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Abstract 
This chapter highlights the profound impact of COVID-19 on UK politics and policymaking 

and identifies how to study key developments. It describes how this book will identify, explain, 

evaluate, and learn from policy change. It identifies the value of mainstream policy theories, 

and critical policy analysis, to COVID-19 policy research. It translates the book’s general focus 

- How did governments in the UK respond to COVID-19? – into three guiding questions. First, 

to what extent did COVID-19 prompt changes to UK policy and policymaking? Second, how 

should we interpret and explain these changes to policy and policymaking? Third, what can 

(and should) policymakers learn from COVID-19 policy? The book focuses primarily on UK 

government policy and policymaking, but also the role of devolved and local governments and 

the wider policymaking environment 
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Introduction: the rationale and approach 
This book’s overarching research question is: How did governments in the UK respond to 

COVID-19? It investigates a remarkable period of rapid and radical change in UK policy and 

policymaking to respond to a global pandemic. The main regulatory and economic changes in 

the UK became widely known and experienced, particularly during ‘stay at home’ orders 

backed by employment ‘furlough’ and social security funding in 2020. Many people have also 

experienced the unequal effects of government inaction, or delays to policy change that 

contributed to population illness and deaths. However, key details about policy origins, 

outcomes, and varying impacts across the UK population, are far less clear. UK and devolved 

government policies had a profound effect on social and economic life, but in ways that we are 

only beginning to fully understand and explain. The UK’s COVID-19 experience will offer 

lessons for decades to come, but only if we can generate a full, detailed account of what 

happened and why, and who benefited and lost from the outcomes.  

The originality of this book is that it synthesises and applies insights from mainstream theories 

of the policy process, and approaches to critical policy analysis, to explain the UK experience. 

There is great value in using policy theories to generate multiple perspectives, to interpret and 

evaluate major changes to policy and policymaking, if we can do justice to each theory 

(Cairney, 2020; 2021c; Heikkila and Cairney, 2017). Applying these insights to new contexts 

helps to explain how policymaking works, often in comparison with artificial notions of how 
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it should work. There is a profound difference  between the functional requirements of policy 

actors (what policy analysts and policymakers think they need to deliver policy successfully) 

versus policymaking reality (what is actually possible or likely). Therefore, an approach driven 

by theories of actual policy processes, is crucial to a systematic and forensic examination of 

what happened and why. Theory-informed empirical accounts help policymakers learn from 

their experience and help their critics engage in accurate evaluation. Further, insights from 

critical policy analysis help to identify and evaluate the unequal impacts of policy change. They 

are crucial to evaluations of the impact of social and political change on marginalised 

populations, including the extent to which government policies have reduced or exacerbated 

the socio-economic impact of COVID-19. 

In that context, the book focuses primarily on UK government policy and policymaking, but 

also the wider ‘multi-centric’ policymaking environment in which UK government ministers 

operate (Cairney et al, 2019). To some extent, ministers choose to share responsibilities with 

elected devolved and local governments and many unelected public bodies. However, policy 

theories also investigate the necessity of a wider diffusion of power when ministers can only 

pay attention to, understand, and address a small proportion of their formal responsibilities. 

The result is a complex policymaking environment, or system, over which ministers have 

limited understanding and even less control. Therefore, we do not really understand how policy 

is made and delivered, or the outcomes, if we focus only on the headline-grabbing choices of 

a small number of people at the heart of UK government.  

Three guiding research questions: what happened, why, and what can we 

learn? 

This book aims to draw generalisable conclusions from policymaking in the UK, and identify 

international comparisons, based on three guiding questions. 

1. To what extent did COVID-19 prompt changes to UK policy and policymaking?  

COVID-19 prompted rapid and profound policy change in the UK. Major changes from March 

2020 include a ‘lockdown’ period, to oblige people to stay in their homes, and a rapid and 

substantive rise in public borrowing and spending, to compensate businesses and fund public 

services such as the National Health Service (Cairney, 2021a). Policy change is apparent in 

relation to almost all policy instruments, including major and unexpected changes to public 

expenditure and the regulation of people and businesses, and policy sectors, including health, 

education, social security, employment, and foreign policy. Indeed, it is difficult to identify 

many policy problems with so many implications for so many aspects of public policy. This 

multi-faceted problem required high levels of policymaking coordination across central 

government departments and beyond, including making policy in concert with devolved 

governments as part of a ‘four nations’ approach (Kippin and Cairney, 2021). Further, UK 

government ministers emphasised the large extent to which their major policy changes were 

‘guided by the science’ (Cairney, 2021b), which further raised the profile of key – and 

potentially distinctive - mechanisms of policymaking. 

In that context, the book constructs and explains a timeline to identify key phases of policy 

change. It uses this detailed account to inform debates on the size and adequacy of the UK and 
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devolved government responses. There is some debate on the extent to which the COVID-19 

response merely amplified existing policies, such as to prioritise healthcare spending generally, 

rather than address health inequalities. Policy change may also soon be regarded as temporary, 

if the UK government reduces state intervention and returns to a focus on individual 

responsibility for health and wellbeing. There is also considerable debate on the extent to which 

UK policy was proportionate to the size and urgency of the problem. The UK government 

received intense criticism for its ‘slow and insufficient’ response to the emerging data on the 

epidemic, which contributed to a large number of preventable deaths (Cairney, 2021a: 91). 

Initial criticisms include that it did not: take the issue seriously enough even when epidemics 

were apparent in China (January) and Italy (February); follow the lead of other countries, such 

as to test, trace, and isolate affected people or close public places; or secure enough equipment 

to protect health and social care staff and patients. Subsequent criticisms focused on its the UK 

government’s approach to relaxing lockdown regulations (devolved governments were 

somewhat more cautious). Indeed, the death toll during October 2020-April 2021 (the second 

major lockdown period) was approximately double that of March-September 2020 (covering 

the first lockdown and its relaxation).  

In each period, we can find arguments that flatly contradict the UK government story of 

evidence-informed policymaking, including that UK ministers were ignoring evidence from 

most scientists in favour of advice from a small group of advisors, with catastrophic 

consequences (Cairney, 2021b). The book engages critically with such arguments, identifying 

a tendency for ‘outsider’ scientists to be the most critical of the insufficient use of evidence by 

governments, while core and specialist ‘insider’ scientific advisors were more influential if 

they followed informal rules within government. Such experiences reinforce the conclusion 

that the use of evidence for policy is a highly contested political process rather than a series of 

technical steps to produce the most evidence-informed choice. It requires careful analysis - to 

identify who influenced evidence use, why, and how science advice related to the wider context 

of policymaking – before evaluation.  

2. How should we interpret and explain these changes to policy and 

policymaking?  

Policy research offers a collection of theories to describe and explain multiple aspects of 

policymaking and policy change (Cairney, 2020). They draw on two core concepts, which help 

to identify the general drivers of policymaker behaviour and the context in which they make 

choices. 

The first is bounded rationality (Simon, 1976). It relates to the ideal type, ‘comprehensive 

rationality’, in which policymakers can approach problems as technical issues: separating facts 

from values, producing rank-ordered and consistent preferences, and processing all information 

and considering all eventualities, to produce an optimal choice. In the real world, policymaking 

is an inherently political exercise in which choices must produce winners and losers. 

Policymakers can only pay attention to, and understand, a small number of policy problems. 

Their preferences are often unclear, contradictory, or transitive. They must ignore almost all 

available information to make choices. To do so, they use ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ cognitive 
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shortcuts - and rely on equivalent organisational procedures - to prioritise information sources 

(Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017; Koski and Workman, 2018).  

This basic insight underpins policy theories, who explore a range of possible implications. 

Policy change is a function of attention, when policymakers pay disproportionately high 

attention to a small number of problems and ignore the rest (Baumgartner et al, 2018). As a 

result, much policymaking runs on autopilot, according to inherited choices and rules (Rose, 

1990), many of which are unwritten and contradict the written rules (Ostrom, 2007: 23). Policy 

actors understand problems through the lens of their beliefs, forming coalitions to cooperate 

with like-minded people and competing with other coalitions to interpret and address problems 

(Weible and Ingold, 2018). Faced with uncertainty – a lack of information, or low confidence 

in available information - they engage in trial-and-error strategies to learn how their solutions 

work in practice (Lindblom, 1959). Faced with ambiguity – the ability to interpret the same 

policy problem in many different, and potentially contradictory, ways – they draw selectively 

on evidence to support their definition of the problem (Zahariadis, 2007; Cairney, 2018). In 

each case, learning is a contested political process, not a value free search for truth (Dunlop 

and Radaelli, 2018). Policy actors tell stories to exploit their audience’s beliefs and persuade 

them to act or support action (Crow and Jones, 2018). They make emotional or gut-level 

choices, drawing on social stereotypes, to describe some populations as deserving and others 

undeserving of government help (Schneider and Ingram, 2005). Overall, we find policy 

processes that do not, and could not, live up to the ideal type. 

The second is policy choices in complex policymaking environments. Policy theories 

conceptualise the relationship between the constituent part of policymaking environments, 

highlighting the large extent to which policymaking responsibilities are diffused rather than 

concentrated in central governments. There are many policymakers and influencers spread 

across – or engaging in - many levels of government and types of authoritative venue. Each 

venue operates according to its own formal and informal rules, which take time to understand. 

Each venue generates its own networks to connect policymakers and influencers, many of 

which are relatively insulated and take time to secure inclusion. These institutional and network 

dynamics produce a tendency for some ideas or beliefs – about how the world works and should 

work - to dominate discussions of policy problems and assessments of the feasibility of 

solutions. Actors within these venues cooperate and compete to interpret the socioeconomic 

context and events that command policymaker attention (Cairney, 2020: 232).  

Policy theories build on these insights to tell different stories of policymaking dynamics, but 

producing similar themes and insights. First, they highlight a tendency for most policy to be 

processed in a large number of policy subsystems or communities rather than overseen and 

controlled by a single centre of government. Second, this dynamic is amplified by a tendency 

for policy responsibilities to be shared across multiple levels of government. Third, many use 

the language of complex systems to identify frequent but unpredictable periods of 

policymaking stability and instability, producing patterns of policy change that do not resemble 

a ‘normal distribution’ (Baumgartner et al, 2018). Rather, rapid and rapid policy change can 

emerge from policymaking systems, often in the absence of central government control (Geyer 

and Cairney, 2015). More generally, they identify levels of contestation to define and address 
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problems, and the extent to which this competition takes place in the open or behind closed 

doors. They identify the stories that policymakers tell about the urgency, size, and cause of the 

problem, as well as which social groups should receive the most support when governments 

produce solutions. They help to explain which beliefs and frames drove key policy choices, 

and the effects of policies on marginalised groups and patterns of unequal outcomes. 

Combined, they help to ask and answer a series of guiding questions to be explored in 

individual chapters, including: 

1. Who is responsible for COVID-19 policy?  

2. COVID-19 opened up ‘windows of opportunity’ for policy change, but which solutions 

were feasible? Was policy change proportionate to the policy problem?  

3. Who influenced COVID-19 policy?  

4. How did policymakers frame the COVID19 problem? What stories did they tell? Who 

enjoyed the benefits and burdens of those stories?  

5. Is the UK government in control of policy outcomes? 

3. What can (and should) policymakers learn from COVID-19 policy?  

There have been frequent calls for the UK government to learn from scientific research on the 

experiences of other countries, particularly when they seemed to address COVID-19 with more 

success. Indeed, since the pandemic affected all countries, there is more general value in 

learning from the experiences of others.  

Government responses have varied widely across the globe. Some countries treated widespread 

COVID-19 infection as inevitable, emphasising: its management rather than eradication, 

moderate state intervention to encourage social distancing, and a mixture of communal and 

individual responsibility. For example, while the Swedish government sought to protect 

vulnerable people and healthcare capacity, and its welfare state provision allows people to 

isolate at home with relatively few financial penalties, it did not introduce highly coercive 

measures to achieve lockdown or social distancing (Pierre, 2020). In contrast, some treated 

COVID-19 as something to be eradicated quickly in the short term, emphasising state 

responsibility and maximal intervention until there is more certainty on how to treat or prevent 

infection or illness. For example, China’s response included ‘draconian quarantine and self-

quarantine’ measures (Shih, 2021: 67), South Korea produced a highly interventionist test-

trace-isolate system (Kim, 2020), and New Zealand’s ‘go hard, go early’ approach included 

‘closing borders and placing New Zealand under severe lockdown’ (Jamieson, 2020: 598; 

Mazey and Richardson, 2020: 564). In between this range, we can find a variety of responses 

that seek to balance relatively similar discussions of technical feasibility (will it work as 

intended if implemented?) with context-specific debates on political feasibility (will it receive 

enough support?).  

There is also variation over time, which makes it difficult to define a country’s COVID-19 

policy in static  terms. First, many governments have shifted their approaches in relation to 

new knowledge or new attitudes to the problem. For example, most countries introduced 

significant lockdowns in early 2020 but then less severe restrictions over time, even when 

infection rates were as high (or higher) and before vaccines became available (Phillips et al, 
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2021). Consequently, it is possible that considerations of political feasibility, in relation to the 

previous impact of lockdowns, can produce second waves of infection (from late 2020) that 

are larger and cause more deaths than the first (from early 2020). Second, the impact of new 

variants of COVID-19 has put pressure on previously successful approaches (in their own 

terms), such as in Hong Kong where a zero-covid strategy worked in 2020 but failed 

dramatically in 2022. As a result, policy learning relates to an overwhelming number of 

experiences that vary markedly over time, with uncertain and varying outcomes.  

In that context, I do not aspire to offer an objective account of government success or failure, 

not least because these assessments are value-driven and contested. Indeed, political science 

approaches to policy success build this contestation into research design, such as to note that 

success can relate to boosting a government’s popularity, the ease of processing and 

maintaining support for a policy change, and/ or more traditional evaluations based on social 

and economic outcomes (put another way, these assessments can speak to issues of technical 

and/ or political feasibility). These categories are particularly important in the context of a UK 

government that was highly criticised when ministers and their advisers were caught breaking 

their own lockdown rules, which made it difficult to separate their unpopularity from public 

attitudes to the rules themselves. Such experiences also magnify the sense that we cannot 

separate issues of evaluation from the wider political context. 

My main aim is to show how a theory-driven and forensic approach to UK policy processes 

will inform three types of study of policy learning.  

First, to situate the UK in international comparative policy studies which identify how and 

when each country government responded to a similar policy problem.  

Second, to inform thoughtful assessments of how UK policymaking should have worked in the 

past, and how it could work more effectively in the future.  

Third, to identify the unequal effects of UK policies, many of which exacerbated existing 

inequalities. Throughout their pandemic response, UK government ministers were keen to 

emphasise national solidarity by stating ‘we are all in this together’. However, the UK 

experience highlights the ‘social determinants’ of health inequalities, in which some 

populations were able to live and work safely while others were more exposed and more 

vulnerable to infection. Governments recognise this problem to some extent, such as when 

relating COVID-19 mortality to the pre-existing health conditions most associated with 

population mortality (the ‘non communicable diseases’, NCDs, including cardiovascular and 

respiratory diseases, cancers, and diabetes). However, they do not acknowledge fully the social 

determinants of the unequal spread of these NCDs, including inequalities in income, wealth, 

education, and access to safe and healthy environments.  

Overall, this more comprehensive focus is necessary to challenge a tendency for commentators 

to rush to judgement when evaluating policies and policymaking in the UK. There are lessons 

to learn from the UK’s COVID-19 experience, but too often these insights can be 

overshadowed by ill-informed and overheated debate.  
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Book structure  
Each chapter is theory informed: identifying foundational conceptual insights, explaining their 

importance to the study of public policy, and showing how they help to explain a key aspect of 

COVID-19 policy and policymaking in the UK.i 

2. Key insights from policy analysis, policy theories, and critical policy analysis  

This chapter identifies how to combine the study of policy analysis, as a way to examine and 

recommend options for policy change, and policymaking, to examine the context in which 

policy options are considered. This approach allows researchers to compare well-established 

ways to analyse policy problems with actual government responses (Cairney, 2021a; 2021c). 

This chapter also highlights the role of critical policy analysis, such as to examine who made 

and benefited from policy continuity and change. This approach allow us to produce guiding 

questions that include:  

• How could policymakers use policy analysis techniques to define and respond to 

COVID-19?  

• What policy responses appeared to be technically and politically feasible?  

• What policy instruments did the UK and devolved governments actually select?  

• How can we draw on multiple policy theories to explain these dynamics? 

• Did UK government policies reduce or exacerbate social and economic inequalities in 

the UK? 

3. Measuring policy change in the UK  

This chapter identifies rapid and radical UK policy changes in multiple policy sectors. It 

focuses on the changing use of policy instruments – including new regulations, funding, and 

organisations - to identify the size, speed, direction, and substance of UK policy changes, in 

multiple policy sectors, and key phases of policy change. It draws on multiple ways to 

categorise the policy tools that are designed to influence individual and organisational 

behaviour, including regulation, tax/spending, organisational reform, and information sharing. 

It uses these categories to identify the varying extent to which UK and devolved governments 

could shift their approach, such as from a ‘minimal’ response based primarily on information 

sharing and exhortation, to a ‘maximal’ response based on regulation and the redistribution of 

resources (Cairney and St.Denny, 2020). 

The book constructs and explains a timeline, focusing on key phases of policy change 

including: 

1. The pre-lockdown period (January-March 2020) 

2. The lockdown period (announced on the 23rd of March 2020) 

3. A period of lockdown release and reimposition (in 2020 and 2021) 

4. The post-vaccination period, in which governments relaxed restrictions on social 

behaviour when a high proportion of the public received three doses of vaccination 

(from 2022).  

The primary focus is on the rapid shift from: (a) encouraging individual behavioural changes 

to protect their own health, to (b) legislating to restrict individual behaviour and close most 
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public places to protect population health. It then examines subsequent choices to address the 

economic and social consequences of these and other restrictions, including economic policy 

change and temporary reforms to the operation of public services including health, social care, 

and education.  

Finally, it goes further to compare policy change ‘on paper’ with the practices and outcomes 

that emerged during such a high period of uncertainty. This final focus is crucial to any 

assessment of the adequacy of policy change (in proportion to the problem) and to learning 

from UK and international experiences. Learning from good intentions is incomplete without 

tracking their consequences. 

4. Who is responsible for COVID-19 policy?  

The important but inaccurate ‘Westminster Model’ describes power concentrated in the hands 

of a small number of ministers at the heart of the UK government, making policy from the top 

down with minimal negotiation. This understanding has underpinned much media and social 

media discussions of UK government performance. However, the UK political system is 

actually characterised by multi-centric policymaking, in which power is distributed across 

many levels and types of government (Cairney et al, 2019). This chapter focuses on the choice 

to share responsibilities (see also chapter 8 on its necessity). While the UK government borrows 

and spends on behalf of the UK, it often legislates for England, while devolved governments 

perform equivalent functions in the rest of the UK. Further, regional health authorities and local 

governments play an essential role in the delivery of policies relevant to COVID-19. As a 

result, a full picture of the UK policymaking dynamic requires us to map responsibilities and 

relate them to key aspects of policy change. This analysis includes a strong focus on the ‘four 

nations’ approach to policy coordination by the UK and devolved governments. 

5. COVID-19 opened up ‘windows of opportunity’ for policy change, but which 

solutions were feasible? Was policy change proportionate to the policy problem?  

Several theories and concepts seek to describe and explain rapid, major policy changes. First, 

Multiple Streams Analysis highlights the absence of major change unless during a ‘window of 

opportunity’ in which there is high attention to a problem, a feasible solution exists, and 

policymakers have the motive and opportunity to select it. Second, Punctuated Equilibrium 

Theory shows that policymaking is disproportional in relation to: (a) information processing, 

where policymakers find ways to prioritise attention to a small number of issues and 

information and ignore most others; and (b) policy change, where political systems produce a 

large number of minor policy changes and small number of major changes. Therefore, we 

would not expect policy attention and change to simply be proportionate to an ‘objective’ 

measure of the size of a policy problem. Rather, we need to relate the timing and substance of 

policy change to disproportionate levels of policymaker attention to COVID-19, including 

attention to the problem itself and competing ways to define it. Third, these ideas have 

similarities to the study of Historical Institutionalism (or Policy Feedback Theory), in which 

there may be a ‘critical juncture’ associated with a major shift in policy and policymaking. 

Yet, COVID-19 defies the simple application of these ideas. For example, it is possible to ask 

the general question: how did policy and policymaking change during a window of opportunity 
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or critical juncture? However, this question may actually apply to many related policy changes 

which are not described well with reference to the same single event or moment in time.  

Therefore, this chapter provides the careful analysis of the rise of COVID-19 as a policy 

problem, its impact on government – such as in relation to the initial UK ‘lockdown’ in March 

2020 (Cairney, 2021a) - and the many impacts on individual policy sectors, including reforms 

to exams following school closures in 2020 (Kippin and Cairney, 2021). In each case, the 

chapter interrogates the language of ‘window of opportunity’, which is often used to 

overemphasise agency (such as the chance for policy entrepreneurs to sell their favoured 

solutions) rather than the policymaking environment that is out of the control of any policy 

actor. 

6. Who made and influenced COVID-19 policy?  

Power is at the heart of policy processes, including the ability to win key contests, limit the 

scope of conflict to non-threatening issues, persuade others to share your beliefs and act in your 

interests, and decide what evidence – and therefore who - counts in policy analysis. Studies of 

policy communities and networks focus on the blurry lines between formal authority and 

informal influence, and the ‘rules of the game’ that influence which actors become routinely 

influential. Further, the Advocacy Coalition Framework relates this activity to the formation of 

advocacy coalitions: people enter politics to turn their beliefs into policy, forming coalitions 

with like-minded people, and competing with other coalitions. In each case, they compete not 

only to define and solve problems, but also to interpret new evidence and determine what 

policymakers should learn. 

This chapter uses analyses of power to understand the role of interest group pressure on policy 

and the competition to define the problem in relation to the appropriate level of state 

intervention. A focus on policy communities is also essential to analyse the unusually 

prominent role of some expert advisers inside government, while most scientific actors 

provided outsider commentary and criticism, and many other voices remained marginalised 

(Cairney, 2021b). 

7. How did policymakers frame the COVID19 problem? What stories did they 

tell? Who enjoyed the benefits and burdens of those stories?  

The Narrative Policy Framework examines how policy actors tell different stories to define 

policy settings, plots, heroes or villains, and morals. In other words, they track who is allegedly 

to blame, what should happen, and who should act. Further, studies of Social Construction and 

Policy Design identify a tendency for policymakers to draw on social stereotypes to decide 

who should benefit from public policy and who should be punished. This chapter uses both 

insights to analyse the unequal impacts of COVID-19 policy, relating (a) the UK government’s 

story of national solidarity and equality (‘we are all in this together’) to (b) the social 

determinants of unfair health inequalities, and (c) the unequal distribution of resources to 

populations harmed disproportionately by the epidemic.  

8. Is the UK government in control of policy outcomes?  

Studies of policymaking complexity suggest that policy outcomes emerge in the absence of 

central government control. Systems exhibit path dependence and punctuated equilibrium, or 
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policymaking stability replaced suddenly by bursts of instability. These changes relate only 

partly to government action, and the same intervention can have a minimal or maximal impact 

in different settings. In that context, a key element of COVID-19 policy is that central 

government ministers are powerful in theory, but less powerful in practice. Therefore, to 

understand policy outcomes this chapter examines the wider systemic context in which all 

governments operate. These ideas help to reflect on the extent to which governments are 

responsible for policy outcomes, and therefore how we can hold ministers to account for their 

actions and consequences. They inform a more meaningful account of policymaking 

responsibility than the Westminster story. 

9. What will policymakers learn from COVID-19 policy?  

In theory, the announcement of public inquiries by the UK and Scottish governments (and 

many other academic, practitioner, and public-facing evaluations) offer the opportunity to learn 

from UK and wider experiences. However, studies of policy learning (and transfer) describe it 

as a political exercise, in which learning via experts (‘guided by the science’) is one of many 

activities, and the evaluation of policy success or failure is part of a wider adversarial debate. 

Further, it is not clear how the experiences of very different political systems can be compared 

readily, or if one government is willing and able to learn from a government operating in a 

different context.  

Therefore, this chapter identifies a framework to encourage learning. It focuses on factors that 

undermine straightforward policy learning and transfer, in: defining the problem, assessing 

success, and comparing political and policymaking systems. The issue of success is particularly 

problematic, because it is possible to declare success too early and without evidence, and to 

relate it to other experiences without proper attention to meaningful comparison. In that 

context, this chapter identifies a contrast between (1) the pursuit of learning, and 

encouragement to emulate other governments, and (2) the general expectation that 

governments rarely learn from their own or other experiences.  

10. Conclusion. 

The conclusion describes what all of these insights add up to, reflecting on the nature of UK 

governance, how it informs COVID-19 policy, and how the global pandemic changes UK 

political life. It reflects on how generalisable is the COVID-19 experience. On the one hand, it 

is so unusual that it is difficult to draw general lessons for the study of UK politics and 

policymaking. On the other, its impact is so large that it is difficult to envisage any discussion 

of UK policy and policymaking without reference to this period. It then considers the extent to 

which COVID-19 responses prompted temporary or more enduring changes to policy and 

policymaking. 

Research origins, design, methods, and data 

This is a research monograph, combining policy theory with extensive empirical research. It 

was prompted initially by analysis and research conducted during a five-year ERC Horizon 

2020 project IMAJINE (Integrative Mechanisms for Addressing Spatial Justice and Territorial 

Inequalities in Europe). Our team produced comparative analyses of regional, national, and 

EU policy processes to address inequalities, including a focus on policies to reduce health 
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inequalities associated with ‘non communicable diseases’ such as cancers and heart disease. 

This book zooms in to identify and explain UK and devolved government policies to tackle 

communicable and non-communicable diseases during crisis. The book’s approach is based on 

thematic case studies with rich descriptions of key policy choices in different sectors and 

territories. It explains how policy actors define policy problems such as COVID-19, identify 

possible solutions, cooperate and compete across policy sectors and levels of government, and 

seek lessons from other governments. I focus on the scope for policy learning while 

emphasising that learning is a contested political process (Cairney et al, 2022).  

COVID-19 has been marked by an unusual amount of publicly available oral and written 

accounts by senior policymakers and their advisers. As such, the book draws primarily from 

four main sources: 

1. Documents in the public record, including government documents, oral and written 

evidence to the House of Commons and House of Lords, and the reports and meeting 

papers of advisory bodies such as SAGE (Scientific Advisory Groups for Emergencies). 

2. Secondary sources, including peer reviewed journals and books documenting UK 

policy experiences, and ‘grey literature’ reports by non-governmental organisations. 

3. Qualitative systematic review. Chapter 9 draws on a wider review of studies of policy 

learning and transfer. The review follows a well-established format, developed for the 

Horizon2020 IMAJINE project, and published as an ongoing series in Open Research 

Europe and OUP monograph (Cairney et al, 2021; 2022; Cairney and Kippin, 2021). 

4. Inquiries. There are multiple UK and devolved government commitments to holding 

inquiries into the policy problem and governmental responses.  
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i PAC. The aim is to write each chapter in tandem with UPP 3rd ed. Write the intro to UPP to reflect the new 

proposed structure (and incorporate the Weible/ Workman book on methods – each relevant chapter could have 

a short methods section or box). 

(2) Write the revised chapter on policy analysis and cycles, incorporating some critical work (like BUP chapter 

2, but more ambitious), then write a more focused version here.  

(3) Write chapter on measuring policy change in general (more on tools, instruments, policy design, etc.) then a 

focused version here.  

(4) Write the MLG chapter, which is now more about multicentric policymaking by choice and necessity (UPP 

6-8 needs a mild rethink), then focus on the UK context.  

(5) Write PET and MSA chapters (including methods) then explain how to apply here (can do MSA justice, but 

PET?) 

(6) Networks (from PET), write ACF, write power (power could appear here, on who makes and influences 

policy - e.g. shift to communities; who has status in government; who decides what evidence counts; framing to 

determine evidence demand). Then write up the UK experience here.  

(7) Write NPF and SCPD chapter, then UK focus here.  

(8) Write complex systems/ environments. Some institutions and IAD could come up in 8, which is necessity of 

multi-centric policymaking, collaboration, informal rules, emergent outcomes. 

(9) Write learning and transfer (some written in previous OUP book too).  
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