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Why Isn’t Government Policy More Preventive?  

Chapter 2. A window of opportunity for prevention policy design 
Prevention appears to be ‘an idea whose time has come’, but the idea is vague. Chapter 1 shows 

that prevention is a broad concept that represents many ways to define problems and seek to 

solve them, while preventive policymaking seems to involve the complete reform of 

government. Indeed, it is such a wide-ranging idea that it can cover the entirety of social policy 

and policymaking. Yet, policy studies demonstrate that the scope for major policy change is 

limited to a small number of areas, and that many governance reform agendas have come and 

gone without making an impact. It is far more difficult to identify that the ‘time has come’ for 

specific policy solutions. Instead, we would expect few problems to receive sufficient attention 

to prompt major change, and to conclude that policy is as much about the changes that 

governments don’t make. 

We use ‘multiple streams analysis’ (MSA) to demonstrate this difference between heightened 

attention to a vague idea versus the selection of specific policy solutions and policymaking 

reforms (Kingdon, 1984). We identify two very different categories of ‘window of 

opportunity’. The first is a singular opportunity to select a vague solution to a confusing 

problem. The second is a series of opportunities to select more specific policy instruments with 

reference to specific people and problems. We use Social Construction and Policy Design 

(SCPD) to show how policymakers combine emotion and evidence to make those choices and 

sell them with reference to ‘target populations’ (Schneider and Ingram, 1997). 

MSA is one of the most cited and empirically applied policy theories (Jones et al, 2016; Cairney 

and Jones, 2016; Cairney, 2018). It helps us describe the vagaries of policymaking and explain 

why most opportunities for policy change are fleeting and squandered (Zahariadis, 2007; 

2014). Its initial value is to compare ideal-type and real world policymaking. In the ideal-type, 

policymaking is ‘comprehensively rational’: policymakers combine their aims, values, and all 

relevant evidence to define policy problems, neutral bureaucracies produce multiple possible 

solutions, and policymakers select the most ‘evidence based’ solution, setting in motion a 

policy cycle containing stages to legitimise, implement, and evaluate policy (Cairney, 2016a: 

16-9). In the real world, there is too much information to process, and policymakers have to 

ignore most problems. They use ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ short cuts to help them pay attention 

to a manageable number of issues (Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017). There is no policy cycle 

in which the problem definition stage leads inevitably to the solution stage. Instead, when 

policymaker attention lurches to a problem, it is often too late to produce a new and politically 

feasible solution before their willingness and ability to select it diminishes. The ‘window of 

opportunity’, combining heightened attention to a problem, a feasible solution, and the motive 

to select it, is fleeting and often lost (Kingdon, 1984).  

We use MSA to highlight the expectations gap that arises from a perception within government 

that prevention represents an ‘idea whose time has come’. The UK and Scottish governments 

seem to suggest that they have produced prevention policy during a window of opportunity: 
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they paid high attention to the problems of high inequalities, public service costs, and low trust 

in politics; sought feasible solutions to each problem; and, had the motive and opportunity to 

select prevention as the best solution to all of them. In an ideal-type world, this choice would 

lead to a coherent and detailed programme of policy instruments to fulfil the government’s 

aims. Yet, the actual development of prevention policy suggests that they paid attention to an 

ill-defined problem and produced a solution which proved to be too vague to operationalise in 

a simple way. Their initial support for prevention has prompted a series of new windows of 

opportunity to select more specific policy changes, and each window involves a new process 

of problem definition, the production of feasible solutions, and the motive to select them 

(Cairney et al, 2017).  

We use SCPD to show that policymakers combine ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ short cuts to 

address this issue. They simplify their task by limiting attention to some sources of information 

and using gut and emotion to define problems. To simplify policy design, policymakers draw 

on their beliefs and/or social stereotypes about ‘target populations’, to describe ‘dependents’ 

such as children in need of state support, and ‘deviants’ such as anti-social individuals who use 

up a disproportionate amount of reactive public services (Schneider and Ingram, 1997). In some 

cases, governments use the same language to describe policy solutions, such as to describe 

‘family nurse partnerships’ as an ‘evidence based’ programme to improve the life chances of 

children and teenage mothers. In other cases, each government describes social groups in 

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

trouble that some populations cause as the extent to which they are in trouble and need 

government help (Hayden and Jenkins, 2014). It has no direct equivalent in Scottish 

Government policy which, instead, focuses rhetorically on the ‘assets’ of individuals and 

families, even when pursuing similar solutions (chapter 9). SCPD helps us analyse how 

policymakers turn values and portrayals of populations into policy design, the extent to which 

such designs help or hinder their target populations, and the ‘signals’ they send to citizens about 

how much they are valued in the political process. 

These concepts help us explain what happens when a ‘window of opportunity’ for prevention 

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

operationalise in a simple way. Under these circumstances, to what extent could different 

governments, government departments, and public bodies, give different meanings to the same 

basic ideas? This discussion helps us understand the ways in which ideas – or specific ‘policy 

solutions’ - come and go in political systems without necessarily producing major policy 

change. We draw on SCPD to help us compare a broad window of opportunity for prevention 

policy and policymaking, including the many policy issues and populations that could grab 

policymaker attention, with processes to create specific policy designs. How do actors deal 

with uncertainty and ambiguity, to turn a complex prevention problem into simple strategies? 

What sources of information do they prioritise and how do they ‘frame’ prevention? 

Policymakers initially pursue prevention in the abstract, then make policy more concrete by 

deciding which populations deserve the benefits or burdens of state action. 



Preventive policymaking: the role of bounded rationality  

Multiple streams analysis (MSA) is best understood initially in comparison with a classic ideal-

types – ‘comprehensive rationality’ – used traditionally to compare an artificial account of 

policymaking with the real world. Such discussions help us account for the general limits to 

policymaking associated with ‘bounded rationality’ and the specific practical limits to the 

pursuit of ‘evidence based policymaking’ (EBPM) within the prevention agenda (Cairney, 

2016a; 2018).  

A simple account of comprehensive rationality suggests that policymakers are able to gather 

and process all evidence relevant to a policy problem and, when choosing policy solutions, 

focus primarily on ‘what works’ rather than, say, using their beliefs or ideology to drive choices 

(Cairney, 2019b). In this scenario, a core group of elected policymakers at the ‘top’ identify 

the problems they seek to solve, and translate their policies into action to maximise benefits to 

society, aided by neutral organisations gathering all the facts necessary to produce policy 

solutions (John, 1998: 33). They make policy via an orderly policy cycle with clearly defined 

stages, which begins with defining the problem, developing and choosing a solution, 

legitimising that choice, implementing and evaluating policy, before considering whether to 

modify, continue, or terminate the policy (Jones, 1970; Anderson, 1975; Brewer and deLeon, 

1983; Hogwood and Gunn, 1984; Althaus et al, 2007; Howlett and Ramesh, 2003). The stages 

approach began partly as a proposal to make the policy process more scientific and based on 

systematic policy analysis (Lasswell, 1956), and it offers one idea of how policy should be 

made: elected policymakers, aided by expert policy analysts, make and legitimise policies; 

skilful public servants carry them out; and, analysts assess the results with the aid of scientific 

evidence (Jann and Wegrich, 2007: 44; Everett, 2003: 65; Colebatch, 1998: 102; Cairney, 

2015). 

Yet, policymaking does not work this way. First, most policy theories identify the profound 

impact of ‘bounded rationality’ (Simon, 1976). Policymakers are unable to operate in the 

manner associated with comprehensive rationality. They cannot gather information 

comprehensively, do not possess the cognitive ability to process all relevant evidence, and are 

unable rank their policy aims in a logical and consistent manner or separate values from facts 

to focus on ‘what works’ (Simon, 1976; Lindblom, 1959; Cairney, 2012a: 96-7; Douglas, 

2009). Instead, policymakers deal with their bounded rationality by using strategies to limit 

their analysis and produce ‘good enough’ decisions (Simon 1957: xxiv; 1976: xxviii; Cairney, 

2012a: 97-8; 2015: 3). These strategies include: gathering what they believe to be enough 

information to help them reduce uncertainty, and drawing on other cognitive shortcuts to help 

them decide how to ‘frame’ issues or understand them in a particular way. They act ‘rationally’ 

and ‘irrationally’, using a limited number of sources of information relevant to their aims, and 

drawing on their deeply held beliefs, emotions, gut instinct, and familiarity with information, 

to restrict their attention to information before making decisions in a short space of time 

(Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017). Or, described more positively, they employ ‘fast and frugal 

heuristics’ to make, efficient choices based on emotion, values, and simple strategies 

(Gigerenzer, 2001: 37–38) 



In that context, behaviour can be goal oriented, as policymakers try to get close to an ‘optimal’ 

process, but they do not have full information about the problems they seek to solve or the 

policymaking environment in which they operate (Jones, 2001: x; Jones and Thomas, 2017). 

Consequently, they often rely on ‘trial-and-error strategies’ (Cairney, 2013a: 279), ignore most 

issues in the absence of a major event (Shaffer, 2017), make searches for information which 

miss key elements routinely (Workman et al, 2017), and fail to respond to changing 

circumstances proportionately (Epp, 2017). Or, they are driven by ‘fast thinking’, making quick 

and emotional judgements and then seek information to support them (Jones, 2001: x; Lewis, 

2013: 5). Further, they interact with many other policymakers and influencers who may use 

their ‘social tribal instincts’ to rely on ‘different decision heuristics to deal with uncertain and 

dynamic environments’ (Lubell, 2013: 544), tell simple stories to persuade their audience to 

see a policy problem and its solution in a particular way (Jones et al, 2014), or make emotional 

judgements, based on social stereotypes, to propose benefits to some populations and 

punishments for others (Schneider and Ingram, 1997). In each case, ‘most members of the 

system are not paying attention to most issues most of the time’ (Baumgartner, 2017: 72) and 

each actor communicates their narrow expertise within a system of which they have almost no 

knowledge (Sloman and Fernbach, 2017).  There is no small group of people at the centre with 

the willingness or ability to gather all policy relevant evidence and coordinate policymaking 

responses (Cairney, 2016a; Maybin, 2016). 

Second, as we describe fully in Chapter 3, it is unusual to find an orderly policy cycle with a 

clearly defined stage called ‘problem definition’, a single moment of authoritative choice, and 

a clear chance to use scientific evidence to evaluate policy before deciding whether or not to 

continue and a rejection of the explanatory value of stages (Sabatier and Weible, 2014; Cairney, 

2012a; John, 2012). Instead, the policy cycle is most useful as a story for policymakers to tell 

about their work, partly because the idea of a core group of policymakers making policy from 

the ‘top down’, and obliging others to carry out their aims, is consistent with the idea of elected 

policymakers being in charge and accountable (Everett, 2003: 66–8; Cairney, 2015: 25-6; 

Rhodes, 2013: 486).  

As Chapter 4 suggests, this image of policymaking is a necessary fiction, particularly in 

Westminster systems, when central governments are expected to project central control and 

ministerial responsibility in relation democratic accountability. Yet, policymakers at the 

‘centre’ do not have the ability to manage all of the issues for which they are responsible 

(Baumgartner and Jones, 2009). Instead, they rely on government departments to process most 

policy on their behalf, and can only pay attention to a small part of that process (Jordan and 

Cairney, 2013). In that context, to describe a central government-driven policy agenda focusing 

merely on ‘the evidence’ and the technical issues regarding ‘what works’ is (unintentionally or 

deliberately) misleading (Botterill and Hindmoor 2012; Boswell, 2017; Wood, 2015).  

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

and the specific choices actors make. They devote their attention to a small number of issues 

and ignore the rest. They use cognitive and organisational shortcuts to understand policy 

problems. When they gather information on solutions, they trust only certain types and sources 

of information while drawing on cognitive biases to help frame their objectives. This action 



takes place in a policymaking environment that does not resemble a policy cycle in which 

central governments control policy via a clear series of stages. Indeed, such top-down models 

of accountability and control compete with the bottom-up models of governance that seem to 

be so integral to long-term and collaborative prevention strategies. Finally, these choices take 

place in a highly political context. Our understanding of ‘what works’ is based as much on the 

political as technical feasibility of any policy solution (Kingdon, 1984). A policy has to ‘work’ 

for the policymakers measuring success with reference to their popularity, and ease in which 

they can process policy solutions, as much as their estimated long term outcomes (McConnell, 

2010). 

MSA and windows of opportunity for prevention policy 

MSA provides a more realistic account of policymaking, even if it seems counterintuitive at 

times. Kingdon (1984) draws on Cohen et al’s (1972) ‘garbage can’ model of organisational 

policymaking, in which 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, and policy ‘solutions’ legitimize the work of public organizations or 

help people get elected (Kingdon, 1984: 129–30). This is ‘organized anarchy’ in which we 

should think of key ‘stages’ – defining problems, selling solutions, and making choices – as 

separate ‘problem’, ‘policy’, and ‘politics’ streams which exist independently of each other, 

and must ‘couple’ during a ‘window of opportunity’ to produce policy change.   

In other words, paying attention to a problem and making a choice does not prompt inevitably 

the delivery and evaluation of specific policy solutions via a predictable policy cycle. 

Kingdon’s (1984) phrase ‘window of opportunity’ suggests that heightened levels of attention 

are fleeting: people only have a short time to propose a policy solution, and persuade 

policymakers to select it, before their attention lurches elsewhere. The ability of actors to 

exploit a ‘window’ successfully is rare, and akin to a space launch in which policymakers will 

abort the mission unless every relevant factor is just right (Cairney, 2018: 202). Policy solutions 

come and go, only to be adopted if attention to a problem is high, a technically and politically 

feasible policy solution exists, and policymakers have the motive and opportunity to adopt it.  

Problem stream – attention lurches to a policy problem 

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. They ‘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; 2016) but, in a congested agenda, major events may not produce sustained attention to 

crises unless they reinforce a problem ‘already in the back of people’s minds’ (Kingdon, 1984: 

103).  

By necessity, policymakers have to make decisions in the face of uncertainty (Zahariadis, 2007: 

66). There is never enough evidence to settle the matter. Rather, policymakers decide who and 



what information to trust, to help them estimate the risk and reward of any decision (Cairney 

et al, 2016). More importantly, they make decisions in the face of ambiguity, which relates to 

the many ways in which the problem can be defined or ‘framed’ (Zahariadis, 2007: 66; Cairney, 

2019c). There are multiple ways to understand and describe problems, and people can juggle a 

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

setting process involves persuading people to think about issues in terms of specific positive 

or negative aspects; to shift attention to one image at the expense of the others, and determine 

how governments primarily understand and seek to solve a problem (Cairney et al, 2016; 

Wellstead et al, 2018; Dearing and Rogers, 1996: 1; Baumgartner and Jones, 1993: 11-2; 

Kingdon, 1984: 3–4; Cairney, 2012a: 183).  

Actors try to reduce ambiguity by promoting one policy ‘image’, by accentuating some facts 

and omitting others, linking problems to deeply held beliefs and values, using simple stories to 

assign cause and responsibility, exploiting crises or events, selecting the measures that produce 

the most supportive evidence of a problem, and tailoring these strategies to different audiences 

(Rochefort and Cobb, 1994: vii; Jones and Baumgartner, 2005: 8; Baumgartner and Jones, 

1993: 107–8; 113; Hogwood, 1987: 30; Stone, 1989: 282–3; 2002: 191). 

Policy stream – a solution to that problem is available.   

Getting attention for a problem 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). While 

attention lurches quickly from issue to issue, viable solutions involving major policy change 

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 who may have to be ‘softened up’ 

to new ideas (Kingdon, 1984: 18). To deal with this disconnect between lurching attention and 

slow policy development, they try to develop widely-accepted solutions in anticipation of 

future problems, then find the right time to exploit or encourage attention to a relevant problem 

(1984: 181). Although some solutions take off rapidly (Zahariadis, 2007: 72), many go through 

a process of ‘softening’, to make them acceptable within policy networks. Acceptability relates 

to technical feasibility (will it work if implemented?) and political feasibility, based on factors 

such as ‘value acceptability’ within the policy network; anticipated costs; public acceptability; 

and, a ‘reasonable chance for receptivity among elected decision makers’ (Kingdon, 1984: 

138–46). 

Then, key actors find the right time to exploit or encourage attention to a relevant problem. 

‘Policy entrepreneurs’ become crucial to the process of linking solutions to problems. They 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, 2018; Knaggård, 2015; Blum, 2018).  

The implication of this idea is profound. The policy cycle model suggests that we generate 

solutions after we identify problems, and it may seem counterintuitive that there is not enough 



time to do so. Yet, attention lurches quickly from issue to issue, and the motive to act is 

temporary, so ‘When the time for action arrives, when the policy window … opens, it is too 

late to develop a new proposal from scratch. It must have already gone through this process of 

consideration, floating up, discussion, revision and trying out again’ (1984: 149). 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’ (Kingdon 1984: 165–6). Kingdon (1984) uses 

a ‘Darwinian’ metaphor to describe ‘the slow progress of an idea towards acceptability within 

the policy community’ which might take years or decades (Cairney, 2013: 281; compare with 

Smith, 2014 on the faster, chameleon-like transformation of ideas). 

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

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

have the opportunity to select it. In some cases, policymakers modify their beliefs, when 

responding to their perception of a shift in the ‘national mood’ or the feedback they receive 

from interest groups and political parties (Kingdon, 1984: 160; Herweg et al, 2015; 2018). In 

many cases, only a change of government may be enough to provide that motive (Kingdon, 

1984: 19; Howlett, 1998). Or, the lack of motive can be 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 (Kingdon, 1984: 159).  

Overall, the metaphor of streams coming together during a window of opportunity suggests 

that policy change requires a confluence of events and actions in a short space of time. 

Successful entrepreneurs know that a policy solution generally has to go through a ‘process of 

consideration, floating up, discussion, revision and trying out again’ before policymakers have 

the motive to select it (1984: 149; 165–6).  

The role of entrepreneurs and scale of ‘windows of opportunity’  

MSA was based initially on the study of the federal US system, in which Kingdon described 

entrepreneurs as surfers waiting for the big wave, rather than a Poseidon-like figure able to 

control the sea (Cairney and Jones, 2016: 46; Cairney, 2018). MSA accentuates the relatively 

small role for individuals and large role for their environments. Yet, modern studies have 

applied these ideas to many more settings, in which the role of entrepreneurs can be more 

significant in less crowded environments. So, to apply MSA insights in UK national and 

subnational contexts, we need a greater sense of the scale of policymaking environments and 

the ability of individuals to influence them. We discuss how MSA helps answer this question 

then, in Chapter 3, consider how theories of complex systems help us further understand the 

relationship between individual policymakers and their environments.  

In Kingdon’s study, Darwinian and environmental metaphors describe the vast scale of US 

federal-level politics and policymaking, in which it is difficult to imagine that one entrepreneur 

could do anything but adapt to rather than shape their environment. Modern MSA studies help 

shift that image somewhat. Jones et al (2016) identify 311 MSA applications published from 

2000–2014, in at least 65 countries and over 100 applications to subnational policymaking. 

These studies provide two new conceptual and empirical findings (Cairney and Jones, 2016).  



First, subnational MSA studies suggest that policy entrepreneurs can be more effective at ‘a 

smaller and/or more local scale of government’ (Cairney and Jones, 2016: 46). Henstra (2010), 

Oborn et al (2011), and Dudley (2013) identify examples of scales small enough for an 

entrepreneur to influence all three streams successfully, such as within a London mayoral office 

or NHS body. 

Second, in subnational government, or countries outside the US, it is more common to import 

policies from other governments (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996), which could reduce the need to 

‘soften’ policy solutions. Policy transfer can be a response to bounded rationality, when 

policymakers and influencers use already-tested and successful policy innovations to set the 

agenda and identify already-solved policy problems. Or, in some cases, federal, supranational 

bodies, and international organisations put pressure on others to import policy solutions (Berry 

and Berry, 2014; Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996; Rose, 2005; Cairney, 2012: 108). In other words, 

both processes involve ‘policy learning’, but learning is a highly political process rather than a 

passive exchange of information (Dunlop and Radaelli, 2013; 2018). 

Modern MSA studies identify many examples of the role of policy transfer in short-cutting the 

‘softening’ process associated with Kingdon’s original study (Bache, 2012; Bache and 

Reardon, 2013; Cairney, 2009; Liu et al, 2011; McLendon, 2003; Zahariadis, 2004). Still, MSA 

helps explain the limited conditions under which new solutions would be accepted during a 

‘policy transfer window’ (Cairney, 2012: 269–71), while individual studies show that the 

global adoption of the same policy does not ensure global policy delivery (Mamudu et al, 2015; 

Cairney and Yamazaki, 2017). 

What happens after an initial window of opportunity? 

The MSA literature often seems less able to explain what happens after the process of agenda 

setting and initial choice. For example, is the ‘organised anarchy’ of political choice followed 

by something akin to a policy cycle of delivery and evaluation (Howlett et al, 2014)? Or, do 

many separate windows of opportunity open in different venues, such as in the EU Commission 

and UK and Scottish governments (Bache, 2012; Cairney, 2009)?  Our answer is two-fold.  

First, we suggest that there are many separate windows for the adoption of individual policy 

tools or instruments. Although a policy environment may become conducive to policy change 

overall, each individual change involves contestation to define problems, identify solutions, 

and give policymakers the motive to adopt them (Cairney and Yamazaki, 2018). In other words, 

in the case of broad policy agendas, the initial coupling of streams is only the beginning, and 

it does not set in train a process of inevitable policy change. Rather, 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 enters a policy environment 

containing the old way of doing things, and the outcome requires more investigation. This 

approach allows us to explain why the UK and Scottish governments adopted the same basic 

idea - prevention policy - but produced many different policy solutions.  

Second, we demonstrate the central role for social construction in prompting new policy 

windows, largely by giving actors powerful ways to link policy problems to solutions, via 



simple stories of ‘dependents’ or ‘deviants’, and exploiting policymaker perceptions of the 

‘national mood’, or their interest in social stereotypes of target populations, to give them the 

motive to act.  

Social construction and policy design (SCPD) 

The dynamics of democratic accountability have an enduring effect on policy design, even if 

institutions such as parliaments, or individual government ministers, have no direct role in 

delivery. The value judgements that policymakers express, when justifying their policy agendas 

to the public, have an enduring impact on policy beyond the terms of single elections and long 

after they have left office. The SCPD literature explains this process in three main ways 

(Schneider et al, 2014). 

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

make fundamental choices about how social groups should be treated by government bodies. 

They present arguments for rewarding ‘good’ groups with government support and punishing 

‘bad’ groups with sanctions. This description, which may seem rather simplistic, highlights the 

tendency of policymakers to make quick and superficial judgements, and back up their 

impressions with selective use of evidence, before distributing rewards and sanctions. Drawing 

increasingly on insights from psychology (Haidt, 2001; 2012; Kahneman, 2012: 20), SCPD 

identifies how policymakers make quick, biased, emotional judgements, then back up their 

actions with selective facts to ‘institutionalize’ their understanding of a policy problem and its 

solution:  

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

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

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

et al, 2014: 106).  

The social constructions underpinning policy design are also based on conscious bias. Policies 

reflect the goal-driven use of constructions, ‘strategically manipulated for political gain … to 

create political opportunities and avoid political risks’ or, an anxiety by politicians ‘not to be 

caught in opposition to prevailing values’ if it affects their performance in an election 

(Schneider and Ingram, 1997: 6; 192). They aim to receive support from the populations they 

describe as ‘deserving’, as well as a wider public prone to describing others as ‘undeserving’ 

(1997: 6). 

Second, these judgements have an enduring ‘feed-forward’ effect (compare with studies of 

‘policy feedback’ – Mettler and SoRelle, 2018). The institutions devoted to policy delivery 

reproduce fundamental values-based choice in ‘policy designs’, or the ‘content or substance of 

public policy’: 

Policy designs are observable phenomena found in statutes, administrative guidelines, 

court decrees, programs, and even the practices and procedures of street level 

bureaucrats … [they] contain specific observable elements such as target populations 

(the recipients of policy benefits or burdens), goals or problems to be solved (the values 

to be distributed), rules (that guide or constrain action), rationales (that explain or 



legitimate the policy), and assumptions (logical connections that tie the other elements 

together) (Schneider and Ingram, 1997: 2). 

Policy designs based on emotionally-driven thinking and moral reasoning often become routine 

and questioned rarely in government because they are ‘automatic rather than thought through’. 

Emotional assignments of ‘deservingness’ act as important ‘decision heuristics’ because this 

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

constructions are difficult to overcome, because a sequence of previous policies, based on a 

particular framing of target populations, helps produce ‘hegemony’: large parts of 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 (Pierce et al, 2014; see also Gramsci, 1971). Indeed, 

some taken-for-granted policies were designed to solve problems in the 1800s (Jensen, 2005; 

Schriner, 2005). 

Third, policy design affects citizens and groups, who participate more or less in politics 

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

Only some groups have the resources to mobilise and challenge or reinforce the way they are 

perceived by policymakers (Schneider and Ingram, 1997: 21-4; 2005: 444; Pierce et al, 2014), 

or to mobilise to persuade the public, media and/ or government that there is a reason for them 

to benefit from policy. Even though social constructions are ‘inherently unstable’ (Ingram and 

Schneider, 2005a: 10-11), and groups could be categorized differently over time, this seems to 

be a rare or unintentional outcome (DiAlto, 2005; Schneider and Ingram, 2005: 639), at least 

in the absence of long term change in social attitudes or a ‘focusing event’ exploited skilfully 

by interest groups or policy entrepreneurs (Birkland, 1997; Donovan 1993: 12; 23; Schroedel 

and Jordan, 1998: 121-2). 

Past policies provide key context for current policymaking  

The distribution of rewards and sanctions is cumulative, influencing future action by signalling 

to target populations how they are valued and will be treated. SCPD builds on classic 

discussions of ‘second and third dimensions’ of power, in which actors exercise power to 

reinforce or challenge policymaker and social attitudes (Pierce et al, 2014; Cairney, 2012: 62; 

Bachrach and Baratz, 1970; Lukes, 2005; Hindess, 1996: 145; Foucault, 1977: 201; Hay, 2002: 

191). For example, if most people assume that people in poverty deserve little government 

help, because they are largely responsible for their own fate, policymakers have little incentive 

to intervene. In such cases, power and powerlessness relates to the inability of disadvantaged 

groups to persuade the public, media and/ or government that there is a reason to make policy 

or a problem to be solved. Or, people may take for granted that criminals should be punished 

because they are engaging in deviant behaviour. To challenge this approach, groups have to 

challenge fundamental public assumptions, reinforced by government policy, regarding what 

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

which to mobilise to pursue their collective interests.  

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

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

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



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

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

negatively constructed are ‘deviants’ (Table 2.1). While the advantaged and deviants may 

receive unequivocally positive or negative treatment, contenders may be punished publicly and 

rewarded privately, while dependents may receive only symbolically positive treatment 

without the power to exploit it. 

Table 2.1 The social construction of target populations 

 Described positively Described negatively 

High 

power 

advantaged, treated 

positively in public and 

receiving benefits publicly 

contenders, treated 

negatively in public but 

negotiating benefits privately 

Low power dependents, treated 

positively in public but 

unable to mobilise to 

negotiate benefits 

deviants, treated negatively 

in public and punished by 

policy 

Source: adapted by Cairney (2019a) from Schneider and Ingram (1997) 

SCPD demonstrates that policymakers can treat people in certain ways, based on a quick, 

emotional and simplistic understanding of their background. Indeed, governments may go one 

step further to reinforce these judgements: capitalising on ‘fast thinking’ in the population by 

constructing simple ‘narratives’ designed to justify policy action to a public that may be prone 

to accept simple stories that seem plausible, confirm their biases, exploit their emotions, and/ 

or come from a source they trust (McBeth et al, 2014). Actors compete to tell ‘causal stories’, 

to quickly assign blame to one group of people, or praise another, even though that group is 

heterogeneous and cause/effect is multifaceted (Stone, 1989; Lewis, 2013: 13-15). Or, they 

pursue perhaps-well-intentioned social constructions which produce damaging unintended 

consequences (Bensonsmith, 2005: 247; Schram, 2005: 261).  

While Schneider and Ingram (2007: 102) populate this two-by-two framework with specific 

social groups, this process represents only the starting point for further empirical analysis. 

Although some examples seem intuitive (‘criminals’ are deviants, punished by government and 

have minimal ways in which to mobilise to influence policy), many are time-specific (the 

‘feminist movement’ has been in more than one category) and place-specific (gun 

manufacturers are high profile in the US, but not the UK). Only a small proportion of the many 

potentially demonised groups received sustained negative policymaker attention, often 

prompted by the ‘moral entrepreneurs’, policy analysts, and ‘policy champions’ who translate 

specific social constructions into policy design (Nicholson-Crotty and Meier, 2005). Further, 

different populations are more or less favoured by policymakers at different levels of 

government (Camou, 2005; Jurik and Cowgill, 2005). For example, ‘street level’ professionals 

may treat certain ‘deviant’ populations, such as intravenous drug users, more sympathetically 

– and may, for example, find it easier to influence policy at local than national levels. Further, 

people do not fit neatly into these categories – many ‘mothers’ are also ‘scientists’ and/ or part 



of the ‘feminist movement’ – and may mobilise according to their own perception of their 

identity.  

Social construction as an obstacle to democracy 

Schneider and Ingram (1997: 3) use this analysis to argue that, although liberal democratic 

political systems may ‘meet some standard of fairness or openness’, the policies they produce 

may not be ‘conducive to democracy’. For example, in the US, public policies have failed to 

solve major problems – including inequality, poverty, crime, racism, sexism, and effective 

universal healthcare and education – and such policy failure contributes to the sense that the 

political process serves special interests at the expense of the general public (1997: 4-7). Policy 

designs ‘are strongly implicated in the current crisis of democracy’ because they have failed 

and they discourage many target populations (the ‘undeserving’, ‘deviant’, or ‘demons’) from 

public participation: ‘These designs send messages, teach lessons, and allocate values that 

exacerbate injustice, trivialize citizenship, fail to solve problems, and undermine institutional 

cultures that might be more supportive of democratic designs’ (1997: 5-6; 192).   

As we suggest in chapter 3, most issues are not salient enough to be politicised in this way. 

Yet, low saliency can exacerbate these problems of citizen exclusion. Policies dominated by 

bureaucratic actors often alienate citizens receiving services (1997: 79; Ingram and Schneider, 

2005b: 289; Soss, 2005: 295). Or, experts dominate policies (and many government agencies) 

when there is high scientific agreement and wider acceptance that the 'public interest’ is served 

largely through the production and use of evidence. The process does not include ordinary 

citizens routinely. Rather, ‘experts with scientific credentials aid and abet the disappearance of 

the public sphere’, and this is a problem when issues ‘with important social value implications’ 

transform into ‘a matter of elite scientific and professional concern’ (1997: 153; 167). Perhaps 

most importantly, routine policy delivery and a deference to expertise does not rule out the 

delivery of policy designs informed by social stereotypes. All people, including experts and 

bureaucrats, use conscious and unconscious biases to characterise and address the populations 

with whom they engage.  

Overall, SCPD describes a policy process that diminishes democracy: politicians face the 

choice of politicising issues to reward or punish populations or depoliticise issues with 

reference to science and objectivity; and, policy designs are uninformed by routine citizen 

participation. Ingram and Schneider (2005: 22-6) describe an increasingly individualistic 

political system with declining rates of collective political participation (in elections), a 

tendency for actors to seek benefits for their own populations, and ‘degenerative’ policy which 

produces major inequalities in relation to sex, race, and ethnicity: 

‘These designs send messages, teach lessons, and allocate values that exacerbate 

injustice, trivialize citizenship, fail to solve problems, and undermine institutional 

cultures that might be more supportive of democratic designs’ (1997: 5-6; 192).   

Like MSA, SCPD focused initially on the US, but its insights are directly relevant to 

policymaking in countries like the UK and Ireland, and have been applied to housing and early 

intervention case studies (Pierce et al, 2014; Hunter and Nixon, 1999: 166; Hynes and Hayes, 



2011: 282). As we discuss in Chapter 9, there is also a wider body of European scholarship 

which describes social construction in similar ways, particularly when criticising the UK 

government’s ‘troubled families’ agenda and describing the history of policymakers exploiting 

stereotypes of an ‘underclass’ to allege that social problems pass down familial generations 

(Allen and Taylor, 2012: 1; De Benedictus, 2012: 1; Butler, 2014: 417; Nixon, 2007: 550; 

Crossley, 2015: 2). Without using SCPD terminology, scholars describe how moral 

entrepreneurs and policy champions seek ways to intervene in the private lives of a small 

proportion of families (Bourdieu, 1996: 21; Featherstone et al, 2013: 10). Strategies include: 

identifying ‘deviant’ children let down by their parents (Tisdall, 2006); using ‘deficit’ measures 

to identify ‘at risk’ families (Nixon et al, 2010: 315); advocating ‘tough love’ as the last chance 

before children are taken into care (Casey, 2014: 60); and, using a ‘now or never’ argument, 

and selective interpretations of neuroscience, to protect children before it’s too late (Wastell 

and White, 2012; Cairney, 2019d).  

A new ‘window of opportunity’ for prevention and social construction 

The general idea of prevention policy has risen up, and fallen down, the UK government 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 policy’ as a vague ambition. This 

includes the Scottish Government’s (2011) ‘decisive shift to prevention’ (Chapter 6) and 

several comparable commitments made by UK Government departments (Chapter 5) or 

agencies (including NHS England’s 2014 strategy document, Forward View, Chapter 7).   

Yet, their meaning of prevention is not clear, and a myriad of specific policy solutions may be 

possible. This ambiguity is 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 actually be an unclear combination of an early intervention 

strategy and a set of governance principles, in which a central government sets a new direction 

of travel but devolves the responsibility for delivery to local public bodies and their 

stakeholders (Chapter 1).  

The distinctive multiple streams of prevention 

Prevention’s problem stream is unclear since actors may describe a series of problems to 

connect to policy. Prevention can be described as a key response to 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 poverty and the inequalities associated with 

social problems.   

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 policy instruments. 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 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 aim, 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 policy or 

preventive policymaking as a solution, then devolve responsibility for policy delivery and 

outcomes to a large number, and wide range, of organisations in the public and private sector. 

Then, advocates for specific policy instruments may need to encourage and exploit the motive 

and opportunity among a large number of policymakers. 

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. For example, in the UK and Scottish 

governments, several similar solutions are in ‘good currency’, although their relative popularity 

varies considerably and the Scottish Government has its own policy agenda in devolved areas 

such as health, education, justice, and social care. Further, the implementation of policy is 

complicated since both governments have chosen to spread responsibility for delivery so 

widely. 

Social construction and prevention: from broad aims to specific policies 

Social construction provides a mechanism to turn such broad opportunities into specific 

actions. Decisions based on social construction can have a widespread or specific effect. For 

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

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

may be contested in different government departments. Indeed, our case studies examine the 

ways in which some policymakers in central government portray social groups and other actors 

challenge those images, often successfully, while delivering policy. The result may be (a) an 

overarching aim, prevention, followed by (b) a large number of specific objectives, based on 

the wide variety of ways in which actors make sense of that aim, in different policy areas, and 

in relation to differing perceptions of many target populations. 

Consequently, ‘prevention’ as a highly supported abstract aim becomes a large collection of 

hotly contested policies. Each specific policy 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, Secretary of State for Work and 

Pensions from 2010-16, sought to prevent a range of negative outcomes associated with single 

parent families by offering counselling to parental couples as soon as health visitors identified 

their risk of splitting up (Elliott, 2014). This policy combines a focus on evidence-based 

prevention with an ideological position on nuclear families. Much preventive public health, 

designed to reduce unhealthy behaviour, is based on medical and epidemiological evidence but 

also ties in with beliefs about temperance, personal responsibility, and/ or the immorality of 

not acting to minimise preventable deaths (Cairney et al, 2012: 48). Further, preventive policies 

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



unpopular target populations, providing 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 emotional 

ways. 

Conclusion 

When described in the abstract, a ‘window of opportunity’ for prevention policy sounds like 

the beginning of major policy change. Both the UK and Scottish governments have, in different 

ways, signalled a major shift in thinking about the relationship between reactive and preventive 

services, to address socioeconomic inequalities, ‘austerity’, and the desire to reduce the costs 

of the state and its public services. Yet, they have also signalled the intention to maintain many 

of these services, to use the austerity agenda as a way to reduce them, or to frame a reduction 

of the state in terms of the benefits of prevention. The policy window could be for a left-wing 

redistribution of resources to address inequalities at a ‘structural’ level, a right-wing reduction 

of the state and exhortation of individuals to become resilient, to deal with a reduction in state 

support, or some mix of left and right. As such, the window of opportunity itself does not give 

us much indication of the likely direction of UK public policy, at least without greater 

knowledge of the motives of policymakers. 

This emphasis on motivation is problematic, since we cannot look into the minds of 

policymakers, but it is crucial to help us tell persuasive stories about policy change in the real 

world. It is particularly important in a field like prevention in which the motive may be to: 

reduce inequalities or spending; help people become more ‘resilient’ for their sake or for the 

sake of austerity; pursue socialism or liberalism; and, reward some target populations while 

punishing others.  

Such measures are driven with reference to target populations. The literature on SCPD is 

crucial to this analysis, and particularly relevant to early intervention in people’s lives, since it 

suggests that policymakers build on stereotypes of populations to justify policy change. For 

example, one might use a mostly-positive image of young children in need of help to justify 

very early intervention (sometimes before birth), or a negative portrayal of high risk social 

groups to justify social programmes that can generate negative stigma alongside potentially 

positive outcomes. These portrayals provide strong motivation for elected policymakers to 

present their work as heroic, to help innocent victims, or provide ‘tough love’ to ‘troubled 

families’ (chapter 9).  

Even in such cases, the selection of policy instruments takes place within complex 

policymaking environments or systems, which exhibit tendencies such as ‘path dependence’ 

built on well-established rules which influence how the state operates routinely. The selection 

of new policy instruments or tools does not determine the trajectory of prevention policy. 

Instead, new ways of thinking meet the old ways of doing things, and the outcome can only be 

established empirically. So, to understand the relationship between political choice and system 



dynamics, we describe policymaking environments in chapter 3. Overall, chapters 1-3 set the 

scene for our empirical cases to demonstrate how this process plays out in different parts of the 

UK political system. In empirical chapters, we show that UK and Scottish governments use an 

often common language, such as to get at the ‘root causes’ of societal problems and encourage 

‘localism’ in policymaking, but sometimes produce the appearance of profoundly different 

policies built on the social construction of target populations. Our comparative empirical 

analysis also helps us determine if many prevention-inspired policies add up to a coherent 

government strategy (as in the case of tobacco policy – Cairney and Yamazaki, 2018), or if a 

series of windows of opportunity produces incoherent or contradictory approaches. 


