
Preface 

Our window of opportunity to write this book came from two main sources. First, Paul had 

been working on the theoretical development and legacy of Kingdon’s (1984) ‘multiple 

streams analysis’ to the study of public policy. This began as a paper reviewing the field, for 

a workshop in Singapore organised by Michael Howlett and Anthony Perl, and became an 

article, co-authored with Michael Jones, called ‘Kingdon’s Multiple Streams Approach: what 

is the empirical impact of this universal theory?’ in a special issue of Policy Studies Journal 

in 2016. Indeed, the study of multiple streams has enjoyed a renaissance, and the 

conversation continues in venues such as the International Conference on Public Policy 

(ICPP). 

Second, Paul and Emily had been producing a large amount of empirical work on UK and 

Scottish Government ‘prevention’ policies, as part of the wider research agenda of the ESRC-

funded Centre on Scottish Constitutional Change (2013-5). The broad aim of the Centre is to 

consider the UK’s constitutional future, and the initial focus was on the prospect of Scottish 

independence, in the run up to the referendum in September 2014 - followed by a focus on 

further devolution when 55% voted ‘No’ to independence and the UK Government 

established the ‘Smith Commission’ to produce further devolution (see the special issue of 

Political Quarterly in 2015).  

Our part of the project examined the extent to which Scottish political institutions had enough 

policy capacity to deal with independence or further devolution: in the Scottish Government 

to process policy in consultation with ‘pressure participants’ such as interest groups; in the 

Scottish Parliament to scrutinise it; and, in the public sector to deliver it. We interviewed 

approximately 100 actors in the Scottish Government, Scottish Parliament, public sector and 

third sector from 2014-5. We focused on the case study of ‘prevention’ because the Scottish 

Government used the phrase ‘decisive shift to prevention’ in 2011 to signal that the issue was 

high on its policy agenda (following its commissioned review by the ‘Christie Commission’), 

and because it is an issue addressed across the whole of the Scottish Government and public 

sector.  

We also detected a similar – and often identical – language used by the UK Government to 

describe its aims in areas such as public and mental health, employment and social policies. 

We interviewed approximately 50 actors in England and Wales from 2014-5 (supplementing 

over 100 interviews by Cairney from 2006 onwards), focusing on case studies such as mental 

health, using interviews with third sector organisations to track the spread and uptake of 

‘early intervention’ projects, and drawing on the high academic interest in areas such as the 

‘troubled families’ programme.   

In short, prevention seemed like an idea ‘whose time has come’. Key terms such as 

‘prevention’, ‘preventive spending’, ‘early intervention’ and ‘wellbeing’ sum up a push 

within both governments to focus on the ‘root causes’ of problems and deal with them as 

early as possible, to reduce demand for expensive and acute-level services and reduce social 

inequalities. Both governments also use the same language to describe an approach to 



‘governance’ in this area: focusing on the long term outcome-based measures of progress, 

devolving much policy responsibility to local authorities and encouraging them to form 

partnerships with public bodies and non-governmental organisations, including users in the 

design of public services, and relying on ‘evidence based policy making’ to help decide 

which projects to fund.  

Yet, we also found that the meaning of ‘prevention policy’ is difficult to pin down. The need 

to intervene early has been a rallying cry within UK Government in the post-war period, but 

no government has found a way to turn this vague aim into a set of detailed, consistent 

policies.  

This is where our focus on prevention informs the contemporary discussion of multiple 

streams analysis. Kingdon’s (1984) initial idea was that three conditions had to come together 

to produce what often looks like major policy change: attention to a problem is high; a 

solution exists; and, policymakers have the motive and opportunity to adopt it.  Now, a key 

question in the literature is: what happens next? In particular, does the initial choice to select 

a major new policy solution translate into longer term policy change? 

In the case of prevention, it is possible that long term major policy change will not happen. A 

‘window’ of opportunity has opened to address an ill-defined problem with a vague solution.  

Policymakers have the motive to adopt the broad philosophy of prevention – or at least accept 

the idiom ‘prevention is better than cure’ - but face major obstacles when they seek to turn it 

into a series of concrete policies. A ‘decisive shift to prevention’ describes a shift in thinking, 

not an inevitable shift in policy direction.  

In this book, we examine what happens next. We present a comparative study of policy and 

policymaking in two governments and several policy areas. Our aim is to make a major 

contribution to the study of policy theory and produce practical lessons for policymakers. 

Like Bache (2012), we are researching a policy agenda that is still playing out. Although this 

could hinder some academic analysis, since we would expect policy change of this magnitude 

to unfold over ‘a decade or more’ (Sabatier, 1993), it enhances the practical relevance – if 

only because a retrospective analysis of policy obstacles or failures seems less useful than a 

study highlighting early warning signs.  
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