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Why isn’t government policy more preventive? 
 

Preface: how to analyse, research, and address longstanding policy problems 

Policymakers only have the ability to pay attention to, and influence, a tiny proportion of their 

responsibilities, and they engage in a policymaking environment of which they have limited 

understanding and even less control. This simple insight helps explain the gap between stated 

policymaker expectations and actual policy outcomes. It provides a primary reference point for 

scholars and practitioners who seek (a) general insights from theory-informed policy studies, 

to aid the study of (b) the types of policy problems – summed up by terms like ‘prevention’ - 

that often seem too difficult to understand far less solve.  

We help shape the intellectual coherence of policy theory as a field of study by showing how 

to combine the insights of many concepts and theories into a simple story of ‘multi-centric’ 

policymaking (see Cairney et al, 2019; Cairney, 2013). We use these insights to produce new 

empirical studies with practical lessons, building the importance of ‘impact’ – or, better still, 

the meaningful exchange of knowledge between academics and practitioners – into our 

research process.  

Although we are addressing a specific question - if ‘prevention is better than cure’, why isn’t 

policy more preventive? – the answer has implications for the study of all ‘wicked’ problems 

in public policy. We find that the UK and Scottish governments both use a similar language to 

describe their ambitions. They may use a simple idiom as a slogan – prevention is better than 

cure – but it actually represents a way to sell a package of profound changes to policy and 

policymaking. 

Taken at face value, this focus on ‘prevention’ seems like an idea ‘whose time has come’. 

Indeed, to all intents and purposes, both governments seem to describe a multiple streams style 

‘window of opportunity’ (Kingdon, 1984) for prevention. Key terms such as ‘preventive 

spending’, ‘early intervention’ and ‘wellbeing’ sum up a push within both governments to 

focus on the ‘root causes’ (or ‘social determinants’) of problems and deal with them as early 

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

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

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

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

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

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

projects to fund.  

Yet, we also found that ‘prevention’ is so ambiguous that it is meaningless until governments 

and other actors give it meaning. The need to intervene early in people’s lives has been a 

rallying cry within UK Government in the post-war period, but no government has found a way 

to turn this vague aim into a set of detailed, consistent, and defendable policies. It is possible 
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for governments to signal long term major policy change but produce minimal effect. A 

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

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

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

into a series of concrete policies. A ‘decisive shift to prevention’ (Scottish Government, 2011a) 

describes a proposed shift in thinking, not an inevitable shift in policy direction. No 

government has shown how to turn prevention as an idiom into a series of policies that will 

fare well within a complex policymaking environment over which it has limited control. 

In this book, we examine what happens when governments make these commitments without 

knowing how to deliver them. We compare, in depth, their policymaking contexts, roles and 

responsibilities, policy styles, language, commitments, and outcomes in several cross-cutting 

policy areas (including health, families, justice, and employability policy initiatives) to make 

sense of their respective experiences. We use multiple insights from policy theory to help 

research and analyse the results. The results feed into general advice on how to avoid a cycle 

of policymaker optimism and despair when trying to solve problems that their predecessors did 

not. 

Methods 

Our empirical work is based primarily on documentary analysis and semi-structured interviews 

gathered in several phases. It began with a focus on constitutional change in the UK, as part of 

the wide research agenda of the ESRC-funded Centre on Constitutional Change (2013-5). 

Scottish independence was often sold as akin to a ‘window of opportunity’ (Kingdon, 1984) 

for new forms of policy and policymaking. Similarly, the successful push for devolution in 

1999 often relied on a sense of distinctiveness in Scottish politics.  A ‘decisive shift to 

prevention’ (Scottish Government, 2011a) summed up the claim that new, evidence-based, and 

Scotland-specific practices could help overcome old problems by finding ways to reform 

policymaking across the whole of the Scottish Government and public sector. We examined 

the extent to which Scottish political institutions had enough capacity to deal with this 

policymaking agenda: in the Scottish Government to make policy in consultation with 

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

After securing ethical consent from the University of Stirling, we interviewed approximately 

100 actors in the Scottish Government (20), Scottish Parliament (20), public sector and third 

sector from 2014-15. Two Scottish Government civil servants – Nuala Gormley and David 

Hurst - recruited 20 interviewees (2014-15) after we submitted a detailed description of the 

project’s aims and approach, including a commitment to unusually high interviewee anonymity 

(using written, non-audio recorded, non-attributable interview notes) to reflect the sensitive 

nature of the research, based on its timing (before and after a referendum on Scottish 

independence) and potential to relate to the advice that civil servants give to ministers. It took 

approximately one year to secure the ethical clearance and gain consent for the interviews. We 

also interviewed approximately 20 MSPs and clerks on four committees (Finance, Local 

Government, Education, Justice) in the first half of 2015. The Finance committee clerk – Jim 

Johnston - was our main point of recruitment, and we used the same method of recording 
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(written, non-audio recorded, non-attributable interview notes) to ensure consistency and 

encourage frank discussion. We conducted interviews with the Finance and Local Government 

committee MSPs as a group. 

We had focused on the case study of ‘prevention’ because the Scottish Government used the 

phrase ‘decisive shift to prevention’ in 2011 to signal that the issue was unusually high on its 

policy agenda. Yet, in a comprehensive review of UK government documents, we found a 

similar – and often identical – language used by the UK Government to describe its aims in 

areas such as public and mental health, employment, and social security policies (Chapter 5). 

In fact, this focus on prevention and early intervention took off under the New Labour 

Government from 1997. We interviewed approximately 50 actors in England and Wales from 

2014, including 12 UK Government civil servants in five departments (and supplementing over 

100 interviews by Cairney from 2006 for other published work that feed into this book). We 

focused on case studies such as mental health (in which we interviewed representatives from a 

wide spectrum of third sector groups engaged with UK ministers on the ‘parity’ agenda), used 

interviews with third sector organisations to track the spread and uptake of ‘early intervention’ 

projects, and drew on high academic interest in areas such as the ‘troubled families’ 

programme.   

These new interviews help us produce a new piece of empirical work, but also take forward a 

much longer and larger focus on policymaking in the UK after devolution. Cairney has worked 

with Professor Michael Keating, Dr Eve Hepburn, and Dr Linda Stevenson to conduct over 

400 interviews in the UK since devolution in 1999, including over 200 in Scotland.  

Interviewees include policymakers, representatives of interest groups, the third sector, unions, 

businesses and business groups (see Keating, Cairney and Hepburn, 2009).  Policy areas 

include compulsory and higher education, healthcare, public and mental health, housing and 

local government. This empirical work highlights the generally open and consultative approach 

of the Scottish Government, often described by academics as the ‘Scottish Policy Style’ and 

by the Scottish Government as the ‘Scottish model’ or ‘Scottish approach’. However, Cairney 

(2008; 2009b) found, in interviews with groups based primarily in London, that the UK 

government often has a similar style based on consultation and compromise; examples of ‘top 

down’ and confrontational policymaking are highly visible but infrequent and not always 

representative of policymaking practices. This finding provides crucial context for our 

discussion of UK prevention policies: although we identify some examples of a more top-down 

UK style, we generally identify common policy processes in the UK and Scotland. 

Research with impact and practical lessons 

We have engaged with policy actors – including elected politicians, civil servants, public sector 

officials, and private and third sector (NGO) representatives – throughout this period of 

research. We have organised academic-practitioner workshops to exchange ideas. For example, 

our ESRC-funded workshop in June 2015 brought together 20 academics, MSPs, civil servants 

and practitioners, to compare ‘evidence based’ approaches to prevention policy.  



4 

 

Further, Cairney has given keynote presentations or expert testimony to Scottish Government 

and Parliament, UK Government, and European Commission events, as part of 60+ invited and 

externally funded presentations – in the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, US, Austria, 

Italy, Belgium, Switzerland, Ireland, France, Romania, Germany, and the Netherlands - as 

keynote speaker, guest lecturer, or expert working group member from 2015-18.  

In most cases, non-academic audiences (and academics in other scientific disciplines) seek to 

understand how policy theorists understand policy processes. In particular, they seek new 

insights on how to understand and address the relationship between research evidence and 

policy, since the myth of ‘evidence based policymaking’ features strongly in the language that 

governments and researchers use to understand and address policy agendas such as prevention 

(Cairney, 2017; 2018a; Topp et al, 2018). Cairney has since become part of networks (such as 

INGSA) established to consider the future for science advice to government, and EU initiatives 

to improve the uptake of scientific evidence in government, which ties closely to Cairney and 

St Denny’s Horizon 2020 funded work package on policy learning and the transfer of policies 

to reduce ‘territorial inequalities’ (project name IMAJINE, led by Professor Michael Woods). 

The transition from one project to another is not seamless, but the consistent use of policy 

theory and qualitative methods allows for longitudinal research in which distinct projects 

become greater than the sum of their parts. 

In that context, state of the art thinking requires us to take a step back to consider what our 

insights add up to: if they are clear enough to understand and apply, and if they help us 

accumulate knowledge through research (Weible and Cairney, 2018). If so, we can use policy 

theory insights to understand, explain, and help people solve problems within, the policy 

process.  
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