
Paul Cairney and Emily St Denny, University of Stirling p.a.cairney@stir.ac.uk  

International Conference on Public Policy, Milan, July 2015 

What happens when a ‘policy window’ opens to produce a vague solution to an ill-

defined policy problem?  

Abstract. Kingdon’s multiple streams analysis suggests that there is a ‘window of 

opportunity’ for major policy change: attention rises to a problem, a solution exists, and 

policymakers have the motive and opportunity to select it. We draw on complexity and social 

construction theories to conceptualise what happens after a window of opportunity is 

exploited successfully. In particular, by using the case study of ‘prevention’ policy, we 

examine 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 governments, and different departments within them, give different meanings to the 

same basic solutions?  

Introduction: what happens after a window of opportunity? 

Kingdon’s multiple streams analysis (MSA
i
) suggests that there is a ‘window of opportunity’ 

for major policy change: attention rises to a problem, a solution exists, and policymakers 

have the motive and opportunity to select it. Yet, this moment of choice is just the beginning 

of a process to turn a policy solution into concrete objectives and outcomes. In some cases, 

the solution is clear and implementation is smooth. In others, the initial solution is little more 

than an agenda setting tool. In that context, we examine 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 governments, and different 

departments within them, give different meanings to the same basic ideas?  

This question presents a broad theoretical dilemma regarding how to adapt MSA to explain 

the policy process beyond agenda setting and the moment of choice. Do we create a hybrid, 

combining the usefulness of MSA with a focus on other models or theories? Do we argue that 

another theory can pick up where MSA ends? Do we reject MSA altogether, as a partial 

explanation without a useful conclusion? 

There are three inter-related ways to answer this question. First, Howlett et al (2014) combine 

MSA with the ‘policy cycle’ to conceptualise the ways in which problem, policy, and politics 

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

Second, some accounts consider the extent to which separate but connected windows of 

opportunity might open in different venues, such as in the EU Commission and UK and 

Scottish governments (Bache, 2012; Cairney, 2009).  

A third approach, which we develop, is to consider the initial ‘coupling’ of streams as one of 

many events that take place within government. This coupling may not represent the most 

major event or set in train a process of inevitable policy change. Rather, in many cases, 

policymakers select a broad idea that has yet to be operationalised by government 
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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.  

To demonstrate this point, we use two theoretical approaches to enhance MSA’s focus. The 

first is complexity theory, to 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, to identify the ways in which policymakers combine policy aims with their 

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

wide variety of policies.  

These theories are particularly relevant to our empirical study of ‘prevention’ in the UK. 

‘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. What appears 

to be a major policy choice has become a broad philosophy to address an amorphous 

problem, with an unclear link to specific policy solutions. There is great potential for high 

variation across and between governments despite the fact that both governments have made 

the same basic choice after a window of opportunity.  

To demonstrate these points, first, we describe MSA’s key concepts and identify the meaning 

of window of opportunity. Second, to explore what happens next, we outline insights from 

complexity and social construction theories. Third, we explain how these insights relate to 

prevention policy. 

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 by no means 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. 

What happens next? Solutions are injected into complex systems 

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

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

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

parts, and in policymaking its ‘parts’ are actors such as individuals. Its elements are 

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

systemic behaviour, and the outcomes cannot simply be attributed to individuals. 

Consequently, it suggests that we shift our analysis to the system as a whole; as a network of 

elements that interact and combine to produce systemic behaviour. The metaphor of a 

microscope or telescope, in which we zoom in to analyse individuals or zoom out to see the 

system as a whole, sums up this shift of focus.  

Complexity theory suggests that systems have common properties: 

1. Some inputs of energy are dampened (negative feedback) while others are amplified 

(positive feedback). Small actions can have large effects and large actions can have 

small effects.  

2. Complex systems contain ‘strange attractors’ or demonstrate extended regularities of 

behaviour which may be interrupted by short bursts of change (punctuated 

equilibrium). 

3. They are particularly sensitive to initial conditions that produce a long-term 

momentum or ‘path dependence’.  

4. They exhibit ‘emergence’, or behaviour that results from the interaction between 

elements at a local level rather than central direction.   



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’ which develop in 

often unpredictable ways. In politics, there is a ‘centre’. Our focus shifts to the idea of 

emergence and unpredictability despite attempts by central governments to control the 

system. This idea is reinforced by insights found in the literature dedicated to complex 

policymaking systems, and a larger policy literature which identifies the same processes 

without necessarily using the language of complexity theory (Cairney, 2012b; Geyer and 

Cairney, 2015).    

The idea of ‘positive and negative feedback’ is central 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, we exaggerate 

central control when we focus on the issues to which they pay attention and seek to solve.  

Positive and negative feedback extends to other parts of the system: the instructions of central 

governments may be dampened or amplified by actors responsible for policy delivery. Much 

depends on the patterns of attention of policymakers at the ‘centre’. In theory, they could pay 

attention to, and influence, any part of the system – but to do so they have to ignore most 

other parts. Consequently, the rules that develop in institutions or policy networks could be 

challenged at any time, but most are not. In this sense, ‘strange attractors’ describes the ever-

present potential for policy instability but the tendency for regular patterns of policymaking 

behaviour to develop in most cases (see also Bovaird, 2008: 320; Geyer and Rihani, 2010: 

39). 

‘Path dependence’ describes the events and decisions made in the past which contributed to 

the formation of institutions that influence current practices. When a commitment to a policy 

has been established, over time it produces ‘increasing returns’ - as people adapt to, and build 

institutions around, the initial decision - and it becomes increasingly costly to choose a 

different path (Pierson, 2000; Room, 2011, 7-18). ‘Sensitivity to initial conditions’ describes 

the initial unpredictability of events and choices, followed by a reinforcing effect when those 

choices produce rules, governing systemic behaviour, which become well established and 

difficult to change (Pierson, 2000: 253; Room, 2011: 16). In other words, 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 junctures’ can therefore refer to the points at which certain events and 

decisions were initially made, leading to the development of an institution, or subsequent 

events which were significant enough to disrupt its rules. 

‘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 



idea 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. They face so many targets, rules and laws that no public 

agency or official can be reasonably 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. Programmes are implemented through ‘implementation structures’ 

where ‘parts of many public and private organizations cooperate in the implementation of a 

programme’. Although national governments create the overall framework of regulations and 

resources, and there are ‘administrative imperatives’ behind the legislation authorizing a 

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

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 if: initial disproportionate policymaker attention to a 

policy solution has a knock-on effect in the system, or attention wanes before policy has a 

significant effect; the adoption of policy represents a new source of instability in the system – 

or a critical juncture - or simply produces a new policy that interacts with existing 

institutions; and, if any new policy within central government has an effect on the rules and 

behaviour of the public, third and private sector bodies responsible for policy delivery. 

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. 

A window of opportunity to socially construct target populations 

Complexity theory highlights the unclear link between government action and policy 

outcomes, but 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 parliaments and 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 effect 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, policymakers, when competing for elected public office, articulate value judgements 

and make fundamental choices about which social groups should be rewarded with 

government support or punished with sanctions, or otherwise be treated differently by 

government bodies. The ‘good’ groups become entitled to rewards and the ‘bad’ groups are 

portrayed as deserving of burdens or punishments. This description sums up the argument 

that policymakers 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 ‘fast thinking’ (Kahneman, 2012: 20): 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. 

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 emotional-driven thinking often become 

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

through’; as a ‘decision heuristic’, an emotional assignment of ‘deservingness’ 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), but this 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 policymaker 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, may produce ‘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.  

Ingram et al (2007: 102) depict this process with a notional two by two 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 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 1: The social construction of target populations 



 

Source: Schneider and Ingram (2007: 102) 

As such, figure 1 is only the starting point to empirical analysis since, although some 

examples seem intuitive, many seem time or place specific. Different populations may also 

be more or less favoured by policymakers at different levels of government – for example, 

‘street level’ professionals may treat certain ‘deviant’ populations more or less 

sympathetically – and may, for example, find it easier to mobilise at local than national 

levels. Further, people do not fit neatly into these categories.  

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 this 

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

governments may go one step further to reinforce these judgements; to exploit ‘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). In this 

sense, policymakers or participants such as interest groups 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). 

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



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

decades (Billis, 1981). However, we 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, for example, 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. The politics stream may also be more difficult to pin down, since prevention 

policy may have been adopted by a variety of policymakers in different venues at different 

times. 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 contexts, to 

local public bodies and their stakeholders.  

The unclear meaning of prevention, early intervention, and wellbeing 

‘Preventive 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 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) and in terms 

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

prevention, the ambiguity allows 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 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 policies to common 

ideas about the way that they should be delivered. Broad aims, to intervene early, prevent 

harm, and encourage wellbeing, have become associated with governance principles, 

identifying the need to: 

 pursue ‘joined up’ government, to foster cooperation between, and secure a common 

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

 redefine the role of central government by encouraging ‘localism’ (fostering the 

capacity of local communities to tailor national policies to their areas) and/ or 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 short term targets (as proxies for policy aims) and performance 

management,  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 is 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 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.  

Complexity theory meets prevention principles: be pragmatic and accept your 

limitations 

Complexity theory is particularly relevant to our study of prevention because it combines 

theoretical and practical elements with a direct link to prevention governance. 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, 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, it 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 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). To address 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 gap between policymaker aims and outcomes they should reframe the idea of 

‘failure to meet targets’, to focus on inevitable ‘error’ when they design policies (Little, 2012: 

16). They should design flexible performance measures that do not simply blame delivery 

bodies for outcomes out of their control (Geyer, 2012: 32).  

In other words, pragmatism generally refers to the rejection of one form of performance 

management for another: from central governments setting ambitious and specific short term 

targets for government departments and public bodies to follow, to help retain a sense of 

central control; to, a sense of ‘letting go’, setting long term and less specific targets regarding 

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

governmental bodies.     

This strategy 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. They appear to 

have adopted a pragmatic consistent with complexity theory.. 

However, we should not exaggerate the extent to which these developments represent a 

coherent and pragmatic governing strategy. Instead, there are tensions within government 

regarding how they should adapt to complexity and how they should account for their 

approach. Any recommendation to be pragmatic 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, and attempts to assert central control and diffuse responsibility. 

Since at least the 1970s, governments have mixed their approaches at different times, to 

produce a confusing picture regarding the extent to which they accept their limitation and 

delegate policy delivery, and responsibility for outcomes, to other bodies in a meaningful 

way (McConnell, 2010; Hood, 1995: 94; Common, 1998: 442; James, 2001; Ramia and 

Carney, 2010; Lodge and Gill, 2011; Goldfinch and Wallis, 2010; Day and Klein, 2000: 238-

40; Greer and Jarman, 2008; Greenwood et al, 2001: 157; Stoker, 2004: 32; Hood, 2007a).  



This confusion represents 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), but also 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 of 

prevention, since ‘localism’ and the new forms of governance that we link to prevention 

policy, 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. 

Social construction and prevention: from broad aims to specific policies 

Decisions based on social construction can have an overarching or specific effect: some 

portrayals of, for example, 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. We need case studies to 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 many target 

populations. 

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

large collection of policies. Each specific policy, justified 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 (Elliott, 2014). This 

policy combines a focus on evidence-based prevention with an ideological position on 

nuclear families. 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) - and seems to have no direct equivalent in Scottish Government policy, which 

focuses rhetorically on the ‘assets’ of individuals. 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 

only gain ‘traction’ in some discussions 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. 

Conclusion 

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 – reduce 

inequalities, reduce ‘service demand’ and the cost of acute public services, and/or find new 

ways to make policy and deliver public services. Second, 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. 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, but ministers can only pay attention to 

a small proportion of that activity. 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.  

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

is to use a series of decision-making short cuts 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, 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. 
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i
 MSA is also described as the multiple streams approach. 


