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Chapter 4. The transformation of the UK state 

This chapter: 
1. Describes the transformation of the UK state in the post-war period. 

• Transformation describes profound changes including: the size of the UK state, its level 

of intervention in the market, and reforms to its policymaking and delivery functions. 

• There have been major changes in UK economic policy and ownership of industries. 

• UK governments have reformed public sector functions in health, education, housing, 

and local government. 

2. Relates state transformation to two reference points:  

• The post-war consensus story describing state ownership and intervention. 

• The neoliberal story describing a trend towards state retrenchment and privatization in 

favour of market forces and individual responsibility. 

3. Examines how parties make a difference in government.  

• In a few cases, a new party has become associated with a major change in the long-term 

direction of travel.  

• In most, a new party slows or accelerates the same trend.  

4. Identifies the impact of devolution.  

• Devolution as a policy has accentuated UK state transformation.  

• However, devolved governments often opt-out of the UK government policies 

associated with state transformation. 

Introduction 
This chapter describes four key aspects of post-war period state transformation. First, the UK 

state now has a less-interventionist role in economic and social policy. Second, it has markedly 

reduced its ownership of industry. Third, it increased the use of private sector methods to 

reform the centre of government and manage public bodies and services. Fourth, it has 

increased the delegation of policy delivery. In that context, we recount a common story that 

the UK has (1) shifted from a high to low intervention state, but (2) in an inconsistent way and 

without reference to a coherent plan.   

We begin analysis from the mid-1940s to explore the fate of ‘Keynesian’ economic policies, 

state ownership of industry, and the modern welfare state. Each became associated with the 

first post-war Labour government, encompassing state management of the economy, 

nationalised industries, and new or expanded provision in social security and public services 

such as healthcare and education. However, they were maintained by successive Labour and 

Conservative governments (Table 4.1), prompting the story of ‘post-war consensus’. 
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Table 4.1 Post-war governments and Prime Ministers 

Election Party Prime Minister 

1945 Labour Clement Attlee 

1951 Conservative Winston Churchill 

1955 Conservative Anthony Eden (1955-57), Harold Macmillan (1957-59) 

1959 Conservative Harold Macmillan (1957-63), Alec Douglas-Home (1959-64) 

1964 Labour Harold Wilson 

1966 Labour Harold Wilson 

1970 Conservative Edward Heath 

1974 Labour Harold Wilson (1974-6), James Callaghan (1976-79) 

1979 Conservative Margaret Thatcher 

1983 Conservative Margaret Thatcher 

1987 Conservative Margaret Thatcher (1979-90), John Major (1990-92) 

1992 Conservative John Major 

1997 Labour Tony Blair 

2001 Labour Tony Blair 

2005 Labour Tony Blair (2005-7), Gordon Brown (2007-10) 

2010 Coalition 

PM David Cameron (Conservative), Deputy PM Nick Clegg 

(Liberal Democrat) 

2015 Conservative David Cameron (2015-16), Theresa May (2016-7) 

2017 Conservative Theresa May (2017-19), Boris Johnson (2019) 

2019 Conservative Boris Johnson (2019-22), Liz Truss (2022-) 

 

This reference point is crucial to our analysis of developments from the 1970s, including the 

financial and political crises that prompted the search for new economic models, and the 

election of a Conservative Government (1979-97) committed to reducing the role of the state. 

It sought to reduce state management of the economy, privatize many industries, and introduce 

private sector methods to public services. ‘Neoliberal’ sums up this policy direction, describing 

(in very general terms) a preference for: (1) market forces over state intervention, (2) individual 

rather than state responsibility for welfare, and often (3) economic growth over other policy 

aims. 

This long period of Conservative government gave the Labour government (1997-2010) a 

reference point for its story of radical change, while Conservative-led governments from 2010 

emphasised the need for reforms to address Labour’s failures. Yet, both parties emphasised 

policy continuity, relating change to governing competence (elect us and we will do similar 

things better). Neither sought a return to the post-war consensus, and both accelerated reforms 

associated with neoliberalism.  Therefore, while the party of government makes a difference, 

we should not assume that a new party reverses the policies of its predecessors (Box 4.1).  

In that context, the devolution of power in Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales in 1999 had 

a mixed impact. Devolution policy marks further state transformation, with the UK government 

often responsible for health, education, and local government for England only (Chapter 7). 
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However, the devolved governments have been less likely (than the UK government) to pursue 

neoliberal reforms as energetically. 

Box 4.1 Did it matter which party was in government? 

UK governments are led by the centre-right Conservative Party or centre-left Labour Party. In 

theory, each party could win an election every 4-5 years and reverse the policies of its 

predecessor. This possibility is a feature of Westminster stories of majoritarian democracy and 

adversarialism (Box 3.2). Further, Finer (1975) used it to push for electoral reform (although, 

at the time, frequent changes in government produced few policy reversals). 

In contrast, Rose’s (1984) Do Parties Make a Difference? describes the sense that (1) electoral 

competitions exaggerate the difference between each party, (2) new governments inherit and 

keep most of their predecessor’s policies, and (3) most policy is produced by ‘the large 

agglomeration of complex bureaucracies that in practice carry out the work done in the name 

of Cabinet ministers’ (1984: 142). Parties ‘make a difference in the way Britain is governed’, 

but ‘Much of a party's record in office will be stamped upon it by forces outside its control’ 

(1984: 142).  

Such accounts were written before Rose could include post-1979 developments, which became 

crucial to subsequent analysis (Rose and Davis, 1994). It was tempting to see a new 

Conservative government, led by Thatcher, as the source of radical change. However, we need 

to gather and analyse the evidence rather than rely on the rhetoric and reputations of politicians. 

When we do, we find evidence for the accumulation of ‘Thatcherite’ policy changes over a 

longer period, beginning before 1979, accelerating during Conservative government until 1997 

(although Thatcher resigned in 1990), inherited by the Labour government of 1997-2010, and 

accelerated by Conservative-led governments from 2010. We are often witnessing the same 

direction of travel, with new parties speeding up or slowing down rather than making U-turns. 

What do we mean by UK state transformation? 
State transformation involves profound changes to policy and policymaking, to the extent that 

the role of the UK state in relation to the market and society has changed beyond recognition. 

The immediate post-war period is a common ‘hook’ for this analysis, allowing us to compare 

a gulf between two stories. 

1. The ‘post war consensus’ story. ‘Consensus’ refers broadly to high societal and political 

party agreement on the central role of the state in post-war policymaking. It includes 

managing the economy via fiscal and monetary measures (such as to manage levels of 

employment and the value of the pound), overseeing state-owned industries, and 

funding and delivering public services directly. This story often contains a moral 

dimension: the state should offer social protection to citizens – via employment, social 

security, and universal public services - in return for sacrifices during World War II. 

2. The modern ‘neoliberal’ story. It emphasises state retrenchment in favour of ‘market 

forces’. It was associated strongly with the Thatcher government from 1979, but has 

been maintained or accelerated ever since (as the UK variant of a global trend). UK 

central government no longer promises to ensure ‘full employment’ or control monetary 
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policy directly, has privatized most industries, and has a reduced role in public service 

delivery. The equivalent moral argument is that individuals should take responsibility 

for their own welfare (and that the state is less efficient than the market). Opposition to 

this moral is generally a key feature of critical policy analysis (introduced in Chapter 2 

and explored in Chapters 6-11). 

These stories lack nuance and could give the misleading impression that they correspond to a 

coherent approach to policy and policymaking (Kerr, 2001).  Rather, we use them to interpret 

post-war trends which could represent (1) a central government’s grand plan linked to a 

coherent ideology, or (2) a collection of choices resulting from different causes and 

motivations. For example, motives for selling state industries can be ideological (to reduce 

state intervention), financial (to raise money and reduce state subsidies) and/ or electoral (e.g. 

if public share ownership proves to be popular) (House of Commons Library, 2014: 3-5). 

Economic policy: from Keynesianism to neoliberalism? 
Economic policy is central to state transformation. Economic policy instruments include:  

• Fiscal policies, to tax and spend. 

• Monetary policies, to manage the supply of money, and influence interest rates (the 

cost of borrowing) and currency exchange rates (the relative value of the UK pound 

sterling). 

• Regulations, such as on individual and business - or ‘market’ - behaviour. 

• Providing resources such as staffing (e.g. in the Treasury) and managing the balance 

between governmental and quasi-governmental staffing.  

• Collecting and sharing information to underpin public and private policies.  

Put simply, successive UK governments appear to have used such policies to pursue one of 

two contrasting approaches. 

1. Pro-state intervention. The belief – associated with John Maynard Keynes (and 

‘Keynesian’ economists) - that state intervention is essential to a country’s economy, 

since the ‘free market’ does not respond quickly enough to peaks and troughs of 

activity. For example, employment is driven by overall demand in the economy: 

individual (domestic) spending and investment, business exports to other countries, and 

government spending. During a recession, consumers are reluctant to spend, and 

businesses are reluctant to invest, prompting governments to spend (and invest in 

infrastructure) to maintain economic activity. During a boom, consumers and 

businesses spend too much and exacerbate inflation, prompting governments to spend 

less and tax more to reduce demand (Jahan et al, 2014).  

2. Pro-market (or neoliberal). The belief – associated with Milton Friedman (and 

‘neoclassical’ economists) - that state intervention disrupts more effective market 

mechanisms. ‘Monetarism’ describes an alternative to Keynesian measures to control 

inflation by ensuring that the ‘growth rate of the money supply’ matches the growth 

rate of the economy, via instruments such as issuing government bonds and changes to 

interest rates (the charge for borrowing) (Jahan and Papageorgiou, 2014). The ‘natural 



5 

 

rate of unemployment’ describes the lowest level of unemployment that does not cause 

excessive inflation (allowing for some ‘frictional unemployment’ relating to business 

shifts and labour retraining). It suggests that too-high employment levels lead to 

inflationary wage demands, exacerbated by the negotiating power of trade unions and 

too-high unemployment benefits (reducing incentives to work for low pay) (Blanchard 

and Katz, 1997). 

Government ministers tend not to be economics purists, and we would struggle to make a direct 

connection from economic thought to overall government action (Chapter 5). Further, there 

have been periods during which governments have adopted elements of both ideas, or have 

used economic policy instruments that serve other purposes (such as to maintain government 

popularity). Pro-market rhetoric does not guarantee a major reduction in state intervention (or 

the other way around). We could go on. Still, a narrative of the embrace of Keynesianism in 

the 1940s, its late 1970s rejection, and its only-partial resurgence from the late 1990s, helps us 

to describe a broad shift from the post-war consensus to neoliberalism.  

The rise, fall, and reinvention of Keynesianism 

There was a major shift towards Keynesian state intervention in the 1940s, followed by some 

challenges to this approach in the 1960s then a shift to its alternative by the late 1970s (Oliver 

and Pemberton, 2004). Key examples include: 

1. 1940s and 1950s: UK government policy changes consistent with Keynesian thought. 

The UK government prioritised fiscal policies to manage demand. It made a strong 

commitment in 1944 to ‘a high and stable level of employment’, and state interventions to 

manage demand took place when unemployment reached 1.5% in the 1950s (2004: 424). These 

measures mark the biggest break from the ‘neoclassical’ stronghold in the Treasury, which 

focused primarily on exports and monetary measures (such as interest rate changes and 

schemes to manage the international value of sterling). Oliver and Pemberton (2004: 423) argue 

that experiences during World War II challenged the ‘laissez faire’ approach, such as by 

showing that state intervention boosted employment, prompting Keynesian economists to be 

recruited to help manage the results (such as inflationary pressures).  

2. 1960s: making state intervention work by modifying a Keynesian approach.  

Oliver and Pemberton (2004: 425) describe a series of (successful) battles to defend Keynesian 

approaches from neoclassical challengers in the Treasury (who sought to drop the commitment 

to full employment). These battles followed apparent anomalies (such as unexpected inflation 

and interruptions to economic cycles), and the sense that UK economic policy was falling 

behind many other countries. ‘Keynesian-plus’ describes attempts to modify policies in ways 

not envisaged by Keynes, including state-led economic planning geared towards economic 

growth targets, and initiatives to manage wages and prices. They reflected a commitment to 

Keynesianism despite challenges such as a ‘severe sterling crisis in 1966’ (2004: 427).  

3. 1970s: a series of crises 



6 

 

In 1970, Heath’s Conservative government promised to reduce taxes and state intervention. By 

1972,  ‘the government quickly reverted to traditional Keynesian demand management’ after a 

swift rise in unemployment (2004: 428). This shift did not have the desired effect, and ‘the last 

thing Keynesian policy makers expected after reflating the economy was a simultaneous rise 

in unemployment and inflation, but this is what occurred’ (2004: 429). The oil price crisis of 

1973-4 raised inflation and reduced business activity, which undermined government attempts 

to limit demand for wage increases and contributed to the ‘three-day week’ that ruined the 

Heath government (2004: 429).  

The Labour government (1974-9) faced greater policy problems, including rising inflation and 

unemployment, a reduction in the value of sterling, and the need to borrow to finance major 

spending deficits. It also faced policymaking problems - including the failure of tripartism to 

limit wage rises – that led to the ‘Winter of Discontent’. Each experience contributed to a loss 

of faith in Keynesianism within the Treasury (2004: 429-30). 

4. An explicit rejection of Keynesianism.  

By 1979-80, in came the paradigm described as ‘monetarist’ (trying to control inflation via the 

money supply) or ‘neoliberal’ (the more general belief that state intervention is an impediment 

to the market): 

‘Macroeconomic efforts to reduce unemployment were rejected in favor of balanced 

budgets and direct tax reductions. Monetary policy replaced fiscal policy as the 

principal macroeconomic instrument, and it was reoriented toward fixed targets for the 

rate of monetary growth. Many regulatory instruments associated with state 

intervention, such as incomes policies, exchange controls, and quantitative limits on 

bank lending, were eliminated’ (Hall, 1993: 284). 

5. A mix of ‘neoliberal’ aims and ‘new Keynesian’ policies 

Oliver and Pemberton (2004: 433) suggest that the Conservative government had rejected 

Keynesianism in favour of monetarism in theory, but early government policy suggests that the  

‘government was struggling to balance theoretical monetarism with practical implementation’. 

Further, macroeconomic policy from 1985 exhibited ‘some of the old tendencies of Keynesian 

demand management’ (2004: 433). The result was a consistent focus on ‘neoliberal’ policy 

aims – to minimise inflation and avoid state intervention to manage demand - but inconsistent 

use of policy instruments. 

Tripartism. A general description of policymaking involving representatives of three main 

actors: the government, business, and unions. ‘Corporatism’ usually describes a formalised 

tripartite relationship (Grant and Marsh, 1977:  137-52).  

Winter of discontent. A large number of strikes organised by trade unions from 1978-79, 

contributing to Labour’s loss in the 1979 election, and used by the Thatcher government to 

push for curbs to union powers (López, 2014). There were multiple strikes in the UK in 2022 

to reflect the rejection of below-inflation pay offers, but no year has come close to the scale 

of activity in 1979 (see ONS, 2022). 
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Initially, the Labour government (from 1997) inherited these aims, but modified policy 

instruments (2004: 434), often with reference to ‘New Keynesian’ ideas (Hodson and Mabbett 

2009: 1042; Clift, 2020). Labour promised to avoid a major departure from Conservative 

policies, describing: 

1. ‘Fiscal prudence’, including the ‘Golden Rule’ (only borrow to invest in capital), and 

‘sustainable investment rule’ (public sector net-debt should not exceed 40% of GDP), 

to help resist pressure for greater social policy spending and avoid criticism that such 

spending would undermine economic growth (Hodson and Mabbett, 2009: 1047; 

Watson, 2009).  

2. ‘Price stability’, and ‘granting operational control of monetary policy to the Bank of 

England’ (Hodson and Mabbett, 2009: 1042). The Bank’s approach reflected a ‘New 

Keynesian consensus in macroeconomic theory’: (1) linking inflation to ‘wage–price 

dynamics’ rather than the money supply, or to other measures of inflation such as house 

prices; and (2) using interest rates rather than tax and spending to dampen or stimulate 

the economy (2009: 1042; 1045). 

3. ‘Light-touch financial regulation’, via ‘a single financial regulator, the Financial 

Services Authority (FSA)’ to address the historic antipathy of ‘the City’ towards Labour 

governments (2009: 1042; 1049). 

All three measures came under pressure during the global 

economic crisis (2007-8). The Bank of England used 

‘quantitative easing’ when interest rate changes were 

insufficient to minimise inflation and encourage 

spending. Further, high government borrowing - well 

beyond the fiscal prudence rules - replaced the more-

limited FSA compensation schemes for the creditors of 

financial institutions (such as when the government 

temporarily nationalised Northern Rock and the Royal 

Bank of Scotland) (2009: 1052). These moves prompted 

some to describe a return to Keynesianism, but the government focused primarily on supporting 

monetary policy during crisis rather than a return to tax and spending to manage demand (2009: 

1053). Further, as Chapter 9 suggests, the election of a Coalition government committed to 

‘austerity’ politics ruled out much support for state intervention.  

Employment law reform and trade unions 

A key part of the neoliberal ‘natural rate’ argument was that trade unions were too powerful, 

causing industrial unrest and too-high wage demands. It dovetailed with Thatcher’s alleged 

loathing of unions, the Thatcher government’s rejection of tripartism in favour of strong and 

decisive government action in the wider public interest, and its desire to shift the balance of 

power in the workplace from unions to employers (Marsh, 1992: 35-6). The result was a 

sustained challenge to trade union powers – and worker rights - via Employment Acts in 1980, 

1982, 1984, 1988, and 1990. These Acts were designed to challenge the ‘closed shop’ 

(obligatory union membership), make most ‘secondary’ strikes (by other unions, in support of 

the original strike) illegal, remove trade union immunity if a strike is unlawful, oblige a secret 

Quantitative easing: the central 

bank creates new money to buy 

government bonds to: raise their 

price, reduce their attractiveness 

to investors, encourage 

investors to lend instead to 

households and businesses, 

which would reduce the cost of 

borrowing and reduce inflation. 
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ballot and majority in favour of industrial action, and give greater rights to union members 

(such as to work during a strike without disciplinary consequences) (Hanson, 1990: 18-9).  

Employment reforms continued after Thatcher, including Acts under a Major government (e.g. 

in 1993, to oblige a 7 day notice period for ballots, subject to independent scrutiny, and to make 

strike ballots postal) and a Blair-led Labour government (e.g. in 2004 to address worker 

intimidation by employers and unions). Further, the Trade Union Act 2016, under a 

Conservative government, went much further than any previous plan. It made strike action 

relatively difficult in general, by obliging an over 50% response rate to the ballot and a majority 

in favour. It also added restrictions for those in ‘important public services’ (40% of eligible 

voters need to vote to strike). It extended the notice period from 7 to 14 days, and limited the 

start of strike action to within six-months of the vote (Institute of Employment Rights, 2021; 

Bogg, 2016). Overall, current employment laws in are much more restrictive than envisaged 

during the Thatcher era.  

Privatisation and new public management 
The first post-war UK government introduced a new model of state intervention, inspired partly 

by the Beveridge Report. The welfare state combined 

new entitlements to social security (including pension, 

unemployment, and child benefits), access to free public 

services such as healthcare and education, and subsidised 

social housing: all ‘linked by one overarching idea: that 

through rational and purposeful intervention, government 

can remake society’ (Renwick, 2017: back cover). The 

industrial state involved the nationalisation or control of 

public utilities and corporations. 

Thatcher governments sought to reduce the latter via 

privatisation, which can include selling state assets, deregulating services, obliging the private 

delivery of public services, using private investment for capital projects, and reducing subsidies 

or increasing charges for services (Marsh, 1991: 462; Massey and Pyper, 2005: 111-26).  

They also sought to reform government and public services by drawing on ‘new public 

management’ (NPM), defined generally as the application of private business methods to 

government. Hood (1991: 4) describes seven components: 

1. Management reforms to ensure that a named individual is responsible for decisions. 

2. Explicit standards and measures of performance. 

3. Greater emphasis on results than outputs and procedures. 

4. The disaggregation of large organisations to create ‘manageable units’. 

5. Greater competition in the public sector. 

6. Private sector management, moving from a ‘military-style public service ethic’ to a 

flexible system of hiring and rewards. 

7. Doing more with less (Box 4.2). 

Beveridge Report: William 

Beveridge’s influential 1942 

report for government (‘Social 

Insurance and Allied Services’) 

recommended ‘cradle to the 

grave’ services to improve 

employment, education, health, 

housing, and social security (to 

tackle ‘idleness, ignorance, 

disease, squalor and want’). 
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Box 4.2 A government that worked better and cost less? 
Hood and Dixon (2015) analyse the prediction that NPM measures would help governments 

reduce costs and improve services. In short, it proved to be false. After three decades of NPM 

reforms (1980-2010), the UK ‘exhibited a striking increase in … administrative costs in real 

terms, while levels of complaint and legal challenge also soared’ (2015: 1). There are some 

examples of mildly successful reforms, including an occasional reduction in the cost of 

collecting taxes (2015: 104-6). However, examples of a gulf between rhetoric and reality 

include: 

• A reduction in the number of non-departmental public bodies (quangos) but 

quadrupling of their costs (2015: 28). 

• A rise in the ‘running costs’ of UK government departments during a period of ‘cost 

cutting’ rhetoric (2015: 74-5). 

• A fairly stable level of ‘public spending relative to GDP’ rather than major state 

retrenchment (2015: 35). 

• No clear evidence - from surveys of citizens or measures of complaints – that 

government now ‘works better’ (2015: 124-7). 

It is tempting to conclude that NPM reforms make government worse. However, it appears that 

they were not implemented energetically, which (combined with limited data) makes it difficult 

to identify an NPM effect at all (2015: 181). This gap between NPM rhetoric and demonstrable 

outcomes appears to be part of a wider international experience (2015: 152). 

Selling nationalised industries  

The post-war UK government controlled a remarkably large number of public utilities and 

corporations including water, coal, electricity, steel, gas, oil, rail, telecommunications and 

postal delivery. These industries employed around 2.3m people, as part of a total 5m ‘civilian 

public employees’, in 1950 (Hogwood, 2008: 25). By 1980, while nationalised industry staff 

fell to 1.8m, the civilian public workforce was over 7m (Hogwood, 2008: 25). 

In that context, Thatcher governments initiated a transformative shift from public to private 

ownership (House of Commons Library, 2014: 15): 

• Thatcher’s term (1979-90) includes the sale of British Telecom (1984), Cable and 

Wireless, British Aerospace, Britoil (1985), British Gas (1986), British Airways, 

British Airports Authority, British Petroleum, Rolls Royce (1987), British Steel, Rover 

(1988), Water Authorities (1989), and regional electricity companies (England and 

Wales in 1990, Scotland 1991).  

• John Major’s term (1990-97) includes British Telecom, National Power (1991), British 

Coal (1994), the rail franchise (from 1994), British Energy, and Railtrack (1996).  

• Labour did not reverse these sales, and sold the National Air Traffic Services (2001) 

and British Nuclear Fuels Ltd (2006).  

• By the election of a Coalition government, there were few companies left. It sold the 

Royal Mail in 2013.  

Nationalised industry employees in the public sector fell from 1.8m in 1980 to 0.24m in 1997, 

while public employment overall fell from 7m to 4.7m (Hogwood, 2008: 25). Nationalised 
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industries accounted for 9% of GDP in 1979 and under 5% by 1990 (Marsh, 1991: 463; Rhodes, 

1994: 139). These sales raised £74bn from 1979-97 and £8bn since then (House of Commons 

Library, 2014: 14; figures adjusted for 2020 prices using the GDP deflator). 

The privatisation of housing 

Post-war governments were committed to house building, albeit for different reasons. Labour 

governments emphasised a relative lack of accommodation for low income groups, while 

Conservative governments focused on home ownership (Jones and Murie, 2006: 10-12). 

The 1980 Housing Act (backed by legal action following local authority opposition) gave 

council house tenants the ‘right to buy’ (RTB) their home from their local authority at a highly 

discounted rate: two-thirds of its market value after living there for three years, plus a 1% 

discount for every additional year (up to 50% off) (Parker, 2009: 86). By 1983, 0.5m homes 

were sold to tenants or development corporations, ensuring that: ‘between 1979 and 1983 more 

public sector homes passed into private ownership than in all of the years since 1945’ (2009: 

86). Subsequent housing acts from 1984-96 reduced the eligibility requirement to two years, 

raised the maximum discount to 60% (70% for flats), and allowed housing authorities to take 

over council provision (Jones and Murie, 2006: 38). These changes allowed Conservative 

governments to reduce housing expenditure dramatically (Jones and Murie, 2006: 36). They 

also accentuated a central government challenge to local authorities (Box 4.3). While the 

receipts went to local authorities, they did not fully fund additional house building, ensuring a 

major rise in private homes and reduction in social housing (and its quality, since the most 

attractive houses were the quickest to sell).  

The success of the scheme on its own terms is reflected somewhat in Labour era legislation. It 

continued the scheme in principle, and extended its reach to include purchases from housing 

associations. However, the Housing (Scotland) Act 2001 and Housing Act 2004 (England) 

began to restrict RTB to respond to low social housing capacity in many areas (and some 

evidence of the abuse of the scheme) (see 2006: 39-50 on differences between UK and 

devolved government policies). From 1980-2003, 2.8m homes were sold (2006: 55). UK ‘local 

authority rented’ housing fell from 29% in 1981 to 13% in 2003, while home ownership rose 

from 58% to 72% and ‘housing association’ renting rose from 2.2% to 7.4%. 

Box 4.3 The Poll Tax: a policy disaster for Thatcher 

Many Thatcherite policies reflected a lack of respect for local government, with UK 

government ministers describing its wastefulness and lack of organisation (Stoker, 1991: 12) 

and frustration with a lack of successful reform (Rhodes, 1992). Examples of reforms include: 

obliging councils to sell their housing stock, the compulsory tendering of council services, 

using quangos to deliver public services, and (in England) abolishing metropolitan county 

councils and the Greater London Council, removing some powers over transport, centralising 

negotiations on teacher pay, and giving schools more autonomy from council control (John, 

1991: 60-1; Massey and Pyper, 2005: 97-100). The highest profile example of a frustration-

driven and high-risk reform is the ‘community charge’ which came to be known as the ‘poll 

tax’ (McConnell, 1995; 2000). At face value, policy change related to technical and political 

problems with local government finance: 
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‘Paying for local government is no easy option because it takes up about a third of 

public expenditure and not all of the finance can come from central government. 

Finding a tax which can raise enough revenue, be fair, and promote local accountability 

is almost impossible’ (John, 1999: 49). 

If we focus on the means of finance, options include: property taxes (on homes and/ or 

business), local income tax, sales taxes, or a ‘poll tax’ for each local resident (1999: 49-50). 

However, the Thatcher government defined a dual problem: the need to (1) replace an 

increasingly unworkable property tax, and (2) curb local authority spending (with a package of 

measures – Stoker, 1991: 180-5). It criticised but retained the former system until it introduced 

the poll tax in 1989 (Scotland) and 1990 (England and Wales) (1999: 52). As a technical 

solution, it had alleged benefits - to make people (a) highly aware of the charge, and (b) blame 

local authority extravagance for its too-high rate – but it was beset by administrative problems. 

As a political solution it was disastrous, seen as a too-expensive and highly unfair charge, 

contributing to Thatcher’s resignation in 1990, and prompting her successor to replace it with 

a domestic property tax (‘council tax’) (1999: 52-3; King and Crewe, 2013: 41-63).  

Charging for public services (including University tuition fees) 

Privatisation includes a reduction of public subsidy which prompts higher charges for a service, 

such as: museum fees, prescription charges, driver test and license fees, council house rents, 

tolls for roads and bridges, and school meals fees (Heald, 1990: 233). Governments do not 

make it easy to identify the difference between taxes and charges, and exemptions for low-

income (and other) groups reduces the scope of charges for prescriptions, dental, and optical 

services. Still, Heald (1990: 239) finds an increase of fees from £8.6bn in 1982-3 to £13bn in 

1990-91 (adjusted for 2020 prices, using the GDP deflator). In comparison, more recent 

reforms to University tuition fees overshadow these numbers. The Thatcher government 

introduced full fees for international students in 1981, then sought to replace domestic student 

grants with loans for living expenses (in the name of widening participation – Grove, 2013). 

Then, tuition fees for undergraduate higher education began during a Labour government: at 

£1000 per year in 1998, rising to £3000 per year in 2003, and £9000 per year from 2010 under 

the Coalition government (despite the Liberal Democrat manifesto pledge not to raise fees). 

UK Universities generated £20.5bn in higher education tuition fees in 2019/20 (HESA, 2021).  

Using non-governmental organisations to deliver services 

The Thatcher government introduced ‘compulsory competitive tendering’ (CCT) to oblige 

local authorities and the NHS to put some services – such as waste management and catering 

– out to tender rather than automatically deliver them in-house (Greenwood et al, 2001: 37; 

Stoker, 2004). Labour did not maintain the same scheme, but its ‘Best Value’ policy obliged 

authorities to demonstrate that in-house delivery would be the most efficient option. It also 

signalled the expansion of public service delivery via third sector organisations (Kelly, 2007). 

The National Audit Office (2013: 10) describes a major increase in ‘contracting out’ from a 

very small base in 1980 to ‘around half of the £187 billion that the public sector spends on 

goods and services each year’ by 2013. The UK government also spends £3bn per year on 

‘public private partnerships’ (PPP), paying the private companies who built and maintain 
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capital projects such as hospitals, schools, roads, and bridges (compared to £50bn of direct 

government investment) (National Audit Office, 2018: 2). 

Reforming public services: quasi-markets in health and education 

Successive post-war governments remained committed to tax-funded public services free at the 

point of use. While no Conservative government sought to ‘privatise’ these services, NPM 

measures were a key feature of Thatcherite and subsequent reforms. Many UK government 

reforms were of public services in England (see the final section on devolved government 

policies). 

Reforming the National Health Service (NHS) 

The NHS was established in 1948. The government’s need to negotiate with key professions 

resulted in concessions, to allow hospital consultants to also work privately, and for general 

practitioner (GP) and dental services to remain as independent contractors. Still, NHS 

establishment represented the consolidation of state intervention to fund healthcare (generally 

via taxes, not insurance) and deliver services (such as by taking over hospitals from local 

authorities) (Ham, 2004: 5-16). Ham (2004: 16) describes the assumption in government that 

there was a fixed amount of ill health, suggesting that high NHS funding would prompt better 

population health and reduced demand for services. Instead, the establishment of the NHS 

exposed a need for major capital investment and to address the underinvestment in healthcare 

for marginalised groups (2004: 16-24). Successive post-war governments were more likely to 

pursue organisational reforms than spending cuts, but without diminishing general medical 

influence or the role of specific bodies such as the British Medical Association (BMA) 

(Rhodes, 1988: 301-5).  

By the 1980s, Conservative governments emphasised NHS reforms to make it more ‘business-

like’ (2004: 30-34; Ferlie et al, 1996: 11-12; Cairney, 2002: 380). Day and Klein (2000) suggest 

that Thatcherite reforms score highly on Hood’s (1991) list of NPM activities and include: 

developing performance management measures (focusing more on outcomes such as services 

than outputs such as staff); shifting NHS delivery to an agency (partly to shuffle off 

responsibility for what goes wrong); and, appointing key staff externally. They also included 

the introduction of ‘quasi markets’, or internal competition to demand or supply services, such 

as the purchaser/ provider split in which GP fundholding bodies became purchasers and 

hospitals providers. There was an attempt to establish a clear line of hierarchical accountability 

by shifting powers from medical and other professions towards the NHS managers reporting 

to the health department (Ham, 2004: 51-2). 

These frequent reforms produced an image of continuous change often without a clear overall 

direction (see Pollitt, 2010: 84 on the ‘sheer unrelenting dance of reforms’, and Paton, 2016 on 

‘England’s permanent revolution’). They continued in England under Labour, which described 

improving the Conservative policies that worked and removing the ones that didn’t (Ham, 

2004: 53-60). The former included: a greater focus on GP/ primary care groups driving NHS 

choices via fundholding; market-style mechanisms such as ‘patient choice’ (describing patients 

as consumers of services), and ‘Foundation’ hospitals that could operate with greater autonomy 

if they meet key performance targets; and, diminished opposition to working with the private 
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sector to deliver services (2004: 60-70). The Coalition government accelerated key measures 

– giving more powers to primary care organisations and more autonomy to Foundation 

hospitals – and encouraged the further delegation of policy delivery to the commissioning body 

NHS England (via the Health and Social Care Act 2010) (Rivett, 2021). It also signalled that, 

while ministers were often unhappy with operational decisions by NHS England (such as to 

underfund mental health services), they would not intervene (Cairney and St Denny, 2021: 

170-1). 

By this time, the NHS remained tax-funded and free at the point of use, but the means to deliver 

healthcare has been reformed continuously for decades to the extent that it is difficult to know 

how it works. Successive ministers have sought to delegate responsibility and accountability 

to other actors, such as the chief executives of hospitals and NHS England, but largely in vain 

because the buck stops with ministers (Rivett, 2021). Indeed, from 2022, the Conservative 

government raised National Insurance – and described the Health and Social Care Levy – to 

signal its response to a perceived crisis of underfunding of the NHS and social care (HM 

Revenue and Customs, 2021), largely in the wake of COVID-19 (Chapter 6). 

Reforming education 

Chitty (2014: 18-22) describes the 1944 Education Act as the ‘cornerstone of the post-war 

Welfare State’ and a vehicle for social reform. It raised the school leaving age from 14 to 15 

(1947) then 16 (1972), established the modern primary/secondary distinction, and favoured 

administration by local rather than central government. Although ostensibly geared towards 

greater education equity, there remained high commitment to a mix of secondary schools 

according to estimated ability, including: ‘grammar’ schools for elite education (20% of 

students, recruited via the ‘eleven-plus’ exam, and largely from the middle classes), ‘secondary 

modern’ for most other students (largely from the working classes), and a small number of 

‘technical’ schools for vocational education. The government, local authority, and teaching 

union relationship was generally ‘characterized by consensus’ (Rhodes, 1988: 270). There was 

limited movement towards ‘comprehensive’ schools (recruiting for all abilities) until the 1960s, 

followed by the 1976 Education Act to oblige local authorities to base school provision on the 

‘comprehensive principle’  (2014: 20-32; 48). 

Thatcherite reforms prompted a new direction in education policy, but in a sector that was far 

from uniformly comprehensive. It repealed the 1976 Act, focusing instead on experimenting 

with ways to give students (or their parents) more choice. Then, the 1988 Education Act (for 

England and Wales) fostered quasi-market mechanisms for school choice, centralised aspects 

of the curriculum and assessment, and sought to reduce local authority control by allowing 

schools to be funded directly by central government (2014: 51-2). Further, Chitty (2014: 101-

2) suggests that Conservative governments fostered ‘privatization’ by: reducing state spending 

to oblige greater parental contributions (e.g. for school trips or materials); widening the 

performance gap so that parents would have a greater incentive to choose private schools; 

increasing spending on schemes to allow students to attend private schools; and, expanding 

schemes to allow private firms to build and lease schools. 
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While the Labour government (from 1997) placed more emphasis on equity via education, it 

did not mark a major shift of support back to the ‘comprehensive principle’ administered by 

local authorities. Rather, it oversaw reforms to encourage: 

1. A ‘diverse’ mix of schools, including ‘Academy’ schools free of local authority control 

(an alleged vehicle for improving low-performing schools in areas of high deprivation). 

2. A neoliberal idea of equity furthered by student testing and school league tables to raise 

standards via competition (2014: 63-84; Brehony and Deem, 2003).  

The Coalition government accelerated such measures, albeit for different reasons. For example, 

Academies became a vehicle for high performing schools to become autonomous from local 

government (2014: 94). Overall, these reforms were not only consistent with the direction of 

travel under Thatcher, but also reflective of a model of education equity that took off globally. 

As Box 5.4 suggests, this neoliberal model of education equity emphasises equal access to high 

quality schools, and contrasts with a ‘social justice’ approach emphasising greater state 

intervention to address factors such as poverty and marginalisation. 

Reforming the civil service 

The Conservative Government’s plan to reduce civil service numbers and improve their 

efficiency was part of a general aim of ‘rolling back the frontiers of the state’ (O’Toole and 

Jordan, 1995: 3-4). Ministers before and after Thatcher also sought to reform the civil service 

to make it more conducive to ministerial control, or to find ways to make policy while relying 

less on civil servants (Foster, 2001; Drewry, 1994). There are rules guiding civil service 

impartiality, to ensure that they serve the government of the day, but many ministers have 

described the sense that government departments delay policy change. These stories transcend 

party lines, as demonstrated by the Labour government’s description of Thatcherite reforms: 

‘Before agencies were created, the Civil Service was a large monolith governed by a 

body of centrally laid down rules, even though it was too big and diverse to be managed 

as a single entity. This led to a culture more focused on avoiding errors than improving 

results’ (Office of Public Services Reform, OPSR, 2002). 

Reforms include attempts to influence the promotion of senior civil servants (to ensure that 

they most supportive staff are in key posts) and ‘de-layer’ the civil service so that ministers can 

talk directly to people processing policy. Most notably, as Greer (1994: 5; 23-31) describes, 

the creation of Executive Agencies in government departments was designed to accentuate a 

well-established (but problematic) distinction between: 

1. Ministers responsible for policy and strategy, supported by senior civil servants with 

experience of providing strategic advice (perhaps to the benefit of both parties – see 

Dunleavy, 1991; 2019; Marsh et al, 2001). Ministers were to be free from the day-to-

day responsibilities for administering policies. They were still accountable to 

Parliament, but could refer to different kinds of accountability: redirectory (passing a 

query to a relevant agency), reporting (keeping Parliament informed), explanatory 

(explaining specific cases when something has gone wrong), amendatory (taking action 
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as a result), or sacrificial (the rare cases of ministerial resignation) (Judge et al, 1997: 

97). 

2. Government agencies responsible for policy delivery, via chief executives with 

experience of management and implementation. Agency heads were appointed to be 

responsible for budgets and meeting targets, incentivised with performance related pay, 

given more freedom from interference in service delivery, and sometimes sacrificed 

following policy crises (1995: 4; Massey, 2001: 21). In 2020, 51% of civil service staff 

were listed as ‘Operational Delivery’ (and around 70% have ‘public facing’ jobs), and 

7% as ‘Policy’ (Cabinet Office, 2020: 18; Understanding the Civil Service, 2021).  

Governments also saw quangos as an alternative way to deliver pubic services. The NDPB: 

‘has a role in the processes of national government, but is not a government department 

or part of one, and which accordingly operates to a greater or lesser extent at arm’s 

length from ministers … NDPBs have different roles, including those that advise 

ministers and others which carry out executive or regulatory functions, and they work 

within a strategic framework set by ministers’ (Cabinet Office, 2018). 

Ministers often promise to reduce quango numbers to boost accountability, reduce bureaucracy, 

and avoid criticisms that the appointment process produces ‘jobs for the boys’. However, 

NDPBs have long been attractive as a way to manage policy delivery from a distance while not 

giving the responsibility to local authorities (Greenwood et al, 2001: 152). The Conservative 

government (1979-97) use of quangos included Urban Development Corporations (local 

development and planning controls regarding regeneration), Housing Action trusts (to take 

over and regenerate housing estates), further education colleges, grant-maintained schools, 

Training and Enterprise Councils, Careers Service pathfinders, and the Police Service (2001: 

157; Stoker, 2004: 32). They reduced the number of bodies described as NDPBs but boosted 

NDPB spending (Box 4.2; Flinders, 2008: 78; Hogwood, 1992: 177). Then, Labour continued 

this approach (2008: 84): adding new bodies such as the Regional Development Agencies in 

England, described – ultimately in vain - as a precursor to elected regional assemblies 

(Greenwood et al, 2001: 153); and, generally boosting a sense of ‘delegated governance’ 

(Flinders, 2008: 79). The National Audit Office (2021) estimates that, by 2018-19, arm’s length 

bodies (ALBs) ‘accounted for around £265 billion of public expenditure and employed just 

under 300,000 staff’. 

Trends in spending and regulation: from state to personal responsibility? 

Public expenditure and the regulation of behaviour are key indicators of state intervention. 

However, both are difficult to fit into a simple story of state transformation. For example, 

public expenditure data is useful if – and this is a big if (see Hood and Dixon, 2015: 44-64) - 

comparable over time. In other words, taking into account inflation (to measure a ‘real’ rise) 

when describing cash sums, or identifying its proportion of overall economic activity (GDP) 

(Hogwood, 1992). Public expenditure can be used to qualify the impact of Thatcherite attempts 

to ‘roll back the state’, since real spending rose continuously from 1979 and, while spending 

as a proportion of GDP fell from 54% in 1982 to 45% in 1988, the latter was higher than 
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equivalent levels in the mid-1950s (1992: 43). Public expenditure also rose significantly under 

Labour (Mullard and Swaray, 2006: 503). 

These trends hide differences across sector. For example, social security spending - including 

pensions and income support - demonstrates path dependence (the influence of choices made, 

and rules created, in the distant past). It rose from the equivalent of £22bn in 1950 to £125bn 

in 1990 (adjusted for 2020 prices), largely because each government inherited post-war 

commitments, there was a rise in entitlement for some groups (e.g. single parent families), and 

the abandonment of ‘full employment’ raised the cost of unemployment benefits (1992: 46). 

In comparison, other sectors show party differences: Conservative governments (1979-97) 

contributed to greater spending on defence and criminal justice, while Labour spent more on 

health, education and housing (Mullard and Swaray, 2006: 503).They are also part of a mixed 

picture across countries, where the UK oversaw a rate of public expenditure (in relation to 

GDP) much higher than the US but much lower than Nordic states (Hogwood, 1992: 59).  

The role of the state in relation to individual and family health and welfare policies  

The Thatcher period may be associated with an unfulfilled long-term vision to reduce state 

spending and increase private pension and healthcare provision (Mullard and Swaray, 2006: 

498). However, it also maintained low levels of state intervention in population health: 

1. Treating health primarily as an individual 

responsibility (with some exceptions; see Berridge, 1996 

on HIV and AIDS policy), and  

2. Rejecting the idea, associated with the ‘Health in 

All Policies’ (HiAP) agenda, that the ‘social 

determinants of health’ are more important than 

‘lifestyle choices’ or healthcare (Cairney and St Denny, 

2020: 140).  

A Labour government in 1997 made a difference, but with a mixed effect: tobacco control has 

changed profoundly with no prospect of turning back, but the wider public health agenda 

remains more neoliberal than HiAP advocates would like (Box 4.4).   

Box 4.4 State intervention for public health 

Labour’s election in 1997 made a clear difference to UK public health policy (although see the 

next section on devolution). First, it produced ‘comprehensive’ tobacco control by increasing 

taxes, restricting promotion and boosting warning labels, banning smoking in public places, 

increasing funding for health education and smoking cessation services, and raising the age for 

sales from 16 to 18 (Cairney and St Denny, 2020: 149-53; Cairney, 2019: 87-8). State 

intervention has changed beyond recognition since the 1980s, marking a new willingness to 

tax and regulate behaviour, and representing a model for alcohol and food (Cairney and Studlar, 

2014; Studlar and Cairney, 2019). It is here to stay, as evidenced by the Coalition government 

extending regulations in 2015: introducing plain packaging for tobacco products, and banning 

smoking in cars with children present (Cairney, 2019: 88). 

Social determinants of health. 

The social and economic factors 

that have a major impact on 

population health and 

inequalities, such as income, 

wealth, education, housing, and 

safe physical and social 

environments. 

 



17 

 

Second, it took seriously the social determinants of health and health inequalities, and 

established a rationale for greater state intervention (Cairney and St Denny, 2020: 141; 

Blackman et al., 2012: 49). However, this approach seemed more temporary. Within five years, 

there was a clear reduction in attempts to address the socio-economic ‘root causes’ of health 

inequalities and more ‘enthusiasm for more concrete measures to regulate or encourage 

individual or lifestyle choices’ (2020: 142; Harrington et al., 2009: 769; Baggott, 2011: 71–3, 

391–5). UK rhetorical commitment remains high, but its substantive commitment to a welfare 

state to support health equity is less impressive than its Nordic counterparts (Cairney et al, 

2021). As Chapter 9 demonstrates, Conservative-led governments accelerated this shift 

towards individual responsibility and less state support as part of a narrative of ‘austerity’.  

How did devolution influence state transformation? 

Chapter 7 describes the demands for constitutional change that have contributed to state 

transformation. The devolution of policymaking in Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales in 

1999 represents another element of transformation towards multi-centric policymaking (or 

multi-level governance). These impacts vary since the Scottish Parliament enjoys more 

legislative powers than the Welsh Assembly, and devolution in Northern Ireland was 

suspended by the UK government in 2000, 2002-7, and 2017-20. 

Here we focus on the extent to which aspects of state transformation have diverged. The UK 

government makes policy largely for England (albeit producing spill-over effects for the 

others), while the devolved governments can form their own ‘territorial policy communities’ 

(Keating et al, 2009). Indeed, we find some evidence that they reversed or opted-out of key 

reforms associated with UK state transformation.  

Healthcare and public health 

The Scottish Government reversed internal market policies in favour of central planning. The 

Welsh government discouraged the private sector and emphasised a shift from healthcare to 

public health. Northern Ireland changed little until the UK government introduced a new model 

of performance management (Greer, 2003: 198-9; Keating et al, 2012: 298). All three phased 

out prescription charges at different times, while the UK government focused instead on 

exemptions (2012: 295). All three were responsible for several aspects of tobacco policy, and 

the Scottish Parliament was first to legislate to ban smoking in public places (Cairney, 2006; 

2007a; 2007b; 2009b). Still, UK government policy is central to a ‘four nations’ approach, such 

as legislation to ban tobacco advertising and taxation to reduce demand (Cairney, 2019a). 

Devolved governments have their own HiAP strategies, but depend on UK government policies 

on taxation and social security (Cairney and St Denny, 2020). 

Education  

Scottish governments maintain a historically separate education system, delivered by local 

authorities and comprehensive schools, bolstered by the myth of egalitarianism (Cairney, 

2013a; Chitty, 2014: 132-6; McPherson and Raab, 1988). While Northern Ireland has a 

separate system, it is influenced more by UK government policy. Education ‘continues to be 

academically selective and religiously segregated’, as symbolised by republican party 

opposition to, and unionist party support for, the eleven-plus exam (Keating et al, 2012: 299; 
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Birrell, 2012: 58; O'Neill, 2020). Welsh education was more tied to England, but also more in 

favour of comprehensive schools linked to local government (2012: 296) and resistant to 

Conservative government reforms before 1999 (Farrell and Law, 1999). Scotland and Wales 

place ‘less emphasis on testing’, and all three governments abolished formal ‘league tables’ of 

school performance (2012: 296-300; Andrews, Chitty, 2014: 136-7). Still, all four governments 

produced basically the same policy fiascos in 2020 and 2021 (see Box 6.5 COVID-19 and the 

school examinations crises). 

Local government  

Devolution accentuated the role of local government as a major consultee and delivery partner 

in Wales, and central-local relations have been relatively smooth in Scotland when compared 

to UK government (Cairney, 2008; 2009). There is less of a tradition of local government in 

Northern Ireland, but devolution offered the chance for public sector reforms with their 

stronger role (Birrell, 2012: 185). 

Social housing  

The Scottish Government was quicker (than the UK) to address the lack of social housing 

caused by RTB: increasing the qualifying tenancy, reducing the discount, and allowing RTB 

suspension in ‘pressured’ areas (McKee, 2010; Jones and Murie, 2006: 43). Still, the effect was 

to reduce local authority rented housing in Scotland from 52% to 22% of all dwellings, 

compared to 29%/13% in the UK (2006: 53). 

Public expenditure  

Devolved differences are funded by higher-per-head ‘identifiable’ public expenditure (i.e. 

excluding spending for the UK that cannot be divided by territory). If the UK figure is 100, in 

2019-20 it was approximately 97 in England, 121 in Northern Ireland, 117 in Scotland, and 

110 in Wales (HM Treasury, 2021: 124). Supporters of the UK call Scottish spending the 

‘Union dividend’, while supporters of Scottish independence argue that UK economic policies 

undermine the Scottish economy (Cairney and McGarvey, 2013: 225). 

Reforming government  

There remains a UK civil service, but with distinctive administrative arrangements before and 

after political devolution (Parry, 2016; Birrell, 2012: 131-7; Rhodes, 1988: 143-52). 

Devolution offered an opportunity to reduce the role of Executive Agencies in favour of direct 

control of policy delivery (2012: 137-9), pursue distinctive approaches to civil service 

‘modernisation’ (Parry, 2005), and seek ‘joined-up’ policymaking in smaller, more 

manageable systems (Cairney and St Denny, 2020: 70-76). This potential has not produced any 

appreciable differences between UK and devolved government ‘performance’ (Hood and 

Dixon, 2015: 150-3). 

Greer and Jarman (2008) also identify differences in the ‘policy tools’ used by UK and 

devolved governments. UK government policy emphasised quasi-market mechanisms, 

regulation, audit, and punishments for non-compliance, to reflect its ‘low trust  in providers’ 

(2008: 172–173). Scottish and Welsh governments relied more on traditional service delivery 

to reflect ‘a high degree of trust in the professionalism of providers’ (Greer and Jarman, 2008: 



19 

 

178–183). The devolved governments have not produced profoundly different welfare state 

models, but smaller differences still matter.  

Conclusion 
There has been a transformation of the UK state. It has moved away from a ‘post-war 

consensus’, built on the belief that governments could and should intervene to benefit the UK 

population by delivering employment, education, healthcare, housing, and social security. It 

has moved towards ‘neoliberalism’, built on the belief that state intervention undermines the 

market and that individuals should take responsibility for their economic and social welfare.  

While these two simple phrases could not describe the vagaries of state transformation fully, 

they still help us make sense of a direction of travel. Compared to policies from the mid-1940s, 

the size of the UK state fell dramatically following the privatization of industries and sales of 

social housing. The UK government is less committed to the ‘old’ Keynesian measures to tax 

and spend to manage demand in the economy. It has jettisoned a commitment to ‘full 

employment’, in favour of maintaining low inflation and using tools such as interest rates (set 

by an independent central bank). Tax-funded public services remain, but the state is much less 

likely to deliver them directly, while its NPM reforms have changed how the civil service 

operates. Social security remains, but the framing of the policy problem changed: first to reflect 

a reduced commitment to full employment, then to reduce the cost of unemployment benefits. 

Chapter 9 examines further ‘austerity’ reforms to that end. 

Parties made a difference to this transformation. Labour introduced the policies associated with 

the post-war consensus, and the Conservatives pursued a commitment to neoliberalism. Parties 

also inherited the commitments of their predecessors, often accepting or accelerating policies 

of the past. Still, a long-term perspective allows us to get beyond the question of party 

differences at one point in time towards identifying an eventual transformation.  A government 

story favouring state intervention, ownership, and welfare state and public service delivery, has 

given way to policy consistent with the neoliberal story of state retrenchment and privatization 

in favour of market forces and individual responsibility. This shift is profound no matter how 

we got there. 

In that context, devolution has produced a mixed impact. When viewed through the lens of UK 

government, it is another policy to shuffle off responsibility for policymaking from a single 

centre (Chapter 7). When viewed as the chance for devolved governments to go their own way, 

we see examples of reversing or opting-out of the UK government policies that we associate 

with the transformation towards a neoliberal state. These differences take place within a wider 

UK context that limits their autonomy. Most elements of state transformation are here to stay. 

 

Chapter 5. Paul Cairney and Sean Kippin Politics and Policymaking in the UK  

Chapter 5. What does state transformation 

tell us about the UK policy process? 
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This chapter: 
1. Shows how state transformation informs stories of policymaking. The Westminster 

story emphasises core executive action. The complex government story situates action 

in a wider policymaking environment.  

2. Examines the UK policy style during this period: were policy changes negotiated in 

policy communities or imposed from the top-down?  

3. Relates transformation to theories of policy change: did change occur incrementally or 

in bursts of radical change? Was it part of a coherent plan?  

4. Explores debates on the consequences: did UK governments produce ‘lean’ and more 

effective government, or a ‘hollowed out’ and less coherent or effective state? 

5. Shows how UK transformation is part of a wider international trend, linked to 

globalisation and the influence of international actors. 

Introduction 
This chapter relates UK state transformation to the Westminster and complex government 

stories. The long-term changes to policy, described in Chapter 4, are important in their own 

right. However, they also inform longstanding debates about how governments make and 

delivers policy, how policy changes, and the extent to which UK policy reflects wider 

international agendas and pressures rather than simply the ideology of a party of government. 

Therefore, we organise this chapter with reference to four key questions about policy and 

policymaking. 

First, what was the style of policymaking during transformation? Policy style describes how 

governments make and deliver policy (Richardson et al, 1982). For example, as the 

Westminster story suggests, did governments push new policies from the top-down whenever 

a new party entered office? The complex government story warns us against this assumption, 

situating the election of new governments within a wider policymaking environment over 

which they have limited control. Nevertheless, long-term state transformation had an impact 

on policymaking: the ‘normal’ policy style today is not the same as in previous decades. 

Second, did policy change occur incrementally or in bursts of radical action? Chapter 4 

describes much policy continuity from the 1940s-70s, while some periods (such as the mid-

1940s and late 1970s) witnessed shifts in the direction of policy. In some cases, a new 

government signalled an era-defining shift in direction. In many others, policy slowed down or 

accelerated. The Westminster story has some value, to describe periods of radical change 

directed from the centre, but only when situated in a wider context to identify the rarity of these 

changes. Further, Chapter 3 shows that these dynamics are not summed-up well by 

‘incrementalism’. If we treat incrementalism as a strategy, we exaggerate the coherence of a 

series of steps towards an well-defined endgame. If we treat it as a description of policy change, 

we struggle to explain the ‘earthquakes’ in UK policy that do not fit the expected pattern. 

Third, what was the impact of state transformation on central government? We describe 

ministers addressing the unmanageability of government, either to reassert central control or 
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jettison the parts of government that defy it. These moves have prompted attention to the overall 

impact: have reforms reduced or exacerbated the limits to central government control? 

Finally, how do these domestic developments relate to the wider world? ‘Globalisation’ 

suggests that national governments do not simply manage their own affairs. Their most high 

profile aims – such as economic growth – depend on choices made by other governments, 

international organisations, and non-governmental actors such as multi-national corporations. 

For example, Chapter 4 shows that the UK government was under pressure to adopt 

‘Thatcherite’ policies before the election of a Thatcher government. What we may come to 

describe as ‘Thatcherite’ or ‘Blairite’ policies may be part of a wider global trend towards 

neoliberal policies. 

What was the UK policy style during state transformation? 
Chapters 2 and 3 show that the UK policy style does not live up to its majoritarian reputation. 

Post-war governments recognised the benefits of processing policy in relatively consensual 

‘policy communities’ (Richardson and Jordan, 1979; Jordan and Maloney, 1997). These 

benefits reflect the choice to avoid a ‘politically expensive’ top-down policy style that drains 

the resources of policymakers (Richardson et al, 1982: 10). They also reflect necessity: 

policymakers can only pay attention to a small number of issues, and must delegate 

responsibility for most. In turn, civil servants form relationships with the groups that they trust 

to give them information and advice, particularly when they represent an important population, 

profession, or industry, and contribute to implementation (Maloney et al, 1994: 23). Civil 

servants base this relationship on:  

1. The ‘logic of consultation’, to encourage stakeholder ‘ownership’ of policy and gather 

knowledge of problems. 

2. The logic of ‘bureaucratic accommodation’, where civil servants lack the legitimacy 

and power of ministers and seek to cooperate with groups rather than impose decisions 

(Jordan and Richardson, 1982: 84-6; 1987: 29-30). 

Many interest groups see the benefits of these arrangements, and follow informal ‘rules of the 

game’ to gain and maintain access to government. These rules can be summed up by the 

following statements. Support the government’s right to define the policy problem. Keep 

discussions in-house and avoid public criticism of minsters. Present modest demands, and 

accept that things may not always go your way. Accepting short-term losses with grace will 

boost your reputation and potential for long-term gains (Jordan and Maloney, 1997; Grant, 

1989: 21; Maloney et al, 1994: 34; see also Rhodes, 1988: 91-3). Their status within 

government may be as: 

• core insiders, seen as important in many sectors and able to bargain routinely with 

governments 

• specialist insiders, important in niche areas and engaged less regularly, or  

• peripheral insiders, marginally important and more likely to be consulted cosmetically.  
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Other groups are outsiders because their beliefs and aims are too inconsistent with government 

policy and/or they are regular visible critics of government. Or, in some cases, groups are able 

to mix their strategies (1994: 33-4; May and Nugent, 1982: 7; Mayne et al, 2018).  

Did Thatcherism signal the end of policy communities? 

The election of a Thatcher-led government seemed to mark the end of routine policy 

community arrangements. Its rhetoric emphasised the choice to pursue radical changes to 

policy and policymaking:  

1. Reinforcing the UK majoritarian image where policy is made from the top-down (Box 

3.2). 

2. Emphasising state reforms to challenge the vested interests and cosy arrangements that 

they associated with government failure (for example, during the ‘Winter of 

Discontent’ described in Chapter 4). The aim was to force through policy, irrespective 

of opposition (Marsh and Rhodes, 1992: 8). 

3. Rejecting the need for consultation before radical action. Thatcher sought to set the 

policy agenda and formulate policy quickly, and was ‘determined not to waste time on 

internal arguments over policy making’ (1992:8).   

Yet, the logic of policy communities also arose from necessity: to pay attention to few issues 

and delegate responsibility for the rest; and, accept that most policy would be processed by 

civil servants cooperating with other actors. This combination of choice and necessity helps to 

understand two different aspects of policymaking. First, the Thatcher government clearly 

changed who would be consulted and what would be the agenda to discuss. Second, however, 

the overall Thatcher effect was often overstated. Jordan and Richardson (1987: 30) were 

‘impressed with the sheer weight of consultation’ in their interviews with civil servants, while 

Maloney et al (1994: 23) argue that, ‘the practice of consultation has been growing in 

importance over the last decade’. There was a major but inconsistent Thatcher effect, including: 

• Variation by sector or profession. The effects were particularly high in relation to trade 

unions, often blamed for the failure of the previous (Labour) government and excluded 

or diminished within government.   

• Variation by policymaking function. In some cases, ministers only rejected talks during 

agenda setting or policy formulation, but changed their approach during 

implementation. They displaced rather than diminished consultation. 

The impact of this choice is reflected in Baggot’s (1995: 489) survey of interest groups. He 

finds that half perceived ‘no change in the frequency or effectiveness of contacts with ministers 

and civil servants during the 1980s’.  Others complained that consultative documents were 

statements of intent and that ministers were ruling out negotiation (suggesting that the balance 

of power shifted, even if overall activity remained the same). However, this impact also relates 

to the necessity of normal policy processes: ministers may attempt to internalise policymaking, 

but depend on information and advice from civil servants, while the latter depend on other 

actors. High profile cases, such as NHS reform, showed that ministers tried to internalise policy 
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by using small review teams outside of government departments, but the process returned to 

its departmental home after initial plans lacked feasibility (Burch and Holliday, 1996: 233-4).    

Do the early post-war communities resemble modern networks? 

These limits refer to day-to-day policymaking, but what about long-term and cumulative 

changes? Richardson (2018a: 223-9; 2018b: 29-48) highlights why modern policy 

communities do not resemble their pre-Thatcher equivalents: 

1. Many groups - such as trade unions - never returned to the privileged status that they 

enjoyed in previous eras.  

2. Many policies – such as NPM reforms (Chapter 4) - have gone from being opposed 

vociferously to becoming taken for granted.  

3. These reforms changed the role of the civil service, which became less central to 

policymaking when more delivery functions were moved outside of Whitehall. 

Richards and Smith (2016: 499) describe the minister-civil servant relationship as 

shifting from a ‘symbiotic interdependent partnership’ to ‘a more universal command 

and control relationship’. 

4. The core executive has exploited multiple crises to make ‘tough choices’ backed by the 

‘government knows best’ narrative. For example, the Brown-led government responded 

to multiple crises by becoming ‘increasingly insular and inward looking’ (Richards, 

2011: 43). 

Richardson (2018a: 227-9) suggests that the new normal policy style is to present policy 

solutions first, then consult on how to deliver. The old role of policy communities – to define 

and solve policy problems routinely within central government – has been eroded. The 

necessity of delegating policymaking attention and the logic of consultation and bureaucratic 

accommodation still endure, but to produce a more complicated mix of networks spread across 

the policymaking environment (Cairney, 2019b; Dorey, 2005a: 263-78). Crucially, these 

dynamics were also overseen by Labour and Coalition governments (Box 5.1). As such, they 

signal the value of a long-term perspective. It allows us to identify policymaking changes that 

would not be captured by a contemporary focus on policy communities.  

Box 5.1 The mix of policy styles for mental health 

The UK government’s policy style combines top-down and consensual practices: a small 

number of issues are non-negotiable, while many are processed routinely in policy 

communities (Jordan and Richardson, 1982: 98). This style was associated with Thatcherism, 

but continued under Blair-led governments: issues such as student testing in schools and NHS 

performance management were non-negotiable, but surrounded by routine talks between 

ministers or civil servants and unions (Cairney, 2008: 364-6). As such, a focus on high-profile 

top-down policymaking exaggerates a difference in styles between UK and devolved 

governments (Box 3.2). Interest groups in Scotland and Wales may enjoy routine and often 

gratifying consultation, but tend to contrast this experience with what they imagine to be a less 

rewarding UK equivalent (2008: 369; Cairney, 2019b).  
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Mental health policy exemplifies this mix of policy styles over decades of policy change. On 

the one hand, the UK Labour government exhibited the worst excesses of a top-down style 

from 1997, overseeing ‘a ten-year stand-off between UK ministers and the vast majority of 

interest groups which united under the Mental Health Alliance (MHA) to oppose government 

legislation’ (it passed in 2007, in a reduced form) (Cairney, 2009c: 672). In contrast, the 

Scottish Government passed similar legislation in under four years (2003) after generating high 

consensus (2009c: 672). On the other hand, the UK experience represents a puzzling deviation 

from a long-term and relatively consensual process to reform mental health policy. Interest 

groups contrast it with: 

1. Their relationships with the UK government on almost any other issue during that time 

(e.g. NHS reform and legislation on mental capacity) 

2. The 1959 and 1983 Acts which exhibited a ‘long and proud history of modernisation’ 

through policy styles comparable to those in devolved government (2009c: 686).  

Post-war policy changes include deinstitutionalisation (from 150,000 NHS beds in 1954 to 

20,000 in 2015), legislative reforms ‘built increasingly on the need to protect human rights 

when depriving people of their liberty without trial’, and attempts to increase the status of 

mental health services in the NHS and expand psychological therapies in the community 

(Cairney and St Denny, 2020: 159; Rogers and Pilgrim, 2001: 55). They came with a long-term 

shift in consultation, to increase discussions with third sector groups, many of which sought to 

increase the voice of service users.  

In that context, Labour’s approach was puzzling, reflecting a spill-over from its ‘tough on 

crime’ agenda. The Home Office introduced the category of ‘Dangerous people with Severe 

Personality Disorder’ (DSPD) to detain people if they were a risk to the public. It undermined 

a consensus focused on destigmatising mental health, emphasising support, patients’ rights, 

and minimising detention against someone’s will (Cairney and St Denny, 2020: 159). The 

Coalition government closed a door on this episode, and group-government relations were 

positive in relation to an agenda to secure parity between mental and physical health services. 

However, it opened another. It placed dispiriting limits on the extent to which disabled people 

were entitlement to social security (in the name of ‘employability’ reforms). This agenda  

spilled into mental health, with groups facing “infrequent and ‘frosty’ meetings with ministers” 

on this non-negotiable issue (2020: 164-73). 

Did policy change incrementally or in radical bursts? 
Chapter 2 introduces the expectation that policy change is the combination of a small amount 

of major changes and huge amount of minor changes. Two important contributions to policy 

studies identify ‘punctuated equilibrium’ or ‘paradigm shift’, to describe: 

1. Policymaking dynamics. Long periods of policymaking stability followed by a burst of 

instability (or vice versa). 

2. Policy continuity and change. Long periods of policy continuity followed by a shift in 

policy direction in relation to one issue. Or, a combination of many minor policy 

changes and a small number of major changes at any one time.  
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Punctuated equilibrium theory: policy change is a function of attention 

Jones and Baumgartner (2005) show that policy change is influenced strongly by 

disproportionately high and low policymaker attention, contributing to ‘hyperincrementalism’ 

in most cases but radical policy changes (‘policy punctuations’) in some (Policy in 500 Words: 

Punctuated Equilibrium Theory). This emphasis may seem unimportant since most change is 

incremental, but it raises questions about the cause of these patterns: do they follow a fairly 

sensible and coherent approach to policy analysis and negotiation (incrementalism as an 

analytical and political strategy)? Or, do they follow dramatic lurches of attention (in the 

absence of a clear strategy)? Is the distribution of minor and major policy changes ‘normal’, or 

akin to the frequency of earthquakes? 

John and Margetts (2003) explore this question by analysing changes to annual UK budgets 

from 1951-96. They describe a tradition in budgetary analysis to relate those changes to two 

different expectations: (1) incremental policy change, akin to a normal distribution where 

most changes are similar to the mean change and there 

are very few outliers, or (2) punctuated change, which is 

leptokurtic (akin to very infrequent, unpredictable 

earthquakes) in which there are more ‘hyperincremental’ 

changes and outliers (2003: 415). They find a 

distribution of changes that matches the ‘earthquake 

budget model’ (2003: 422). This finding suggests that: 

1. Most policy changes appear to be incremental, 

reflecting policy inheritance and a reluctance to depart 

radically from the past. 

2. A small number of relatively unpredictable 

occurrences, of radical departures from the status quo, 

challenge the idea that budget changes result from 

incremental strategies.  

Policy changes may be non-radical for years or decades, 

then change radically and unpredictably and head in a different direction. The frequency of 

these ‘punctuations’ varies by sector, with defence and crime budgets more likely to fit the 

leptokurtic pattern than social security, housing and health (2003: 424). More recent work by 

John et al (2013) suggests that these changes do not necessarily reflect shifts of policymaker 

attention. Defence budgets have gradually diminished, and crime budgets gradually increased, 

even though there were peaks and troughs of attention. There were periods of lower and higher 

healthcare and education spending, reflecting periodic attempts to make these sectors more 

efficient before major reinvestments from 1997 (2013: 183-8; compare with Massey and Pyper, 

2005: 66-70). 

Normal distribution. Describes 

deviation from the mean: (1) 68% 

within one standard deviation 

(SD), and (2) 95% within two 

SDs. Data near the mean are far 

more frequent than data far from 

the mean. 

Leptokurtic distribution. A 

distribution with a higher peak 

(more than 68% of cases are 

within one SD) and longer tail 

(less than 95% are within two).  

See True et al (2007: 170) or 

Cairney (2017) for a visualisation. 

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2019/12/06/policy-in-500-words-punctuated-equilibrium-theory/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2019/12/06/policy-in-500-words-punctuated-equilibrium-theory/
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John et al (2013) also analyse these dynamics in relation to post-war policy statements and 

legislation. Some topics received disproportionately and consistently high attention (e.g. 

macroeconomic policy, international affairs). Others saw bursts of attention (2013: 98-102). 

For example, when analysing Queen’s speeches, they 

note multiple punctuations related to: a series of 

proposed ‘social welfare’ reforms, in 1947 (to introduce 

a ‘comprehensive system of assistance’), 1957 and 1996 

(pension reforms), 1972 (the implications of EU 

membership for social policy) and 1998 (Labour’s plan 

to expand provision); and, surges of attention to land 

use, house building, and housing reforms in 1958, 1963, and 1970. When analysing legislative 

changes, they identify three categories of punctuation: 

1. Procedural. Many separate changes contribute to an overall change, including activity 

in the late 1960s to reform social work, provide milk for ‘poor school children’, and 

reform disability benefits. 

2. Low salience. Major changes receive low media attention, including education reforms 

in the early 1970s. 

3. High salience. Major changes receive high media attention. Examples include: late 

1960s Labour government reforms to address poor industrial relations; early 1980s  

market reforms and privatisation; early 1990s environmental reforms connected to EU 

regulation; and, late 1990s constitutional reforms (2013: 108-11) 

The high salience punctuations are – by definition - well known. Many relate to periods of 

government described as major turning points, including. The election of the first Thatcher-led 

government in 1979 signalled a ‘dramatic shift’ in policy and policymaking (2013: 34-5). The 

election of ‘New Labour’ in 1997 prompted spending on social and public services, such as for 

health and education, and constitutional changes, including devolution in Northern Ireland, 

Scotland and Wales, and Bank of England independence (2013: 34-5). Indeed, New Labour’s 

initial ‘New Deal’ rhetoric signalled a desire to correct some of the Thatcher government’s 

worst excesses: ‘to demonstrate the return of proactive state intervention and social conscience 

to politics after 17 years of neoliberal inspired marketisation under the conservatives’ (Shaw 

and Docherty, 2008: 3, citing Giddens, 2000). 

The other categories remind us that a sole focus on high profile measures – major speeches on 

policy agendas, and legislation – exaggerates the proportion of policy change that is signposted 

and visible. Major policy changes also take place out of the public spotlight, sometimes with 

no clear sense of direction, or with reference to technical adjustments to well-established aims 

(John et al, 2013: 111). 

Hall’s paradigm shift in economic policy: major change follows the failure 

of policy and ideas 

This mix of routine minor policy changes, and rare and unpredictable radical shifts, is central 

to Hall’s (1993) discussion of UK economic policy from 1970-89 (Policy in 500 Words: 

Peter Hall’s policy paradigms). It exhibits different ‘orders’ of change: 

Queen’s speech (Speech from 

the Throne): the speech to open 

Parliament, used by the 

government’s core executive to 

set out the highest priorities in its 

policy and legislative agenda. 

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2021/11/11/policy-in-500-words-peter-halls-policy-paradigms/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2021/11/11/policy-in-500-words-peter-halls-policy-paradigms/


27 

 

1. First order. Frequent routine changes while maintaining policy goals. Civil servants 

adjust the settings of policy instruments (while consulting with insider advisers). 

The early 1970s were characterised by first-order changes managed by the Treasury. Prime 

Ministers were unable or unwilling to take ‘macroeconomic management out of the hands of 

their officials’ since they lacked technical expertise (1993: 280). Annual budgets afforded 

limited chances for group influence, even by the Confederation of British Industry and Trades 

Union Congress who represented business and labour in tripartite negotiations (1993: 280). 

2. Second order. Non-routine and less frequent changes, while maintaining policy goals. 

There may be new policy instruments or targets. More actors are involved, but civil 

servants use feedback to support internally-driven changes. 

There were some instances of second order changes advanced by Treasury officials. They 

included an early (failed) experiment to foster ‘monetary control based primarily on interest 

rate changes’ (1972-3), a more effective way for the Treasury to limit public expenditure (1974-

7), and a new way to control monetary growth (1985) (1993: 282). Each action related to 

learning and adapting to failing instruments, ‘primarily in response to dissatisfaction with past 

policy rather than in response to new economic events alone’ (1993: 283). 

3. Third order. Rare, radical shifts in policy, including changes to instrument settings, new 

policy instruments, and a reprioritisation of policy goals. Far more external actors are 

involved, and civil servants are unable to manage existing networks. 

Major changes from 1979-80 reflect a ‘radical shift from Keynesian to monetarist modes of 

macroeconomic regulation’ (1993: 279). The Conservative government in 1979 heralded ‘the 

most intense break’ in policy when the ‘hierarchy of goals and set of instruments employed to 

guide policy shifted radically’ (1993: 283-4). Monetary policy replaced fiscal policy, inflation 

and debt control became more important than unemployment, and state intervention (and some 

taxes) reduced (1993: 284). 

Hall (1993: 284) uses the term ‘policy paradigms’ to explain this tendency towards inertia, 

punctuated rarely by radical change. A paradigm is a worldview. People adhere to, and often 

take for granted, a collection of beliefs about how the world works: 

‘Policymakers customarily work within a framework of ideas and standards that 

specifies not only the goals of policy and the kind of instruments that can be used to 

attain them, but also the very nature of the problems they are meant to be addressing … 

this framework is embedded in the very terminology through which policymakers 

communicate about their work, and it is influential precisely because so much of it is 

taken for granted and unamenable to scrutiny’ (Hall, 1993: 279). 

Paradigms can operate for long periods, subject to minimal challenge. Or, actors cooperate 

intensely when they share beliefs, and reject the ideas of actors operating in different paradigms 

(compare with studies of advocacy coalitions in Chapter 2; Cairney and Weible, 2015).  

In this case, one paradigm – Keynesianism - dominated policy for long periods, with policy 

change following routine learning from experience. First and second order changes are 
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standard operating procedures. Radical policy change may only follow a rare crisis in which 

the application of a paradigm no longer solves a policy problem or even explains what is 

happening. Third order change follows a reappraisal and rejection that way of thinking. Hall 

(1993: 281) links it to policy failures that gather wide attention and undermine support for the 

current approach to policy (as well as its advocates). It follows a major debate on  ‘first 

principles’ which ends ‘when the supporters of a new paradigm secure positions of authority 

over policymaking and are able to rearrange the organization and standard operating 

procedures of the policy process so as to institutionalize the new paradigm’ (1993: 281). It 

involves a new government with new ways of thinking and/or the government rejecting current 

experts in favour of new ones.  

In this case, gone was the ‘Keynesian’ paradigm when: (1) it could not explain why inflation 

and unemployment were growing (and the economy was not), (2) its adherents stretched its 

‘intellectual coherence’ when attempting to shore up its appeal, and (3) these responses did not 

produced the desired effect. ‘Cost of living agreements’ in 1973 fuelled inflation. Corporate 

tax increases in 1974 exacerbated the impact of oil price rises on business. Poor estimates of 

public spending prompted larger public borrowing in 1975. Exchange rate policies in 1976 

‘precipitated a run on the pound that ended with recourse to the IMF and severe spending cuts 

in 1977’. Incomes policies (1972-7) – involving ‘tortuous negotiations with the unions’ - 

undermined the Keynesian idea that governments could manage economies without 

‘intervening directly in the affairs of individual economic actors’ (1993: 285).  

While the new paradigm was associated with Conservative government, the Labour 

government’s Prime Minister and Chancellor had already lost faith in the old by 1976, 

prompting many Treasury officials to leave (1993: 286). The drop in Treasury influence went 

hand-in-hand with a rise in professional and media debate (the ‘marketplace in economic 

ideas’) and the expanded research and think tank capacity associated with a new paradigm 

(1993: 286). Advocates of the ‘monetarist’ paradigm sought to control inflation via the money 

supply, criticised state intervention as an impediment to the market, and described a ‘natural’ 

rate of unemployment for which the state was not responsible (1993: 284). Monetarism had 

‘political appeal’, as a way for the Conservative party (led by Thatcher) to criticise the Labour 

government, narrate the failure of ‘neo-corporatist’ policymaking (and trade unions in 

particular), and sell ‘the long-standing Conservative position that public spending and the role 

of the state in the economy should be reduced’ (1993: 286). Thatcher took charge of economic 

policy: appointing monetarists to Cabinet and as special advisors, and influencing the 

promotion of sympathetic civil servants (1993: 287). 

IMF: International Monetary Fund. Funded by countries to foster international cooperation on 

monetary and trade policies, and provide loans (with strict conditions) to countries in crisis. 
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Rapid paradigm shifts in economic policy are rare and incomplete 

Hall’s story is attractive because helps to describe a lurch of support from one idea to another, 

prompting the replacement of one policy programme with another (compare with Wood, 2015). 

However, subsequent analysis questions the generalizability of this story. This criticism relates 

partly to general policymaking dynamics  (Box 5.2).  

Box 5.2 The unclear relationship between economic ideas and policy 
A shift in government policy will never simply reflect a shift in adherence to economic or new 

public management ideas for the following reasons: 

1. Abstract economic models are not easily translated into real-world policy (compare 

Dolowitz, 2004; Watson, 2004). 

2. Economic thought is increasingly difficult to separate into clearly different camps 

(Hodson and Mabbett, 2009: 1043).  

3. Governments rarely label themselves as ideologically Keynesian or monetarist.  

4. They seek to boost their electability by prioritising an image of governing competence 

(Hay and Watson, 2004) and portraying their policies as ‘centrist’ (Hindmoor, 2005). 

There was once a suspicion that governments tried to create an economic ‘boom’ before 

an election, but even that evidence is weak (Schultz, 1995; Grant, 1993: 38-42). 

5. The use of government reform ideas may result from ‘fads and fashions’ that do not 

come to much (Massey and Pyper, 2005: 44), or produce ill-considered choices with 

unintended consequences (King and Crewe, 2013). 

6. ‘Much of government economic policy is a reaction to events, rather than an attempt to 

anticipate them’ (Grant, 1993: 1). Policymakers’ ‘freedom of action’ is illusory ‘when 

in reality they are being driven by forces outside their control’ (Klein, 1976: 402).  

7. Ministers can be ‘unwitting architects’ of policy, stumbling across a new model 

‘serendipitously’ (Hay, 2011: 244). 

8. Historical analyses of economic policy gives government actions a ‘unity in retrospect 

that they did not possess at the time’ (Cairncross, 1985: 17; Peden, 2000: 362). 

9. Indeed, the phrase ‘economic policy’ is misleading, since policy is a collection of 

instruments associated with different purposes and pressures (Thompson, 1996).  

A good example of points 8 and 9 is the UK government’s timing when adopting the European 

Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) in 1990 (Thompson, 1995). Going a decade sooner could 

have addressed an over-valued sterling and made domestic manufacturing exports more 

attractive. Going later (with no real preparation) had no such benefits, left the government 

vulnerable to currency speculators when sterling was valued too highly, and ended in a disaster 

called ‘Black Wednesday’ in 1992 (1995: 248; King and Crewe, 2013: 95-110). The choice of 

timing reflected (a) technical aims, to smooth international trade and business planning by 

Ideas. Shared beliefs or ways of thinking. Examples include: (1) ideologies with empirical 

and normative elements (how the world works and should work), (2) paradigms or world-

views (deeply held, taken for granted beliefs in a community), (3) norms (rules or expectations 

of acceptable behaviour), or (4) policy solutions (‘I have an idea’) (Cairney, 2020: 190-1). 
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cooperating with other countries to manage the value of currencies (part of an overall economic 

policy), but also (b) political aims, to manage EU scepticism (1995: 249; Chapter 7). 

It also relates to the specific case of economic policy. Oliver and Pemberton (2004: 416) argue 

that policy change was less of a clean break than Hall suggests, partly because policymakers 

mix ideas when selecting different policy instruments. They relate this argument to the rise and 

fall of the ‘Keynesian revolution’ described in Chapter 4, where: most economists had adopted 

Keynesian beliefs by the mid-1940s; UK government policy was consistent with Keynesian 

thought in the 1950s; policy altered in the 1960s to respond to challenges to Keynesian policies; 

and, early-1970s attempts to reject Keynesianism were temporary, before its profound 

challenge and replacement from the mid-1970s (2004: 421-29). The latter is ‘more intricate’ 

than Hall describes because: 

• The Heath government (1970-4) was committed ideologically to rejecting 

Keynesianism, but reinstated a modified version after policy failures. 

• The Labour government (1974-9) was committed to its maintenance, but actually 

accelerated its demise, and introduced monetary growth targets in 1976 (2004: 431; 

Hindmoor, 2019: 7-31; Peden, 1991: 207-15). 

Further, the Conservative government (1979-97) struggled to ‘balance theoretical monetarism 

with practical implementation’, while macroeconomic policy from 1985 exhibited ‘some of the 

old tendencies of Keynesian demand management’ (Oliver and Pemberton, 2004: 433; Grant, 

1993: 50-56). The governments’ ‘ideological language’ of ‘free market economics’ and 

monetarism was ‘only rarely reflected in their policy decisions’ (Thomson, 1996: 167). The 

aim to minimise inflation and avoid state intervention did not always match the use of policy 

instruments, and ‘monetarist’ policy under Thatcher was not as coherent as Hall claims 

(Pemberton, 2000: 789; Massey and Pyper, 2005: 64-6).  

Heclo and Wildavsky’s (1981: ix-x; 14-21) study of ‘village life’ in Whitehall also suggests 

that Hall exaggerated the ideology-driven exodus of Treasury staff. ‘Treasury culture’ 

remained ‘part of the essence of British government’, built more on trust in civil servants and 

distrust of outsiders than economic ideology (see also Rhodes, 2011: 211). 

In place of a story of rapid and decisive paradigm change in favour of monetarism, Oliver and 

Pemberton (2004: 433) describe a longer-term and less coherent process of ‘punctuated 

evolution’ in favour of neoliberalism. This longer-term trend endured despite many ‘quiet 

failures’ of ‘neoliberal economics’ under Thatcher (Best, 2020; Clift, 2020). It continued under 

Major, who oversaw a growth model described as ‘finance led’ or ‘privatised Keynesianism’, 

where debt-fuelled economic growth shifted from the state to the private sector. It became tied, 

for example, to assets such as homes, therefore (eventually) contributing to the global economic 

crisis in 2007 (Hay 2011: 246; Oren and Blyth, 2019: 606). 

Punctuated evolution. Many terms describe ‘non-punctuated change with profound long-

term results’ (Studlar and Cairney, 2014: 514). They include ‘punctuated evolution’ (Hay, 

2002: 163), ‘gradual change with transformative results’ (Streeck and Thelen, 2005: 9), and 

‘gradual but profound’ change (Palier, 2005: 129). Many refer to ‘evolution’ vaguely, without 

clarifying which theory or evolutionary dynamic they mean (Cairney, 2013b). 
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The Labour government (from 1997) inherited and supported this approach (2004: 434), with 

reference to ‘fiscal prudence, price stability and a commitment to light-touch financial 

regulation’ (Hodson and Mabbett 2009: 1042). All three came under pressure during the global 

economic crisis. The crisis response prompted some commentators to describe state 

interventions, such as to nationalise failing banks, as a return to Keynesianism. However, ‘new 

Keynesianism’ focused primarily on supporting monetary policy during crisis (2009: 1053; 

Kay, 2011: 150; see also Hay, 2011: 253 on Brown’s ‘interparadigm borrowing’).  

State transformation as a whole: trial-and-error, not a grand plan  

Economic policy is not representative of policy overall. In other policy areas, we find an 

equivalent to paradigmatic policy change but over several decades rather than years. Such 

change may follow the accumulation of many different policy instruments introduced to satisfy 

short-term aims rather than a coherent long-term plan. Or, we may witness trial-and-error 

policymaking rather than a ‘big bang’: 

‘Major policy change need not be associated solely with crisis or a major event. Rather, 

it can follow a series of steps or phases during which a series of key factors change and 

those changes reinforce each other to produce momentum’ (Studlar and Cairney, 2014: 

513).  

For example, although privatization contributed to state transformation, there was no early and 

consistent grand plan based on a coherent Thatcherite ideology (such as to describe how asset 

sales and competition would boost industrial efficiency) (Stevens, 2004; Marsh, 1991; Massey 

and Pyper, 2005: 81-4; Dunn and Smith, 1990: 34-9). It became a signature policy eventually, 

but only took off from the Thatcher government’s second term in 1983. It followed high 

uncertainty over the technical feasibility of each proposal, the realisation that initial sales 

boosted public share ownership and the government’s popularity among share owners, and 

deteriorating relations between the government and some nationalised industries. It also proved 

to be the most politically feasible way to meet promises on reducing the ‘public sector 

borrowing requirement’ (1991: 461-2). Further, post-Thatcher (Conservative and Labour) 

governments went much further than a 1979 government could. As Zahariadis (2003: 59) 

describes, we should treat privatization overall as a key policy, but each sale as more or less 

feasible and requiring its own ‘window of opportunity’. In particular, it took a decade – and 

the impetus provided by Major’s election win in 1992 - to exploit this window to sell British 

Rail  (2003: 84; Dudley and Richardson, 2000: 197-228). Further, charging over £9000 per 

year for higher education tuition followed a series of steps by both parties of government 

(Chapter 4). 

Similarly, although employment law reform became a signature policy, the Thatcherite 

challenge to trade unions began tentatively, based on uncertainty about compliance following 

the failure of the Heath-led Conservative government (Marsh, 1992: 33-6). Stronger measures 

were spaced out over a decade rather than in one radical step, and their impact on outcomes – 

such as levels of unionization, the frequency of collective bargaining, strikes, and wage levels 

– were not immediately obvious (1992: 40-4). Thatcher governments became emboldened to 
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act when ‘compliance was not a major problem’ and the legislation seemed to boost Thatcher’s 

popularity and image of governing competence (1992: 33-6; Greenaway et al, 1992: 164-82).  

More generally, there is no ‘grand theme’ to redraw the boundaries of the state and reform how 

people hold public bodies to account (Hogwood, 1997: 715). Rather, the reforms described in 

Chapter 4 were a mish-mash of policies explained by events and varying motivations, from the 

desire to shift the balance between the state and the market and raise money and government 

popularity through privatization, introduce NPM (to encourage decentralised institutional 

accountability or reinforce central control), prompt public bodies to become more efficient or 

more responsive to the users of their services, raise revenue or reduce borrowing, and challenge 

totemic public bodies such as local authorities (Hood, 1995: 94; Common, 1998: 442; James, 

2001; Goldfinch and Wallis, 2010; compare with the case studies in Dorey, 2005b). Further, 

examples such as the poll tax (Box 4.3) suggest that the implementation of an ideology-heavy 

plan can prove to be disastrous and prompt a U-turn. 

What is the impact of these changes on government? Did 

they foster a ‘lean’ or ‘hollow’ state? 
There is considerable uncertainty - within academia and government - about the long-term 

impact of state transformation (Burnham and Pyper, 2008: 31-56; Dunleavy, 2006). One 

interpretation is consistent with the Westminster story: reforms contributed to a ‘rejuvenated’ 

and ‘lean’ state, with ministers able to focus on core tasks without having to manage peripheral 

functions directly. They can make strategic decisions, create rules and regulations - backed by 

funding, inspection, and performance management  - to ensure that their aims are carried out 

by others, and minimise the powers of bodies (and local authorities in particular) with an 

alternative mandate (Hogwood, 1997; Holliday, 2000; Marinetto; 2003; Richards and Smith, 

2006: 182; Bache, 2003; Massey and Pyper, 2005: 140). Phrases such as ‘asymmetric power 

model’ and ‘strong government, although increasingly challenged’ suggest that these reforms 

did not diminish the relative power of UK central government (Marsh, 2008: 255; Marsh, 

Richards and Smith, 2003: 308; Taylor, 2000). Similarly, ‘meta-governance’ describes the 

government’s ability to direct the design, goals, management, and participants of networks of 

governmental and non-governmental organisations (Sørensen and Torfing, 2009: 236–237; 

Dommett and Flinders, 2015). See also Barber (2012) for a lengthy spin of Labour’s record of 

policy delivery under Blair (compare with Rhodes, 2011: 25-9).  

An alternative argument is that the UK Government exacerbated its own ‘governance problem’, 

defined as the gap between a story of central control and what central governments can actually 

do (Cairney, 2009a). A collection of reforms has fragmented the public landscape and 

exacerbated a sense that no-one is in control. There is a never-ending and dispiriting cycle of 

such reforms, where a lack of central control prompts centralisation but produces the opposite 

(Bevir and Rhodes, 2003). For example, privatisation reduced the role of the state in the market, 

while NPM reforms and outsourcing reduced the central government’s control of policy 

delivery and exacerbated unclear accountability (Rhodes, 1994: 139-42). 
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Phrases like ‘differentiated polity’, ‘hollowing out’, ‘fragmented government’, departmental 

‘Balkanisation’, and ‘congested state’ describe a government increasingly unable to address 

‘wicked’ problems, ‘join-up’ policy, or influence policy outcomes without the aid of many 

other bodies (Rhodes, 1988: 3; 1994; 1997; Bevir and Rhodes, 2003: 6; James, 2009; Gray, 

2000: 283–4; Skelcher, 2000; Exworthy and Powell, 2004; Massey and Pyper, 2005: 84-91). 

They reinforce the complex government story (Chapter 3) and concepts such as ‘multi-level 

governance’ (Chapters 1): 

‘Twenty years ago political institutions and political leaders were much more self-

reliant and it was assumed - for good reasons - that the state governed Britain.  Today, 

the role of government in the process of governance is much more contingent.  Local, 

regional and national political elites alike seek to forge coalitions with private 

businesses, voluntary associations and other societal actors to mobilize resources across 

the public-private border in order to enhance their chances of guiding society towards 

politically defined goals’ (Pierre and Stoker, 2000). 

How did governments react to the impact of these reforms? 

Successive governments have bemoaned and exacerbated their governance problems by 

accepting or extending the policies of their Thatcherite predecessors (Richards and Smith, 

2006: 187). The Labour Government from 1997 pursued policymaking designed to reassert 

central control and enhance the ‘local autonomy’ of delivery bodies, with no coherent sense of 

the links between aims (Richards and Smith, 2006: 187). It fostered ‘control freakery’ in some 

areas but decentralised in others (Wilson, 2003).  This approach suggests that it entered 

government with concerns about: 

‘the perceived inability of elected governments to control and co-ordinate policy across 

and beyond Whitehall ... the policy arena had become a much more crowded 

environment, with numerous actors competing for political space.  The net effect had 

been the curtailment of the government’s ability to maintain some semblance of control 

by appealing to the traditional form of governing through state hierarchies’ (Richards 

and Smith, 2004: 106). 

From 1997, it responded by trying to recentralise to some extent, but using some of its capacity 

to manage policy networks rather than assert hierarchical relationships. It increased its core 

executive staff, such as the Prime Minister’s policy unit, and pursued a Modernization 

programme, to address a lack of central strategic capability (Massey and Pyper, 2005: 57-8). It 

also used central strategic powers to encourage ‘joined-up government’ and challenge 

‘departmentalism’ (Bogdanor, 2005; Kavanagh and Richards, 2001). ‘Public service 

agreements’ (PSA) set joint targets for departments. The Treasury’s ‘comprehensive spending 

review’ prompted reforms to budget allocations to oblige departments to contribute to a joint 

agenda (Richards and Smith, 2004: 107-10). The list of cross-cutting projects includes:  

• The Sure Start programme to foster ‘early intervention’ and combine pre-school and 

welfare provision. 

• Health Action Zones to address inequalities via public service partnerships. 



34 

 

• The New Deal for Communities to foster economic regeneration and reduce long-term 

unemployment. 

• The Social Exclusion Unit to join up services to support families and address issues 

such as school exclusion, youth homelessness, and teenage pregnancy (Cairney and St 

Denny, 2020: 89-99; Taylor, 2000; Page and Jenkins, 2005: 87-90).  

By its second term (2001), the Labour government was frustrated by ‘a lack of progress on 

joined-up government at the centre’ (Cairney, 2009: 359). It reverted to a top-down style, with 

PSA targets connected to funding and enforced by the Treasury (Richards and Smith, 2004: 

106; Rhodes, 2011: 30-3; 211-12). At the same time, it delegated public service delivery to 

NDPBs and non-governmental organisations (Chapter 4) and signalled vague support for some 

local government autonomy (‘new localism’ – Morphet, 2008: 108-11; Davies, 2009) . Flinders 

(2008: 1) suggests that the lack of attention to this combination of approaches has exacerbated 

a sense that no-one is in control: 

‘The British state is evolving in an ad hoc, arbitrary, and unprincipled manner which is 

evidence in three ways: (1) in the existence of widespread and fundamental confusion 

about the administrative structure of the state; (2) in confusion about the existence and 

utility of the control and accountability mechanisms surrounding delegated 

organizational forms; and (3) in the absence of any explicit logic or rationale that can 

explain the ambitions, consequences, or trajectory of this process’. 

From 2010-15, we see evidence of Coalition Government attempts to localise and centralise 

policymaking, with measures to encourage the ‘co-production’ of public services between local 

public bodies and service users, and to establish the role of government agencies operating 

without ministerial interference. The Coalition made a rhetorical commitment to reject its 

predecessor’s centralisation, coupled with attempts to remove key elements of Labour’s ‘top 

down’ approach (Matthews, 2016: 315). However, it became clear that ministers were using 

decentralisation as a cover for reducing budgets (from ‘targets and money’ to ‘no targets, no 

money’), intervening in local and agency business on an ad hoc basis (subjecting allegedly 

failing public bodies to ‘special measures’), and bypassing local authorities to establish a closer 

link between central government and schools (2016: 315-19). Governments continue to let go 

and hold on, and try to conjure a coherent narrative of the contradictions (2016: 303, Box 5.3).  

Box 5.3 Narrating policy success and avoiding blame 

One theme of this chapter is that UK governments were unsuccessful when attempting to re-

establish central government control. However, success is in the eye of the beholder. Policy 

evaluation is a political process to determine whose goals, values, evidence, and expectations 

we should use to declare success or failure (Bovens et al, 2001; Boyne, 2003; McConnell, 

2010; Compton and ‘t Hart, 2019).  Policymakers may refer to different questions when seeking 

success: 

1. Political. Will this policy boost my government’s credibility and re-election chances? 

2. Process. Will it be straightforward to legitimise and maintain support for this policy?  
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3. Programmatic. Will it achieve its stated objectives and produce beneficial outcomes if 

implemented (Marsh and McConnell, 2010: 571; Page and Jenkins, 2005: 156-7) 

These differences complicate assessment. For example, a measure could have exacerbated a 

loss of central control (programmatic failure) while being popular (political success). Further, 

governments may be ineffective in relation to central control, but effective when redirecting 

blame - to delivery organisations - for any crises (Hood, 2010; Boin et al, 2017). Some 

ministers see their role as to foster policy change, but others are more akin to diplomats or 

managers of existing commitments, while some seek the prestige and perks of office (Headey, 

1974; Marsh et al, 2001: 133; Richards and Smith, 2002: 212-20; Rhodes, 2011: 52-5; 62-9; 

92-3). Most are not interested in, or too busy to oversee, government reform (2011: 101-4). 

They may seek to ‘do nothing’ even when state intervention is possible (Barber, 2017). 

How did governments describe the impact of these reforms? 

One reason to be uncertain about the impact of state reforms is that we do not really know what 

motivates ministers in government (Box 5.3). Are they frustrated with the lack of policy 

delivery, or focused on making popular strategic choices with limited follow-through? Do they 

seek central control or to shuffle-off responsibility?   

For example, the ‘lean’ government story connects to ministerial hopes that they would be held 

accountable for strategy, not delivery. Civil service reforms encouraged institutional 

accountability, to make civil servants more responsible for delivery and allow ministers to 

reject the historic idea that they should resign whenever anything went wrong in their 

departments (O’Toole and Jordan, 1995: 4; Massey, 2001: 21; Judge et al, 1997: 97). The 

delegation of authority to hospitals and schools, and introduction of league tables of 

performance, gave the impression that individual public bodies were responsible for their own 

success (Day and Klein, 2000: 238-40). 

Further, there are pragmatic reasons for central governments to share responsibility with other 

actors. Civil servants have the capacity, knowledge, and networks to research and make 

detailed policies. Quangos often need to be at ‘arm’s length’ from ministers to achieve 

legitimacy in the eyes of their public. Local governments have their own mandates, possess a 

keener sense of the needs of local communities, and can work in partnership with local 

stakeholders and public bodies to produce long term strategies for their areas. Stakeholders 

provide knowledge on how to deliver policies in specialised areas. Service users have insights 

on the public services they receive. Overall, there are, and should be, many actors in public 

policy beyond a small group of people at the centre. So, partly in recognition of the value of 

these actors and/ or the necessity and inevitability of their involvement, elected policymakers 

may try to share policymaking responsibility and encourage new mechanisms of accountability 

that relate more closely to who is involved (Cairney et al, 2019; Cairney, 2015; Massey and 

Pyper, 2005: 148-65).  

Still, we should avoid explaining policies as the most sensible or noble thing to do! We should 

not assign too much coherence to policy changes made for different reasons. There is also a 

major gulf between the hopes of ministers to be held less accountable for delivery and their 
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expectations (Chapter 3). As such, many ministers have been genuinely frustrated with their 

lack of policy progress, seeking to reform government to reassert power (Hood, 2007).  

UK transformation: part of a global neoliberal trend? 
These UK developments took place in a global context where many countries were defining 

and responding to problems in similar ways. Many have faced similar crises of regulation that 

question the coordinative capacity of governments (Lodge and Weigrich, 2012: 27). Many have 

a similar concern that policymakers at the ‘top’ should, but do not, control policy 

implementation (Hill and Hupe, 2009: 29). All face the need to respond to global and domestic 

events and socio-economic conditions that constrain or facilitate action. 

Two concepts suggest that UK changes represent variations on global themes. First, 

‘globalisation’ suggests that national governments are not able to internalise the management 

of their most important policy aims.  For example, economic polices relate to:  

• international financial markets that influence the value of a country’s currency 

• the technology that allows a global trade in goods and services  

• the power of multinational corporations, seeking the most favourable taxation, subsidy, 

and regulatory systems from countries competing for their business 

• the migration of people seeking work in a country, or emigration of a business seeking 

to save labour costs  

• the power of international organisations such as the IMF to set strict conditions on a 

government’s policies – to reduce state intervention and reform public services - in 

exchange for financial assistance (Gangopadhyay, 2017; Stone, 2017: 59; Wade, 2002). 

Second, many terms describe ‘policy transfer’, or the import or export of policy ideas 

(Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996). They include: 

• Lesson-drawing, when policymakers seek to learn from their own experiences and 

those of other governments (Rose, 1993; 2005). 

• Policy diffusion, when some governments innovate and many governments adopt very 

similar policy solutions (Walker, 1969; Busch and Jörgens, 2005).  

• Policy convergence, when countries produce increasingly similar policies following 

emulation, the international exchange of ideas, the need to cooperate among 

interdependent states, or the pressure of some countries on others  (Bennett, 1991). 

A combination of globalisation and policy transfer helps us understand three types of policy 

development. First, many countries pursued a similar transformation from high to low state 

intervention. The trend towards neoliberalism is global. It reflects the power of some countries 

and international organisations to set a global policy agenda, and of multinationals to oblige 

state reforms as a condition of doing business. ‘Race to the bottom’ describes the negative 

impact of these conditions: the diminished ability of governments to tax and regulate 

corporations undermines employee pay and conditions (especially when governments reduce 

trade union powers), the government’s ability to fund welfare states, and environmental 

protections (Chapter 8). These dynamics play out in different ways in each country, according 
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to their existing commitments, the popularity of neoliberal policy changes, and the expectations 

of voters seeking lower taxes and higher spending (Hay, 2006: 591; Hoberg, 2001: 128–30). 

Indeed, changes to UK budgets and regulations have varied more than a race to the bottom 

would suggest (Hogwood, 1992: 43; Hindmoor, 2003: 208). 

Second, many specific policy agendas in the UK have international equivalents (among left 

and right wing governments). Privatization was a global phenomenon, with over 80 countries 

privatizing over 8500 entities from 1980-92 (Kikeri et al, 1992). The UK was a trendsetter, and 

many government representatives visited to learn about its experience (Ikenberry, 1990: 88). 

NPM was popular among government reformers, albeit with different variants reflecting how 

each country interprets the application of private sector methods (Common, 1998: 442; Maor 

and Jones, 1999: 50; Larner and Walters, 2000; 1994: 105-16). 

Third, these trends have a particular meaning in each sector. For example, neoliberalism is 

often related to policy failures in public health strategies (Cairney et al, 2021). Most 

governments express a rhetorical commitment to ‘Health in All Policies’ (HiAP). Yet, they 

foster reductions in the state interventions most favoured by HiAP advocates (Smith, 2013; 

Box 4.4). Similarly, critics of neoliberalism describe how it undermines social justice 

approaches to equity (Box 5.4). 

Box 5.4 The UK as part of a neoliberal approach to equity 

Governments can agree on the importance of equity, but provide very different definitions and 

approaches. For example, Chapter 4’s distinction between post-war state intervention versus 

neoliberalism informs two different models. The former may identify state responsibility to 

deal with structural or systemic inequalities outside of an individual’s control, with measures 

targeted at social groups supported by wider redistributive measures to secure fairer economic 

outcomes. The latter assumes individual responsibility, perhaps equating equity with the equal 

opportunity to access politics or receive high quality public services, while equating the pursuit 

of equal outcomes as beyond the role of the state (see Box 4.4 on public health). 

In education equity research, most academics identify the negative impact of the latter approach 

(Kippin and Cairney, 2021; Rizvi, 2016: 5; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010: 39-41). Neoliberal 

policies emphasise the economic value of education rather than its wider social and 

emancipatory purpose. Governments may also use the language of ‘social justice’ approaches 

to equity, but they prioritise individual merit and equal access to schools and downplay ‘out of 

school’ causes of inequalities such as poverty (2020: 283).  They foster market or quasi-market 

solutions including ‘international benchmarking, the privatisation of education, importing 

management techniques from the corporate sector and other ideals such as choice, competition 

and decentralisation … school-based management, teachers’ 

accountability, public-private partnerships and conditional fund-

transfer schemes’ (Hajisoteriou and Angelides, 2020: 277). In that 

respect, UK government performance measures, to encourage 

quality improvement via competition between schools and schools 

inspections, reflect the ideology of both main political parties and 

Mainstreaming. 

Treating a problem (e.g. 

gender-based inequity) 

or aim (e.g. equality) as 

crucial to all relevant 

activities, rather a 

separate – and often 

marginalised - concern. 
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form part of an international agenda (Power and Frandji, 2010: 394; Adnett and Davies, 2003; 

see Chapter 4 on devolved governments).  

UK gender equality (or mainstreaming) policy is ‘minimal’ compared to the ‘maximal’ 

approach of Sweden (Cairney et al, 2022: 163). Policies have generally focused on increasing 

the proportion of women in elected and unelected positions (e.g. Box 3.3), increasing 

‘opportunities for input from women’ in policy, and establishing dedicated units or ministers 

responsible for women (Cairney et al, 2021: 422, citing Childs and Whitey, 2004; Daly, 2005; 

Durose and Gains, 2005; Hankivsky and Christoffersen, 2011; Lovenduski, 2005; Miller, 2009; 

Rees 2005; Squires and Wickham-Jones, 2004; Veitch, 2005). These measures produced slow 

progress, and specialist units were low status and as marginalised as the people they were 

designed to support. The Equality Act 2010 created a strong public sector duty to challenge 

discrimination in relation to ‘age, disability, sex, gender reassignment, pregnancy and 

maternity, race, religion or belief and sexual orientation’ and symbolises important but patchy 

progress (2021: 423). Scottish and Welsh governments (and parliaments) have sought to go 

beyond UK efforts, to foster more meaningful mainstreaming, but in the context of a UK 

approach with limited scope for territorial divergence (2021: 423, Parken, 2018).  

 

 

Conclusion  
Having once owned and delivered public services, the UK government now regulates, 

monitors, and steers services. It has replaced state interventionism with neoliberalism. It has 

shifted from a unitary to a multi-level state, sharing power with international organisations, and 

devolved, regional, and local governments. The UK government can set its policy agenda, but 

is influenced by major global trends, social and economic conditions, and events which capture 

attention and need a response. 

How can we make sense of such developments in a wider context? UK government policy and 

policymaking can be related to public policy concepts to explain a general lack of central 

coordination. For example, Chapter 2 describes policymakers finding ways to address bounded 

rationality and engaging with a policymaking environment over which they have limited 

knowledge and control. Further, terms such as globalisation and policy transfer describe 

individual governments contributing to – and facing pressure from – international trends. A 

movement towards neoliberalism may reflect a level of competition or cooperation between 

countries, or the influence of international organisations and corporations, to set an 

international economic policy agenda that benefits some and puts immense pressure on others. 

In that context, UK state transformation represents a variation on an international theme. 

What marks out the UK is how its policymakers respond to these issues. They do so with 

reference to the Westminster story and the expectation that policymakers at the centre are the 

most important actors, competing for elections on the basis that they are responsible and in 

charge of UK policy and policymaking. The UK experience of state transformation supports 
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elements of the Westminster story if we modify its take-home messages. We have witnessed 

periods of government that made a major difference to the direction of travel. The post-war 

Labour government signalled a rise in state ownership, economic intervention, and welfare 

state provision. Thatcher governments marked a shift in economic policy and a reduction in 

state ownership and the state’s role in delivering public services. The party and ideology of 

government mattered, but in relation to a social and economic context that limited policy 

change, and a state too large and unwieldy to transform quickly. In most other cases, a change 

of party in government has made a difference, but to slow down or accelerate policy change 

rather than force a U-turn every 4-5 years. 

The Westminster story helps to situate the UK government’s policy style during the post-war 

period. The Thatcher government symbolised top-down policymaking (the ‘government knows 

best’ approach) and a tendency to replace imposition with negotiation over time. It paid 

unusually high attention to some issues, to impose an agenda and leave only the details of 

implementation to consultation. However, the flip-side of that coin is that it paid minimal 

attention to most other issues, which were processed by policy communities. This dynamic is 

a feature of post-Thatcher governments. High attention to a small number of non-negotiable 

issues – and periods of crisis used by the core executive to make ‘tough choices’ - exaggerates 

a top-down style (and a difference between UK and devolved government styles). 

Nevertheless, a long-term perspective demonstrates the cumulative impact of state 

transformation: reducing the status of groups such as trade unions in consultation, normalising 

neoliberal approaches that were once opposed vehemently, and reducing the role of central 

government civil servants once at the heart of policy communities. There may still be a 

‘normal’ policy style processed by communities out of the public spotlight, but it does not 

mimic the normal style in the early post-war period.  

The complex government story helps to make sense of the uneven path towards state 

transformation. Without it, we may be tempted to attach too  much coherence to a large 

collection of policy changes made for different reasons. Even if someone had a grand plan for 

a neoliberal UK state, it is not reflected in the mess of UK government activity over the last 

five decades. Rather, policy change consists of many tiny changes and some profound changes, 

and the latter do not necessarily follow from the manifesto commitments of new and energetic 

governments. The highest profile shifts in economic policy (from the mid-1940s and late 

1970s) followed a change of government and profound crises that limited their options. Parties 

also inherited the policies of their predecessors and responded to events with a mix of policy 

instruments that cannot be linked directly to blueprints from economic ideas. The history of 

privatization, employment reform, and NPM is one of hesitant starts, bursts of activity, and 

major compromises, all of which undermine the sense of a well-executed and coherent plan. 

In other words, we may imagine (1) a powerful and strategic long-term thinker dedicated to 

state transformation at all costs or (2) a short-term operator, with limited powers or direction, 

seeking to remain in office and avoid major confrontations or obstacles to policy progress. 

Somewhere in between is the sense that UK post-war policymaking has consisted of bursts of 

intense activity producing radical changes and periods of policymaking stability and policy 
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continuity. There was no grand plan to reach this point, and examples such as the poll tax (Box 

4.3) show that plans can go disastrously wrong.  

Both stories help to interpret debates on the role and power of modern UK central government: 

did state transformation produce ‘lean’ and more effective government, or a ‘hollowed out’ 

state?  A Westminster lens highlights the dualism at the heart of our interpretations of UK 

politics: policymakers need to consider how to take charge and let go, to take and share 

responsibility. If so, the lack of central capacity may be a big issue if governments seek to take 

charge and ensure meaningful policy change. Or, it may relate to presentation, to take 

responsibility for strategy and shuffle off the rest to delivery organisations.  

State transformation has made a difference to these calculations. Modern governments no 

longer take the blame directly for the performance of private industries or many public services. 

However, they are expected to intervene in some cases, such as to manage an NHS crisis or 

regulate markets to ensure fair access to essentials such as water, fuel, and online 

communication (in 2022 alone, the UK government faced pressure to solve the crisis of NHS 

and social care, the cost of living, petrol prices, and ridiculously high home energy bills). In 

such cases, contemporary debates focus on the extent to which governments can manage 

governance networks or rely on non-governmental organisations to share and deliver their 

aims. Post-war history suggests that governments have pursued central control – or joined-up 

government – in bursts of energy and optimism followed by fatigue and despair (Cairney and 

St Denny, 2020).    

This longer-term focus is crucial to the interpretation of the contemporary case study Chapters 

6-11. One issue with focusing on the short-term is that it is difficult to know if current events 

represent continuity or the beginning of major changes to policy and policymaking. What may 

seem like rapid and radical change in year 1 may prove to be a blip in year 10. This perspective 

is important for many chapters. For example, Chapter 6’s discussion of COVID-19 policies 

from 2020 suggest that many policy changes seem unprecedented and associated only with 

wartime crisis. Still, we do not know if they mark a new long-term trajectory - such as away 

from ‘austerity’ politics (Chapter 9) - or if governments seek to return to ‘normal’ as quickly 

as possible. Chapter 10 may generate different conclusions about race and racism over the short 

and long-term. Does the latter offer hope that barriers to equity can be overcome eventually, or 

show that the link between high attention and policy change remains weak?  
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