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

Scottish Governments 

Chapter 1 – Introduction: a window of opportunity for new ideas? 

‘Preventive policy’ appears to be ‘an idea whose time has come’ for the UK and Scottish 

governments. Broadly, ‘prevention’ describes a range of policies designed to intervene as 

early as possible in people’s lives to improve their wellbeing and reduce demand for acute 

services. These policies generally combine specific ‘interventions’ with broad governance 

principles, including ‘localism’ and the inclusion of users in the design of public services. It 

has the potential to help solve more than one major policy problem, such as the need to 

reduce economic and social inequalities or government spending. Further, the motivation for 

policymakers to pursue prevention is rising, as a period of ‘austerity’, combined with a 

growing older population, prompts them to consider new ways to reduce demand for public 

services.  

Yet, until policymakers make sense of prevention, and turn it into a series of specific policies, 

it remains little more than an idiom: ‘prevention is better than cure’. This idea’s time may 

have come, but it may also have little effect on government policy. Or, the same broad idea 

may be used in very different ways by different policymakers.  

In that context, our broad aim is to establish what happens when a ‘window of opportunity’ 

for policy change opens, a solution is adopted, and the solution proves to be too vague to 

operationalise in a simple way. To what extent do different governments, and different 

government departments and public bodies, give different meanings to the same basic ideas?  

Our specific objectives are to demonstrate how this process plays out in different parts of the 

UK political system, compare the policy solutions that have developed in several government 

departments, and compare the solutions of the UK and Scottish Governments. We show that 

their governments use remarkably similar language, to get at the ‘root causes’ of societal 

problems and encourage ‘localism’ in policymaking, but produce what often appear to be 

profoundly different policies. Or, in cases such as public health, they understand and address 

policy problems in very similar ways, to reflect ever-present obstacles to policy change.  

Our comparative empirical analysis provides insight into the dynamics of policymaking in 

complex and multilevel systems, and helps us determine if cross-departmental policies add up 

to a coherent government strategy. We develop policy theory, supplementing the insights of 

‘multiple streams analysis’, which explains which factors have to come together to produce 

major policy change during agenda setting, with theories on complexity and social 

construction, which help explain what happens after that initial window of opportunity. We 

combine this analysis with empirical research, drawing on a major programme of semi-

structured interviews and documentary analysis, to identify current progress in UK 

prevention policy.  
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In this chapter, we explain in more depth the idea of a window of opportunity and highlight 

its influence as a concept in policy studies. We then identify a theoretical puzzle, with two 

elements, to guide our study of prevention policy: what happens after a window of 

opportunity has been exploited successfully, and what happens if policymakers select a vague 

solution to an ill-defined problem?  

What is a window of opportunity for major policy change? 

One key aim of policy studies is to explain what happens when policymaker attention lurches 

dramatically to a policy problem. Kingdon’s (1984) use of the phrase ‘window of 

opportunity’ suggests that heightened levels of attention are fleeting; that people only have a 

short time in which to produce a policy solution, and persuade policymakers to select it, 

before their attention lurches elsewhere. This is not inevitable. Rather, the ability of actors to 

exploit a ‘policy window’ successfully, to produce major change, is rare.  

Indeed, the main aim of Kingdon’s (1984) ‘multiple streams analysis’ (MSA) is to show us 

that ideas, or policy solutions, come and go, only to be adopted if the time is right: when 

attention to a problem is high, a well-thought-out solution exists, and policymakers have the 

motive and opportunity to adopt it. Only then will policy change in a meaningful way.  

Kingdon’s work helps explain how policy systems process issues: they deal with uncertainty 

and ambiguity by defining manageable problems and producing ‘feasible’ solutions that, 

under the right conditions, are acceptable to policymakers.  MSA explores the implications of 

‘bounded rationality’ (Simon, 1976). Policymakers cannot process problems 

comprehensively because they have limited resources, such as the time to pay attention to 

problems, and the information or knowledge to help understand them. By necessity, they 

have to make decisions in the face of uncertainty (Zahariadis, 2007: 66). There is never 

enough information to settle the matter. Rather, policymakers decide who, and what 

information to trust, to help them develop a sense of risk and reward associated with any 

decision (Cairney et al, 2016).  

They also make decisions in the face of ambiguity, which relates to the way in which the 

problem can be defined or ‘framed’ (Zahariadis, 2007: 66). People can juggle a large number 

of ways to understand or think about the same issue. Consequently, a large part of the agenda 

setting process regards the use of persuasion to encourage people to think about issues 

primarily in terms of their specific positive or negative aspects; or, the potential for events, 

media, and powerful actors to shift attention to one image at the expense of the others, to 

determine how governments primarily understand and seek to solve a problem (Cairney et al, 

2016; Dearing and Rogers, 1996: 1; Baumgartner and Jones, 1993: 11-2; Kingdon, 1984: 3–

4; Cairney, 2012: 183). 

These studies produced the insight that problems do not receive attention simply because we 

think they are important, and policymakers do not select solutions simply because they are 

the most effective. This is not a ‘comprehensively rational’ process in which, in this order: 

elected policymakers articulate their values, rank their aims, and prioritize which problems to 

solve; government bureaucracies gather all the information necessary to produce solutions; 



and, policymakers select the best solutions. Rather, Kingdon draws on Cohen et al’s (1972) 

‘garbage can’ model, of policymaking in organisations, which suggests that policymaker 

aims and policy problems are ambiguous and bureaucrats struggle to research issues and 

produce viable solutions quickly. Sometimes people wait for the right time to present their 

ready-made solutions. Sometimes aimless policymakers just want to look busy and decisive. 

So, problem identification, solution production, and choice are separate processes. 

In this context, actors exercise power to raise attention to some problems at the expense of 

others, drawing on a combination of facts and emotional appeals (Dearing and Rodgers, 

1996; True et al, 2007: 161; Majone, 1989). Further, the success of this agenda setting 

strategy can depend as much on the substance of the policy solution, and the way in which it 

is received within governments and wider policy networks, as the power of participants to 

keep issues high on the policy agenda (Kingdon, 1984: 133; 131).  

In other words, several conditions have to be satisfied – during a brief ‘window of 

opportunity’ – before a policy will change significantly. In Kingdon’s MSA metaphor, these 

necessary but insufficient conditions are described as three separate ‘streams’ which must 

come together at the same time. 

Problem stream – attention lurches to a policy problem.  

Policymakers ‘could attend to a long list of problems’ but they ‘pay serious attention to only 

a fraction of them’ (Kingdon, 1984: 95; 120). Attention does not relate to an ‘objective’ 

measure of its importance (Majone, 1989: 24). Rather, much depends on the biases and 

interests of the audience. Attention can lurch following an unpredictable ‘focusing event’ 

(Birkland, 1997) but, in a congested agenda, major events may not produce sustained 

attention to perceived crises unless they reinforce a problem ‘already in the back of people’s 

minds’ (Kingdon, 1984: 103). Getting attention is a major achievement which must be acted 

upon quickly, before attention shifts elsewhere. Further, rising and sustained attention to a 

problem may only occur when policymakers know that a solution already exists (Wildavsky, 

1979: 42). 

Policy stream – a solution to that problem is available.   

The solution-production process can be treated as independent of problem solving for three 

reasons. First, what we call ‘solutions’ are often developed to solve different problems, such 

as to legitimize the work of public organizations or help people get elected (Kingdon, 1984: 

129–30). Second, while attention lurches quickly from issue to issue, viable solutions 

involving major policy change often take far more time to develop. Kingdon (1984: 131; 123) 

describes policy solutions whirling around in a ‘policy primeval soup’, ‘evolving’ as they are 

proposed by one actor then reconsidered and modified by a large number of participants 

(Kingdon, 1984: 18). Although some solutions take off rapidly (Zahariadis, 2007: 72), many 

go through a process of ‘softening’, to make them acceptable within policy networks, based 

on criteria such as: ‘technical feasibility’ (will it work if implemented?); ‘value acceptability’ 

within the policy network; tolerable anticipated costs; public acceptability; and, a ‘reasonable 

chance for receptivity among elected decision makers’ (Kingdon, 1984: 138–46). 



Third, to deal with the disconnect between lurching attention and slow policy development, 

actors develop widely-accepted solutions in anticipation of future problems (1984: 122–4).  

Then, they find the right time to exploit or encourage attention to a relevant problem. In 

particular, actors often described as ‘policy entrepreneurs’ become crucial to the process of 

linking solutions to problems. These are the people, such as elected politicians or leaders of 

interest groups, with the knowledge, power, tenacity and luck to be able to exploit windows 

of opportunity, prompted by heightened levels of attention to policy problems, to promote 

their ‘pet solutions’ to policymakers (Kingdon, 1984: 165–6; Cairney, 2012: 233-7).  

Politics stream – policymakers have the motive and opportunity to turn it into policy.  

Policymakers have to pay attention to the problem and be receptive to the proposed solution. 

In some cases, this involves policymakers modifying their own beliefs, perhaps when 

responding to a shift in the ‘national mood’ or the feedback they receive from interest groups 

and political parties. In many cases, only a change of government may be enough to provide 

that motive (Kingdon, 1984: 19). This third requirement can represent a key block on major 

change since, for example, policymakers have established beliefs about a range of policies, 

and well-established interest groups may resist initiatives from less experienced advocates 

(1984: 159). Yet, perceived swings in ‘national mood’ can happen quickly, while some 

policymakers thrive on a challenge to vested interests (1984: 160).  

Overall, the metaphors of separate streams and a window of opportunity suggest that policy 

change requires a degree of, if not serendipity, at least a confluence of events and actions in a 

short space of time. Successful advocates of change know that a policy solution generally has 

to go through a ‘process of consideration, floating up, discussion, revision and trying out 

again’ before it will be selected and, therefore, ‘advocates lie in wait in and around 

government with their solutions at hand, waiting for problems to float by to which they can 

attach their solutions, waiting for a development in the political stream they can use to their 

advantage’ (1984: 149; 165–6). The emphasis is on a need to explain, often in some depth, 

why that opportunity may arise only at a particular time and place. 

The ‘window of opportunity’ as a universal concept 

These insights from MSA have become influential within policy studies. Kingdon’s is one of 

the most cited books in the field (over 12000 times) and MSA has inspired over 300 

published case study applications since 2000 (Jones et al, 2016). Although MSA was initially 

based on the study of the federal US system, most modern studies have been outside of the 

US, and in European Union countries in particular, while many have examined policy 

windows in subnational settings.  

The popularity of MSA results partly from its abstract concepts (Cairney and Jones, 2016). 

We can describe them as ‘universal’ because they apply to any case study, time or place: 

ambiguous policy problems; competition for policymaker attention; an imperfect selection 

process; limited time and information to make decisions; and, a departure from 

‘comprehensive rationality’ (Zahariadis, 2003: 2–15). The MSA gives us a way to go beyond 

studies of the federal US, compare agenda setting process across all political systems, and 



identify new issues from new case studies. It also provides considerable flexibility, since the 

streams metaphor seems intuitive and easy to apply, and many case study applications draw 

on little more than Kingdon (1984). 

The negative side to this flexibility and low ‘barrier to entry’ is that it is often difficult to 

generate a sense of accumulated knowledge from MSA studies. There is a body of recent 

work raising new issues (such as the role of international organisations in producing domestic 

policy solutions), but it represents a small proportion of the literature (Cairney and Jones, 

2016). Many authors of MSA-inspired studies do not engage with the newer literature 

produced in the last three decades, and several aspects of the process remain unanswered.  

To help fill that gap, we engage with a key question raised in contemporary MSA studies – 

what happens next? – and frame our answer by developing insights from several prominent 

theories in policy studies. 

What happens after a window of opportunity is exploited successfully? 

There are three main ways to answer this question. First, Howlett et al (2014) combine MSA 

with a focus on the ‘policy cycle’ to conceptualise the ways in which problem, policy, and 

politics streams come together in different ways at various stages of the policy process. 

Second, some accounts suggest that many separate windows of opportunity open in different 

venues, such as in the EU Commission and UK and Scottish governments (Bache, 2012; 

Cairney, 2009).  

The third approach, on which we focus in chapter 2, is to consider the initial ‘coupling’ of 

streams as one of many events that take place within government. We challenge the 

assumption that this coupling represents the most major event that sets in train a process of 

inevitable policy change. Rather, in many cases, such as prevention, policymakers select a 

broad idea that has yet to be operationalised by government departments, public bodies, 

stakeholders and delivery organisations. It represents a new idea which meets the old way of 

doing things, and the future combination of the two is unclear. This focus allows us to explain 

why the adoption of prevention policy in the UK and Scotland has produced such variation 

between and within governments.  

How does the ‘window of opportunity’ concept relate to prevention? 

The general idea of preventive policy has risen up, and fallen down, the UK government 

policy agenda for decades (Billis, 1981). However, we can detect recent and relatively serious 

attention by policymakers: actors in the Scottish and UK Governments have exploited, 

largely successfully, a window of opportunity to adopt prevention policies. This involves the 

Scottish Government’s (2011) ‘decisive shift to prevention’ and a series of comparable 

commitments made in several UK Government departments.   Yet, this development has not 

taken place in the way that we might associate with many other MSA case studies, in which 

the coupling of streams helped policymakers adopt a specific piece of legislation to deal with 

a well-defined problem (Cairney and Jones, 2016).  



The meaning of prevention, and related terms such as early intervention and wellbeing, is not 

clear, and policy solutions based on these terms may be attached to a wide range of policy 

problems. This drawback is often compounded by a lack of clarity on the relationship 

between specific prevention policy interventions and the governing principles that underpin 

their delivery. A prevention policy may an unclear combination of an early intervention and a 

set of governance principles (discussed below). The politics stream is also more difficult to 

pin down, since prevention policy has been adopted by a variety of policymakers in different 

venues at different times (see the ‘prevention timeline’ in table 3.1
i
). This is often the result 

of a deliberate government strategy, to establish a broad prevention aim and devolve the 

responsibility, to deliver prevention in specific areas, to local public bodies and their 

stakeholders.  

The unclear meaning of prevention, early intervention, and wellbeing 

‘Preventative spending’ and ‘prevention’ are terms used by many governments, and in many 

policy studies, to describe a broad aim to reduce public service costs (and ‘demand’) by 

addressing policy problems at an early stage. The argument is that too much government 

spending is devoted to services to address severe social problems at a late stage. The aim is 

for governments to address a wide range of longstanding problems - including crime and anti-

social behaviour, ill health and unhealthy behaviour, low educational attainment, 

unemployment and low employability, and newer problems relating to climate change and 

anti-environmental behaviour – by addressing them at their source, before they become too 

severe and relatively expensive.  

This aim may be timeless, and relate to historic policies directed at identifying the root causes 

of social problems – such as poverty, social exclusion, and poor accommodation. It may also 

receive more attention during an ‘age of austerity’ in which governments seek to reduce 

spending and/ or redirect spending to other areas to address key demographic shifts, such as 

an ageing population, which affect the demand for public services. 

Prevention can be linked closely to the idea of early intervention, and the terms may often be 

used interchangeably, but they are not synonymous. ‘Early intervention’ is often used to 

focus on young children, to describe pre-school or parenting programmes. Prevention is often 

described more broadly in terms of age (it includes strategies for older people). Both may be 

related to a notional spectrum, from successful prevention/ early intervention to stop 

problems arising, to an attempt to stop more harm occurring (Gough, 2013: 3; Freeman, 

1999): 

1. Primary prevention – stop a problem occurring by investing early and/or modifying 

the social or physical environment. Focus on the whole population. 

2. Secondary prevention – identify a problem at a very early stage to minimise harm. 

Identify and focus on at-risk groups. 

3. Tertiary prevention – stop a problem getting worse. Identify and focus on affected 

groups. 



Consequently, ‘prevention’ is vague enough to describe almost all government activity. 

Therefore, unless governments make a specific commitment to primary or secondary 

prevention, the ambiguity may allow them to make a commitment to ‘prevention’ policies 

which are often similar to reactive policies dealing with current problems. Or, a vague 

reference to prevention allows service providers to rebrand their activities as preventive 

without shifting their approach. 

The difficulty is compounded when we try to produce a common understanding of primary/ 

secondary/ tertiary prevention in different policy fields. For example, it seems clearest when 

related to disease: primary relates to whole-population inoculation or behavioural 

programmes which prevent the spread of communicable disease; secondary relates to 

screening programmes focused on at-risk groups and identifying disease and at the earliest 

possible stage; and, tertiary relates to programmes to minimise the impact of identified 

diseases.  Therefore, a commitment to primary over secondary over tertiary prevention has a 

relatively specific meaning.  

This is somewhat comparable to aspects of education, including work by Heckman (n.d.) 

which ties major social problems to factors such as ‘low levels of skill and ability in society’ 

and recommends ‘early interventions’. In this case, prevention relates to investment in 

relation to age and stage: more spending on the very young, and more in pre-school than 

higher education. This is not the same as in health conditions (since, for example, one can 

inoculate an adult from disease), but there is scope for meaningful comparison - and one can 

focus on whole or targeted populations (Melhuish, 2003: 5). However, it is harder to relate to 

less-well-understood social problems related to crime and social work, and cross-cutting 

issues such as inequalities, where prevention could relate to some mix between a focus on 

three prevention stages and on age-related interventions.  

A ‘wellbeing’ agenda refers broadly to the use of ‘quality of life’ measures to guide policy 

(Bache, 2012). It relates to prevention and early intervention, but not always in a 

straightforward way. One distinctive ‘wellbeing’ question regards the extent to which we can 

measure it in a meaningful way, and use that measure to compete with economic measures of 

a country’s success - generally expressed in terms of annual growth in the Gross Domestic 

Product, GDP (Bache and Reardon, 2013; Coyle, 2014).  The broader focus relates to the 

unintended consequences of economic measures and the extent to which alternatives will 

encourage better public policies. Early substitute measures included of ‘educational 

achievement, life expectancy, poverty levels, and crime rates’, while one of the most 

enduring measures, the Human Development Index (HDI) combines life expectancy, access 

to knowledge, and an economic measure of standard of living (Bache, 2012: 24-5).  

The link between prevention policies and governance principles 

The prevention agenda can be linked to many ‘valence’ issues and recurring problems in 

government, and the UK and Scottish governments have linked their prevention policies to a 

common set of ideas about the way that they should be administered and delivered. Broad 



aims, to intervene early, prevent harm, and encourage wellbeing, have become associated 

with many (or all) of the following governance principles, identifying the need to: 

 pursue ‘joined up’ or ‘holistic’ government, to foster cooperation between, and secure 

a common aim for, departments, public bodies and stakeholders at several levels of 

government – or at least to coordinate a range of government objectives to address 

problems that cut across traditional departments 

 redefine the role of central government by encouraging (a) ‘localism’, or fostering the 

capacity of local communities to tailor national policies to their areas (Lowndes and 

Pratchett, 2012; Evans et al, 2013; Hickson, 2013), and/ or (b) the sharing of 

policymaking responsibility across the public sector and in partnership with non-

governmental bodies 

 tailor public services to their users, encouraging a focus on the ‘assets’ of individuals, 

and inviting users to participate and ‘co-produce’ their services 

 move away from unhelpful short term targets (as proxies for policy aims) and 

performance management,  which produce major unintended consequences, towards 

more meaningful and long term outcomes-based measures of policy success and 

population wellbeing  

 rely extensively on ‘evidence based policy making’ to identify which projects produce 

the most benefit and deserve investment. 

Further, many projects share the general long term aim to improve people’s mental health or 

wellbeing by encouraging them to participate in society and develop meaningful social 

networks, and a specific aim to prioritise the importance of economic measures of 

participation (or at least aim to maximise the proportion of people in education, training, or 

employment). 

Prevention and MSA: three distinctive streams 

Prevention’s problem stream seems distinctive since a series of problems may come together 

at the same time to produce a demand for policy. At an abstract level, prevention can generate 

widespread and long-term consensus – to bring together groups on the ‘left’, seeking to 

reduce poverty and inequality, and groups on the ‘right’, seeking to reduce economic 

inactivity and the costs of public services (Billis, 1981: 367). Or, the temptation may be to 

treat prevention as a cure to several related problems: an era of austerity in which 

governments face the need to reduce budgets and deliver a comparable public service at 

lower cost; the need to reduce demand for ‘acute’ public services by addressing socio-

economic problems at an early stage; and, a desire to reduce the kinds of inequalities (related, 

for example, to income) associated with social problems. As such, its attractiveness is clear 

and, in the UK, it has been a theme pursued in official reports, during Labour and 

Conservative governments, since the 1950s (1981: 368).   



Prevention’s policy stream also has unusual features. Its source of attractiveness to 

policymakers may also be its main flaw: it is possible to adopt prevention as a broad idea 

without knowing how to turn it into a series of concrete objectives. Indeed, a focus on 

prevention reminds us that the word ‘idea’ means at least two things: a specific policy 

solution to a clearly defined problem, or a potentially useful but vague way of thinking about 

a complex and perhaps intractable (‘wicked’) problem.  In the case of the latter, the window 

of opportunity may not produce the sort of policy change that policymakers expect. Instead, 

we may see a groundswell of attention to, and support for, a policy solution that is very 

difficult to operationalise. We may find that everyone agrees on the broad solution, but no-

one agrees on the detail, causing governments to spend years making very little progress.  

Prevention’s politics stream is complicated by the close link between policy as a set of policy 

instruments and governance principles. Government ministers may select prevention as a 

solution but devolve responsibility for policy delivery and outcomes to a large number, and 

wide range, of organisations in the public and private sector. Since prevention is a vague 

policy, and many bodies have high discretion and many competing priorities, we can only say 

what happens next by examining a large number of case studies to generate an overall sense 

of coherence and progress.  

Windows of opportunity in different venues: UK and Scottish Government responses 

In the UK and Scottish governments, several solutions are currently in ‘good currency’, 

although their relative popularity varies considerably. While ideas regarding the wellbeing 

agenda, prevention (or preventative spending) and early intervention may be circulating 

around the UK as a whole, the Scottish Government has its own policy agenda in devolved 

areas such as health, education, justice, and social care (and its responsibilities will grow 

further, via the Scotland Acts of 2012 and 2015). Therefore, to understand policy and 

policymaking in the UK, we need to understand how it plays out in particular territories as 

well as policy areas and government departments (for a wider discussion of UK 

policymaking, including the government of Wales and Northern Ireland, see Birrell, 2012).  

In each case, we examine the ways in which each government makes sense of prevention in 

different areas, works with stakeholders to pursue this broad agenda, and addresses a series 

obstacles that could hinder long term progress:  

Fluctuating attention and superficial policymaking. Each solution represents an idea that 

could underpin new ways of thinking within government, become faddish before being 

rejected, or provide a gloss to justify decisions already made. 

Major policy change takes time and commitment. Even if prevention marks a shift in 

government policy, it could take decades for this way of thinking to become 

‘institutionalised’, turned into ‘standard operating procedures’ and detailed rules to 

coordinate action across the public sector. In the meantime, governments may pursue 

different, and potentially contradictory, policies in different departments. 



Long term prevention has uncertain outcomes which are difficult to defend. During this time, 

governments will still face hard choices about which areas are worthy of the most investment 

or early intervention. In each case, the broad policy aim is vague, the evidence on which 

interventions will work best is often weak, it is difficult to compare the return from 

investments in different public services, and the policy process has a tendency to revert to a 

short term political exercise to determine priorities. In the face of uncertainty, policymakers 

may revert to tried and trusted rules to make decisions, and reject the more risky, new 

approach, with uncertain measures and outcomes. 

Long term low-key aims compete with short term ‘hot button’ issues. There is a level of 

unpredictability in politics that makes such long term policies problematic – particularly 

when investment in one area, with quiet winners, comes at the expense of another service, 

with vocal losers - as demonstrated by any move to close a local hospital or rural school. A 

tension between long term planning and short term electoral issues often produces 

incremental and non-strategic changes, in which services receive ‘disinvestment’ by being 

allowed to wither slowly. 

A shift to prevention requires a shift in budgeting and performance management. The budget 

process remains, in many ways, separate from a focus on investment in preventive activity 

and long term outcomes – largely because it remains an exercise to guarantee spending on 

established services and departments, or to reduce spending on some services at the margins. 

While there may be some appetite for major policy change in some departments, this may not 

translate to a new approach by a government’s Treasury. The same obstacles may exist when 

broad prevention aims are undermined by performance and accounting measures which focus 

on how money is spent on ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’ (such as the number of doctors and 

operations) rather than outcomes (such as long term health or quality of life). 

A shift to prevention requires a shift in accountability. Accountability problems arise in 

relation to outcomes-based measures and the devolution of policies to devolved and local 

public bodies. In a ‘Westminster’ style system, the idea of democratic accountability to the 

public via ministers accounting to Parliament, or directly via elections, still dominates. Yet, if 

the responsibility for outcomes is further devolved, in several ways, and outcomes measures 

span multiple elections, governments must develop new ways to hold them, and their 

stakeholders, to account in a more meaningful way.  Or, if elected policymakers still feel 

bound by short-term accountability mechanisms, they may not always commit themselves 

meaningfully to policies with short term costs, since the pay-offs may only begin to show 

fruit after they have left office.  

These issues of accountability also have a distinctive element in the Scottish Government 

which only holds responsibility for a limited amount of policy issues that could be relevant to 

prevention. Further, it is often difficult to know where UK government responsibility ends 

and Scottish Government responsibility begins, particularly since devolution has been 

introduced incrementally in a series of Scotland Acts since 1998. Similarly, with a localism 

agenda, the balance between UK, devolved, local and non-governmental responsibilities is 

not always clear. 



‘Evidence-based policymaking’ will not settle the matter. The prevention and wellbeing 

agenda is often accompanied by the sense that policymakers should draw on the evidence of 

success from other countries and ‘best practice’ within its own system to decide how to invest 

for the long term. Yet, it is impossible to separate this technical aim from the inevitably 

political side to gathering evidence, to underpin policies and evaluate their success, when 

issues are salient and political parties compete for office (Cairney, 2015b). Policymakers are 

surrounded by mountains of evidence but have limited capacity; they use ideology, emotions 

and other informational short cuts to turn complex problems into simple solutions. They often 

define success using narrow, short term political criteria rather than with reference to long 

term outcomes (McConnell, 2010) and distort the evaluation process to legitimise their 

policies (Sanderson, 2002: 9-10; 13; Geyer, 2012; Monaghan, 2011: 30-1; Boswell, 2009: 7-

8; 25; 43-5). Even if these issues did not arise, actors would still face major dilemmas 

regarding the nature of good research and evidence (Cairney, 2015c). 

What happens next? The structure of the book
ii
  

Chapter 2 - A framework for the analysis of what happens next. The UK and Scottish 

governments have adopted the same broad policy following a window of opportunity. Our 

focus on what happens next allows us to explain why these similar decisions were followed 

by significant variations across and between governments. We draw primarily on two main 

theoretical approaches to enhance MSA’s focus. The first is complexity theory, with a 

particular focus on concepts such as path dependence and punctuated equilibrium (Cairney, 

2012). We explore the extent to which the adoption of a new idea produces profound changes 

in the rules that policymakers follow within political systems, and the ways in which policy 

outcomes might continue to ‘emerge’ at local levels despite some attempts by central 

government to control the agenda. The second is the ‘social construction of target 

populations’ (Schneider and Ingram, 1997). We identify the ways in which policymakers 

combine the same basic concepts, such as prevention and early intervention, with their 

emotional or ideological beliefs about the populations they seek to influence, to produce a 

wide variety of policies. This allows us to explain why, for example, the UK and Scottish 

governments use similar indicators to identify high risk groups in need of relatively high 

interventions, but only the UK Conservative-led government uses the language of ‘troubled 

families’. 

Chapter 3 - The rise of new ideas across the UK and beyond: wellbeing, public health, 

prevention and early intervention. We explain what these broad ideas in ‘good currency’ 

mean and how they relate to each other. We examine, for example, the extent to which 

preventive policies arose primarily from ideas in public health – focusing on major 

developments in areas such as tobacco and alcohol control (Cairney, Studlar and Mamudu, 

2012; Cairney and Studlar, 2014) - and modern trends in UK policymaking towards 

‘localism’, ‘co-production’ and the ‘assets base’ of service users. Primarily, we use these 

examples to focus on the difficulties of ‘operationalising’ very broad policy solutions to 

ambiguous problems. 



Chapter 4 - Policy in the UK, from wellbeing to a focus on risk. We highlight the wide range 

of UK policies that could be included under this umbrella term ‘prevention’ – a problem 

exacerbated when we link it to agendas such as ‘wellbeing’. The range is from a broad focus 

on measuring policy success in a more meaningful way (including wellbeing measures as an 

alternative to GDP) to the introduction of very specific initiatives aimed at ‘high risk’ groups, 

such as the Troubled Families programme. We identify a particular challenge, to move to 

new measures of success, associated with the UK’s distinctive focus on short term targets as 

measures (and a broader focus on public sector markets and competition).  

Chapter 5 – The Scottish Government’s decisive shift to prevention: some issues are 

territorial, some are universal. We provide a degree of contrast with Scottish Government 

policy, in the context of its reputation for addressing cross-cutting policy problems in a 

distinctive way: consulting widely with relevant groups, working in partnership with delivery 

bodies, and making a firm political commitment to ‘a decisive shift to prevention’. We use 

the Scottish experience to separate, at least analytically, the issues associated with different 

policymaking styles (to consult and form partnerships in and out of government) and the 

common problems with ambiguity (there are many ways to define a policy problem and its 

solution) and complexity (in which central governments can only control some aspects of 

policymaking and implementation). 

The UK and Scottish comparison allows us to argue that policymaking contains a mix of 

territorial and ‘universal’ drivers. All governments make policy despite uncertainty, 

ambiguity and complexity – and we explain how these concepts relate to each other and the 

case studies of policymaking. Some governments also face distinctive problems. For 

example, in Scotland, as part of the UK, there are specific issues around the links between 

policy instruments, shared responsibility, and joined up thinking. The Scottish Government 

remains part of a UK process in which monetary and fiscal policies are determined largely by 

the Treasury, with the Scottish Government’s primary role to spend and invest. For example, 

it could not address health and education inequalities by using redistribute taxation policies to 

address income inequalities. Its position raises awkward questions about the consistency of 

policies, when spending decisions based on a ‘universalism’ narrative cannot be linked 

directly to the idea that redistribution should be achieved through taxation. The Scottish 

Government may be overseeing a spending regime that favours the wealthy and middle 

classes (universal free services with no means testing) as long as taxation is not sufficiently 

redistributive.  These issues have not become acute since devolution, partly because the 

Scottish Government budget has been high, and the Scottish independence agenda postponed 

some difficult debates on new budget priorities. However, they are likely to become more 

pressing as budgets fall and organisations compete for scarcer resources. 

In chapters 6-9 we compare the UK and Scottish Government experiences in four in-depth 

cases studies of preventive policymaking. The case studies demonstrate the large amount of 

cross-cutting issues that can be addressed under the term ‘prevention’, as well as the variation 

in which, for example, government departments engage with a prevention agenda to define 

problems. This empirical work is based primarily on documentary analysis and interviews 



with civil servants, and the groups and public bodies with which they engage, to examine 

how policymakers and practitioners make sense of, and seek to solve, policy problems.  

Chapter 6 - Case Study: Prevention and health: the cases of public and mental health. Health 

policy is the traditional home of preventive policies. Public health is at the heart of policies 

designed to improve population health, and potentially reduce health inequalities, through 

changes in behaviour at an early age. However, it also demonstrates the tensions between 

preventive and reactive policies, and the tendency for the latter to be higher on the agenda 

and receive more resources. In the post-war period there have been several instances in which 

government bodies have signalled the need for major public health reforms to reduce health 

inequalities, in tandem with policies to address ‘structural’ or ‘root’ causes related to 

economic inequalities, but most have been built on the identification of past policy failures.  

These problems are exacerbated in ‘public mental health’. Mental health is an issue in which 

the idea of prevention or wellbeing is difficult to incorporate, since it contains populations 

with illnesses that often cannot be prevented. Instead, prevention refers to some aspects of 

mental illness (to deal, for example, with promoting wellbeing and preventing depression), 

while early intervention can relate to others (to prevent the effects of some conditions 

becoming too severe), and other, often equally broad but case-specific ideas arise, such as the 

push for ‘parity’ in mental and physical health services. We examine: how each government 

seeks to balance a preventive approach to policy which benefits the largest group 

(encouraging wellbeing or addressing depression and anxiety), with acute services for groups 

with greater needs (to address severe and enduring illness); and how policies in other 

departments, such as employability reforms, can undermine mental health policy. 

Chapter 7 - Case Study: ‘Troubled Families’, crime and social care. The Scottish 

Government does not have a direct equivalent to the UK’s ‘troubled families’ programme, 

but it faces the same need to strike a balance between universal prevention policies, which 

often benefit ‘middle class’ populations disproportionately, and targeted programmes with 

the dual potential to address greater need and stigmatise other populations. This case study 

shows the extent to which two governments, using almost identical language to intervene 

early in the lives of individuals and families, can produce often profoundly different policies. 

Chapter 8 - Case Study: ‘Employability’, early intervention and education. Employability is 

still driven largely at the UK level. The UK Government has pursued a shift in employability 

policy, summed up by a famous move from doctors providing a ‘written sick note’ to an 

‘electronic fit note’. In this case, the language of prevention, to highlight the benefits of 

employment to mental and physical health, mixes with the broader rhetoric on welfare 

retrenchment, to produce a policy with the potential to contradict preventive policies in other 

departments. Outside welfare provision, the main focus is on the links between 

employability, education and training. For example, this chapter outlines the Scottish 

Government’s policies to reform college provision, and focus resources on a cohort of young 

people to prevent a second ‘lost generation’. 



Chapter 9 - Case Study: prevention and justice. The application of early intervention and 

prevention ideas are further complicated by a focus on criminal justice, in which policies may 

relate largely to ‘secondary’ or ‘tertiary’ prevention: the identification of high risk groups, or 

the lessening of bad outcome or prevention of bad outcomes re-occurring. For example, 

prevention work may take place in prison to reduce reoffending, or in police tactics such as 

‘stop and search’ to prevent crimes in ‘high risk’ groups. In cases such as ‘prostitution’ policy 

there is also little agreement on what the problem is and how prevention policies can help 

solve it. We use prostitution as a case study of ambiguity, and to show the importance of 

established rules (on, for example, the way that governments characterise their ‘target 

population’ and define problems) to policies described as ‘preventive’.  

Chapter 10 - Conclusion: a window of opportunity for what? This empirical analysis helps us 

to re-examine the idea of a ‘window of opportunity’ for change, at least when we are 

discussing vague solutions to ‘wicked’ problems. There may be a new opportunity to produce 

a broad change in policymaker commitment to a policy solution, but that event may only 

represent the beginning of a long, drawn-out, process of policy change. When scholars 

discuss multiple streams analysis, they often talk about ‘policy entrepreneurs’ lying in wait to 

present their pet solutions when the time is right – but, in this case, ‘solution’ may be a rather 

misleading description of a vague agenda, in which everyone can agree on the aims, but not 

the objectives. Entrepreneurs may be pushing at an open door to a maze of further 

possibilities. This is demonstrated well by the UK and Scottish Government experiences, in 

which they have opened up a space to pursue identical language but pursued often different 

policy solutions. 
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