ‘advantaged’; the powerful and negatively 

constructed are ‘contenders’; the powerless and positively constructed are ‘dependents’; the 

powerless and negatively constructed are ‘deviants’. As such, figure 2.1 represents an 

abstract account of policymaking context, in which some groups are more likely to be 

favoured or stigmatised by government, and some groups are better able to exploit their 

favourable, or challenge their unfavourable, image.  



Figure 2.1 The social construction of target populations 

 

Source: Schneider and Ingram (2007: 102) 

It represents the starting point to empirical analysis since, although some examples seem 

intuitive (‘criminals’ are punished by government and have minimal ways in which to 

mobilise to influence policy), many are time-specific (the ‘feminist movement’ has been 

more or less active over time) and place-specific (gun manufacturers are high profile in the 

US, but not the UK). Different populations are also more or less favoured by policymakers at 

different levels of government – for example, ‘street level’ professionals may treat certain 

‘deviant’ populations, such as intravenous drug users, more sympathetically – and may, for 

example, find it easier to mobilise at local than national levels. Further, people do not fit 

neatly into these categories – many ‘mothers’ are also ‘scientists’ and/ or part of the ‘feminist 

movement’ – and may mobilise according to their own perception of their identity.  

Still, social construction theory demonstrates that policymakers can treat people in certain 

ways, based on a quick, emotional and simplistic understanding of their background, and that 

this way of thinking should not be forgotten simply because it is taken for granted. Indeed, 

governments may go one step further to reinforce these judgements: capitalising on ‘fast 

thinking’ in the population by constructing simple ‘narratives’ designed to justify policy 

action to a public that may be prone to accept simple stories that seem plausible, confirm 



their biases, exploit their emotions, and/ or come from a source they trust (McBeth et al, 

2014). Actors compete to tell ‘causal stories’, to quickly assign blame to one group of people, 

or praise another, even though that group is heterogeneous and cause/effect is multifaceted 

(Stone, 1989; Lewis, 2013: 13-15). 

Social construction and prevention: from broad aims to specific policies 

Decisions based on social construction can have an overarching or specific effect. For 

instance, some portrayals of the role of women in society and public life may be found across 

governments, while others, such as the portrayal of certain kinds of populations as criminals, 

may be contested in different government departments (see, for example, chapter 9 on 

‘prostitution policy’). Indeed, our case studies examine the ways in which some policymakers 

portray social groups and others actors challenge those images, often successfully. The result 

may be (a) an overarching aim, prevention, followed by (b) a large number of specific 

objectives, based on the wide variety of ways in which actors make sense of that aim, in 

different policy areas, and in relation to differing perceptions of many many target 

populations. 

Consequently, ‘prevention’, as a philosophy or an overarching aim becomes, in practice, a 

large collection of policies. Each specific policy, justified only partly in terms of prevention 

rhetoric, tells us something more about the assumptions of policymakers, the standard 

operating procedures of departments, or the values reinforced in the rules of public bodies. 

For example, Ian Duncan Smith, the Secretary of State for Welfare from 2010, sought to 

prevent a range of negative outcomes associated with single parent families by offering 

counselling to parental couples as soon as health visitors identified their risk of splitting up 

(Elliott, 2014). This policy combines a focus on evidence-based prevention with an 

ideological position on nuclear families. Much preventive public health, designed to reduce 

unhealthy behaviour, is based on medical and epidemiological evidence but also ties in with 

beliefs about temperance, personal responsibility, and/ or the immorality of not acting to 

minimise preventable deaths (Cairney et al, 2012: 48). Further, preventive policies may gain 

more ‘traction’ if advocates can demonstrate the ways in which spending on unpopular 

policies, which appear to provide benefits to high risk groups, save money in the long term 

(Local Government Association, 2013). In broader terms, policies may be based on an 

ideological commitment to reduce inequalities, or a desire to prevent a small number of high-

risk groups using a disproportionate share of the public services for which other people pay. 

Governments can make a commitment to both of these aims, but one may receive more 

emphasis when policymakers, public bodies or stakeholders frame decisions in particular 

ways.  

Key concepts in policy studies: how do they relate to prevention? 

Thus, although prevention is an overarching policy aim, and we analyse its development 

using one broad framework, we also expect each case study to exhibit important differences 

in policy and policymaking. In that context, the role of policy concepts – and key questions 

generated by the policy theory literature – is twofold. First, policy concepts help us generate 



an in-depth understanding of decisions, events and outcomes by examining a wide range of 

actors and processes in each case study. Second, they give us a common analytical language 

to use, to ensure that each case study can be compared meaningfully with the others. 

Together, these concepts allow us to identify important actors, their ways of thinking, the 

rules they follow, the networks in which they participate, the socioeconomic context in which 

they operate, and their use of knowledge to underpin decisions. These aspects of 

policymaking are conceptualised in numerous ways in the policy studies literature (Cairney, 

2013; Cairney and Heikkila, 2014) but the following questions are central to most studies.  

Which actors are involved in prevention policy, and at what level of government do they 

operate?  

Actors can be individuals or collectives, and collectives can range from private companies to 

interest groups to governments bodies (Weible, 2014). If we use a broad understanding of 

policymakers, beyond the identification of elected politicians serving as ministers in 

government, to include the actors with the discretion to make decisions allocating rewards or 

benefits to the public, we can identify them in many levels and types of government:  

 ‘vertically’, in the European Union, UK, devolved/ regional, and local governments; 

and, 

 ‘horizontally’, in government departments, public bodies, and organisations 

responsible for policy delivery.  

The policy literature examines a broad shift from centralized and exclusive policymaking to 

fragmented and open systems with a large number of participants (Sabatier, 2007a: 3–4; 

Jordan, 1981: 96-100; Rhodes, 1997; Bache and Flinders, 2004; Heclo, 1978: 94–7). We can 

understand this in two related ways, as many actors either interact to produce a policy made 

and implemented by governments at several levels, or control specific policy instruments. 

The sum total of their actions produces what we call, for the sake of simplicity, ‘policy’ 

(Colebatch, 1998: x; 2006: 1).  

In prevention, which involves many policy areas, it is particularly difficult to identify the 

most ‘authoritative’ actors or most important level of government. Broadly speaking, the EU 

may play an important role in the wellbeing agenda, and direct funds to address low 

economic activity in some regions, but often be peripheral to specific debates in education 

and health. In most cases, the UK and Scottish governments have separate responsibilities, 

since areas such as health, education and justice are devolved. The UK Government still 

controls most aspects of fiscal and social security policy, although some areas will be 

devolved following negotiations between both governments in 2015. Both governments have 

devolved important aspects of prevention to subnational bodies, and encouraged them to form 

partnerships with organisations, in the public, private, and third sectors, who deliver policy. 

In such cases, we can take an empirical short cut to identify the most important venues for 

policymaking, by examining how interest groups, seeking to influence policy outcomes, 

divide their time. Yet, even the most experienced and well-resourced groups face great 

uncertainty and struggle to negotiate a complex web of relationships between policymakers. 



How do actors deal with uncertainty and ambiguity, to turn a complex prevention landscape 

into simple strategies?  

To describe how individuals behave, most policy theories identify ‘bounded rationality’. 

Since people do not have the time, resources and cognitive ability to consider all information, 

possibilities, solutions, or consequences of their actions, they find shortcuts to action (Simon 

1957: xxiv; 1976: xxviii; Cairney, 2012a: 97-8; 2015: 3). These strategies include: gathering 

what they believe to be enough information to help them reduce uncertainty, and drawing on 

other shortcuts (emotions, gut, habit, ideology) to help them decide how to ‘frame’ issues or 

understand them in a particular way. So, behaviour can be bounded but, for example, goal 

oriented, as policymakers try to get as close to an ‘optimal’ decision-making process as 

possible, or driven by ‘fast thinking’, as actors make quick and emotional judgements and 

then seek information to support them (Jones, 2001: x; Lewis, 2013: 5). 

The implications of bounded rationality are also important to the wider context of 

policymaking (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009). In particular, policymakers at the ‘centre’, 

such as government ministers, do not have the ability to manage all of the issues for which 

they are responsible. Instead, they rely on government departments to process most policy on 

their behalf, and can only pay attention to a small part of that process. This limitation helps 

explain why we should focus on the rules specific to government units, often in the absence 

of ministerial direction, and why policy networks or communities are so pervasive within 

government (see below).  

These insights help us explain the difference between a broad commitment to prevention and 

the specific choices actors make by devoting their attention to a small number of aspects and 

ignoring the rest. They prompt us to consider which informational shortcuts policymakers use 

when gathering evidence – which kinds and sources of information do they trust most? – and 

which emotional biases they use to help frame their objectives.  

What rules or ‘standard operating procedures’ have developed within policymaking 

organisations and how do they influence the development of prevention policy?  

‘Institutions’ are the rules, norms, practices or relationships that influence individual and 

collective behaviour.  Rules can be formal and widely understood, such as when enshrined in 

law or a constitution, or informal and only understood in particular organisations. Institutions 

at one level (e.g. constitutional) can shape activity at another (e.g. legislation or regulation), 

establish the types of venue where policy decisions are made, and underpin the rules that 

allow particular types of actors or ideas to enter the policy process (Ostrom, 2007: 23; 

Ostrom et al, 2014; Pierson, 2000; Hall, 1993; Lowndes, 2010: 73). However, formal 

institutions do not determine the ‘standard operating procedures’ of governments.  

Instead, many different, and often conflicting, rules can develop within discrete government 

units or public bodies. The proliferation of institutions is a logical consequence of bounded 

rationality: government ministers can only control directly a small proportion of the rules for 

which they are notionally responsible; and actors within government units rely on their own 

short cuts and their unit’s informal rules to help them turn their understanding of a 



convoluted statute book (Cabinet Office and Office of the Parliamentary Counsel, 2013) into 

action. Further, as we discuss above, in relation to complexity and ‘street level bureacuracy’ 

(Lipsky, 1980), this process of using judgment, training and socialisation, to turn a 

complicated set of government demands into something concrete, is a key feature of policy 

delivery. Consequently, governmental responses to prevention aims will vary according to 

which department or unit takes the lead, the amount of discretion it has, and how it 

understands the policy problem (Cairney et al, 2012: 43; Boswell, 2009: 16). 

What is the balance of power between ‘pressure participants’ such as interest groups? 

Many, if not most, policy theories situate policy ‘networks’, ‘communities’ or ‘subsystems’ 

at the heart of the policy process (see Cairney, 2012a: 178 on their classification). 

‘Community’ describes the often-close relationships that develop between policymakers, in a 

formal position of responsibility to make authoritative decisions, and the actors that influence 

their decisions to help formulate and implement policy. While professional or interest groups 

are key actors, the broader term ‘pressure participants’ reminds us that the organisations most 

likely to ‘lobby’ governments are businesses, other levels or types of government such as 

public bodies, and the organisations which help deliver public services (Jordan et al, 2004). 

The logic behind the formation of policy communities helps explain the balance of power 

within them:  

 The huge size of government, and number of actors seeking to influence it, 

necessitates breaking policymaking down into more manageable issues involving a 

smaller number of interested and knowledgeable participants.  

 Elected policymakers pay attention to a tiny proportion of the issues for which they 

are responsible, and ignore the rest. They delegate policymaking responsibility to 

other actors such as bureaucrats, often at low levels of government. 

 At this level of government and specialisation, bureaucrats rely on specialist 

organisations for information and advice. 

 Those organisations trade that information/advice (and other resources) for access to, 

and influence within, the government. 

Therefore, most public policy is conducted primarily through small and specialist policy 

communities that process issues at a level of government not particularly visible to the public, 

and with minimal senior policymaker involvement (Jordan and Cairney 2013: 237; Marsh 

and Rhodes, 1992). Their relationships are based on the need to specialise: ‘issues that are 

highly complex … require long-term commitment and specialization and partitioning of 

responsibilities’ (Weible et al, 2012: 6). Further, some networks may be more exclusive than 

others because bureaucracies and other public bodies have operating procedures that, at 

times, favour particular sources of evidence and some participants over others (Cairney, 

2012a: 178).  



Prevention policy raises three distinctive aspects to the study of networks. First, we know that 

relationships can endure, and some groups can monopolise the attention of policymakers, 

sometimes for decades. Baumgartner and Jones’ (1993; 2009) seminal work on the US 

identifies such monopolies in areas such as food and energy policies. They identify a surge of 

public, media and/ or policymaker attention to a problem (such as energy security), a key 

decision sold as a solution to the problem (nuclear power), and the sense that only certain 

groups can claim a legitimate role in long term implementation (the power companies, 

scientists and regulators). Yet, in prevention there is not the same sense that a specific 

solution exists and that it privileges one group of actors.  

Second, policy communities often develop within one government department, but cross-

cutting issues such as prevention may produce several communities operating independently 

of each other in separate departments. It is relatively difficult to identify primary 

responsibility for policy in one department, and one discrete clientele for civil servants.  

Third, the assumption in much of the ‘policy communities’ literature is that civil servants are 

at the heart of the process. Yet, prevention policy comes with a commitment to localism and 

the spread of policymaking responsibility. Just as policy communities may be spread across 

government departments, so too may important relationships develop in, for example, local or 

health authorities, or the (statutory and informal) partnerships between public bodies, 

delivery organisations and the groups seeking to influence policy delivery.  

What is the role of knowledge, evidence and learning in shaping the way that policymakers 

understand and seek to address prevention?  

The term ‘ideas’ is often vague, referring broadly to beliefs or ways of thinking, and the 

extent to which they are shared within groups, organisations, networks and political systems. 

The literature on ideas can refer to at least three processes: the proposal of a policy solution; 

persuasion, or the use of information and argument to challenge or exploit people’s beliefs; 

and, the ingrained beliefs that actors almost take for granted (Cairney and Heikkila, 2014: 

365; Hall, 1993; Cairney and Weible, 2015). In other words, well-established beliefs provide 

the context for a consideration of new policy solutions. Indeed, new evidence, on the 

effectiveness of a solution, may only be considered if accompanied by successful persuasion, 

or framed in ways that appeal to well-established beliefs within political systems or networks. 

This is the context in which we can consider the equally vague term ‘evidence based policy 

making’ (EBPM). Generally, the political science literature helps explain the unclear links 

between evidence and policymaking (Cairney, 2015b; Monaghan, 2011: 6; Oliver et al, 

2014a; 2014b; Lomas and Brown, 2009: 906).  Policymakers, surrounded by too much 

evidence, use ideology, emotions and other informational shortcuts to make decisions. 

Further, political processes exacerbate their tendency to use information selectively to justify 

their decisions (McConnell, 2010; Sanderson, 2002: 9-10; 13; Geyer, 2012; Monaghan, 2011: 

30-1; Boswell, 2009: 7-8; 25; 43-5).  

In prevention, this wider context of beliefs is important, and we draw on social construction 

theory to help explain why some ideas may be more popular than others to elected 



policymakers with often-ingrained ideas about their target populations. However, beyond 

some high profile cases in which elected policymakers take an unusually high interest, 

prevention tends to be an issue that receives limited attention – partly because the broad aim 

receives cross-party support. In that context of low salience, prevention still raises 

fundamental issues regarding the nature of evidence and how we should use it to spread ‘best 

practice’ (Cairney, 2015c). We explore the commonplace argument that policymakers view 

‘the evidence’ in very different ways to scientists or academics, but also identify two aspects 

of the process that are particularly important to prevention.  

First, debates regarding the nature of good evidence, and what we should do with the 

evidence when considering how to learn from ‘best practice’ and ‘scale up’ success, have 

never been resolved within academic and practitioner discussions. Second, prevention policy 

has become linked inextricably to a set of governance principles including ‘localism’ and the 

inclusion of service users in policy design (chapter 1). Consequently, when practitioners seek 

or present evidence on the success of prevention projects, it is difficult to separate the 

substance of policy from governance principles. In medicine, it is more common to 

distinguish between the ‘active ingredient’ and ‘delivery vessel’ (such as, in ibuprofen, the 

isobutylphenyl and gelatine capsule) to produce two separate questions: what is the biological 

cause and effect, and how do we ensure that people take the medicine? In public policy these 

questions are harder to separate. It is possible for governments to care at least as much about 

the evidence on the effectiveness of the delivery vessel, based on a set of governance 

principles that are easier to agree upon, than the evidence of a policy’s active ingredient, 

which is difficult to determine. In effect, we identify the difficulty for actors to separate the 

empirical evidence on ‘what works’ from a principled discussion on whether or not they are 

doing the right thing. 

How does the socio-economic and political context influence policy, and which events have 

prompted or undermined policy development?  

‘Context’ describes the extent to which a policymaker’s ‘environment’ is in her control or 

how it influences her decisions. It can refer to the often-changing conditions that 

policymakers take into account when identifying problems and deciding how to address 

them, such as a political system’s geography, demographic profile, economy, and social 

attitudes and behaviour (Cairney and Heikkila, 2014: 365).  It can also refer to a sense of 

policymakers’ ‘inheritance’ - of laws, rules, institutions, programs, and commitments – when 

they enter office (Rose, 1990). Events can be routine and anticipated, such as elections, or 

unanticipated incidents, including social or natural crises or major technological change 

(Weible, 2014). For example, the role of ‘focusing events’ (Birkland, 1997) or apparent 

social or economic ‘crises’ can prompt lurches of attention from one issue to another, and 

some forms of evidence can be used to encourage that shift. 

The policy environment can represent a source of pressure on policymakers - particularly 

when events, and media and public attention to them, 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, crises (such as in the 1970s and from the late 2000s) often prompt policymakers to 

reconsider their approach to economic policy.  Further, demographic shifts may have a large 

bearing on policy decisions. This is the case when an ageing population makes it expensive to 

maintain pensions, welfare and social care policies, or when a baby booms influence demand 

for schools and health services.  In addition, events combined with a media and public 

reaction often prompt policymakers to make quick decisions on issues.  Yet, these factors do 

not determine behaviour – policymakers often show a remarkable ability to ignore or dispute 

the nature of crises, or interpret events in very different ways. 

In our study, it is tempting to say that the context is all important: policymakers in the UK 

and Scotland have responded to ‘austerity’ with a new commitment to reduce the costs of 

public services with prevention policy. However, the idea of prevention is not new, and 

governments have not always taken it up during previous economic crises. It may therefore 

be more useful to describe context and events as prompts that help open up a window of 

opportunity for change. Further, specific prevention policies may be instigated by an unusual 

combination of predictable and unpredictable events – such as the development of the 

Troubled Families programme, by a new Conservative-Liberal Democratic government, in 

the aftermath of the London riots.  

Policy ‘tools’: what methods, or instruments, do policymakers use to turn their aims into 

outcomes? 

Actors don’t just make policy – they also decide how to turn their aims into specific 

objectives and outcomes. Indeed, Lowi’s (1964; 1972) provocative phrase ‘policies determine 

politics’ suggests that the nature of the policy measure, or at least the level of coercion 

required to implement it, plays a key part in which policies are selected. Actors may have 

ambitious aims tempered by their knowledge of the limits to their ambitions.  For example, 

‘regulatory’ policies, which place a burden on the behaviour of some groups, or ‘distributive’ 

policies, in which one group benefits from government funding, may be more attractive than 

‘redistributive’ policies, in which the government ensures that one group clearly benefits at 

another’s expense.  

The metaphors of ‘tools’ or ‘instruments’ sum up a related concern with the ‘mechanical’ 

side of the policy process (Birkland, 2005: 174–7; Howlett, Ramesh and Perl, 2009; Bardach, 

2009; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith,  1993: 227). Lists of available instruments can be long 

(Cairney, 2012a: 26-7 identifies 16), but they tend to revolve around the extent to which 

governments: try to coerce or persuade, use legislation/ regulation, education or economic 

incentives/ benefits to influence behaviour, and organise their resources to directly provide 

services or work with other actors to deliver public policy. Hood (1983; 2007) and Hood and 

Margetts (2007: 5-6) offer a four-part categorisation based on the concepts of nodality, 

authority, treasure, organization. Nodality describes being at the centre of the information 

network that underpins policy development. Authority refers to the power of policymakers 

provided by the constitution or country’s laws. Treasure describes the money or resources 

available to support their policy decisions. Organisation describes the resources – such as 



staff, buildings, and technology – at their disposal. John (2011) draws on an expanded list of 

tools, including a focus on persuasion, to identify their relative effectiveness, and explore 

trends in government, such to use psychological techniques to influence social behaviour. 

Lodge and Wegrich (2012) focus on one kind of tool, regulation, to identify key debates 

about how governments should, for example, set, monitor and enforce standards.   

Three trends have emerged in the use of policy tools to pursue prevention. First, policy seems 

to be linked closely to ‘nodality’, or at least a set of governance principles that are relatively 

‘hands off’. Rather than provide services directly, the UK and Scottish governments seek to 

combine the setting of strategy and standards, and coordination of policies that cross-cut 

government departments, with ‘localism’, involving the sharing of policy with a large number 

of public, third and private sector bodies. They also stress the development of community or 

user-driven service design. Although both governments set aims and standards, there is (at 

least rhetorically) a move away from simplistic short-term targets and punitive performance 

management towards long-term outcomes-based measures of policy success and population 

wellbeing that are more difficult to monitor and enforce. Second, since prevention is often 

sold as a way to address ‘austerity’, such strategies often come with enhanced commitment 

but reduced budgets. Third, these strategies suggest that prevention policies will not compete 

well with the services that currently dominate policymaker attention and resources, because 

acute or reactive public services are generally accompanied by more specific commitments 

on staffing, funding, and short-term performance management.  

Conclusion: what do policymakers do when a new idea meets the old way of doing 

things? 

Our focus on multiple streams, complexity, and social construction suggests that prevention 

policy develops in a series of steps. First, there is a ‘window of opportunity’ to adopt a vague 

solution – prevention - to address a very broad and often ill-defined policy problem, such as 

reducing inequalities, ‘service demand’ and the cost of acute public services, and/or finding 

new ways to make policy and deliver public services. Then, policymakers face a highly 

complicated and unpredictable world, in which it is not obvious how they should make sense 

of prevention policy or how they should engage with a complex policymaking system to turn 

their aims into long-term policy outcomes. Indeed, their task involves the management of a 

huge number of issues across many departments, and changing the rules of government 

departments, public bodies and delivery partnerships. Yet, ministers can only pay attention to 

a small proportion of that activity. Moreover, they inherit the commitments of their 

predecessors, reproduce many of the rules that already exist in organisations, and rely on a 

large number of actors, in the public, third, and private sectors, to help deliver their policies – 

many of which have their own ideas about how to make sense of prevention.  

Finally, they seek ways to manage complexity. One simple, but profoundly important, 

solution is to use a series of decision-making shortcuts to turn a complex problem into a small 

set of solutions and rules.  Social construction, drawing on gut-level, emotional and deeply 

held ideological beliefs, is one of those solutions. Simple decisions, about which ‘target 

populations’ are most deserving of public benefits and sanctions, provides key context for 



government departments and public bodies. They operate alongside the ‘slow’ thinking 

associated with terms such as ‘evidence based policy making’. 

When we combine these theories and concepts, we find that a window of opportunity for 

prevention policy becomes a prompt for numerous policies, as policymaking rules proliferate 

across government and many policymakers across government make quick and emotional 

judgements about target populations. Consequently, to understand what happens next, we 

need to examine in depth, and compare, several case studies of prevention policy. In each 

case, this requires us to identify which actors are involved, their ways of thinking, the rules 

they follow, the networks in which they participate, the socioeconomic context in which they 

operate, and their use of knowledge to underpin decisions. 

We also need to understand which ‘tools’ policymakers use to turn broad prevention aims 

into specific objectives designed to produce policy outcomes. Prevention policy’s rise on the 

agenda has coincided with a reduction in government spending and a shift of governance 

strategy. The UK and Scottish governments are searching for new ways to deliver services at 

a lower cost and to address the gap between their expectations and policy outcomes. The 

articulation of an agenda based on localism, and policy tools designed to foster partnerships 

and involve communities and service users, combined with a reduction in budgets, has major 

implications for the study of prevention. Both governments are pursuing a prevention agenda 

in a meaningful way, but also making funding and governance decisions that could 

undermine that agenda – or, at least, produce major uncertainty about the links between the 

expectations of central government policymakers and local policy outcomes.  

The empirical study of prevention policy, complexity and localism, can be linked strongly to 

normative discussions of responsibility and accountability. Both central governments have set 

strategic objectives but also shared responsibility for outcomes with a large number of bodies 

in and out of government. The clear lines of democratic accountability, associated with the 

ideal-type Westminster model and reproduced when parties compete in UK general elections, 

make way for new forms of institutional, delegated, community, and service-user forms of 

accountability for outcomes that occur long after governments have left office. The 

importance of central ‘governing competence’ also diminishes, since it is linked strongly to 

the idea that ministers centralize power to manage the performance of government bodies. In 

that context, if central governments do not control policy outcomes, ‘social construction’ may 

represent one of very few meaningful ways in which we can judge elected governments. The 

process in which competing political parties articulate their values in relation to social groups 

– largely during election campaigns – sets them apart from each other in way that a focus on 

broad governance principles with unclear policy outcomes do not. Consequently, in each case 

study, we examine the links between policy theory, empirical outcomes, and their normative 

implications. 
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i
 A focus on questions allows us to recognise the fluid and ambiguous nature of many of these concepts without 

entering into a theological debate about their meaning and the extent to which they can be separated analytically 

from each other. For example, ‘institutions’ as sets of informal and formal rules or norms are often equated with 

‘ideas’ as ways of thinking. 
ii
 Haidt (2001: 814) draws on the idea of intuitionism (people grasp moral truths as a form of perception, not 

reflection) to suggest that ‘moral reasoning is usually an ex post facto process used to influence the intuitions 

(and hence judgements) of other people’; one has an instant gut response to certain issues and ‘when faced with 

a social demand for a verbal justification, one becomes a lawyer trying to build a case rather than a judge 

searching for the truth’.  


