
Defining Problems and
Devising Policies

Identifying issues and problems

Our starting point is to note how and why certain issues or conditions become recognized
as problems which warrant attention from policy makers. Given that policy makers will
invariably be faced with any number of demands for action to tackle particular issues at
any one time, we need to understand, right from the outset, how and why only a few of
those are likely to be deemed as problematic, and thereby prompt the development of poli-
cies to solve or ameliorate them. Or as one political scientist has expressed it: ‘Of the thou-
sands and thousands of demands made upon government, only a small portion receive
serious attention from public policy-makers’ (Anderson, 1975: 59). As this chapter illus-
trates, the identification of problems, and the policies developed to address them, involves
such concepts as social construction, policy agendas, issue-attention cycles, and ‘policy
streams’. Each of these conceptual approaches is concerned to offer an account of how and
why problems become recognized as such, and therefore led, in some cases, to policy
change. We will also identify the role of ideas, individuals and think tanks in defining
problems and developing policies in contemporary Britain, along with the increasing
recourse to evidence-based policy making and policy transfer.

The social construction of problems
It needs to be emphasized right from the outset, that the concept of ‘social construction’
often plays a role in determining what is, or is not, viewed as a problem warranting a
response from policy makers. To a considerable extent, some ‘problems’ are socially con-
structed, meaning that they reflect social or ideological values about what is good or bad,
acceptable or unacceptable, desirable or undesirable. Issues which are ignored or not even
recognized in one era can become defined as problems in a subsequent era. The crucial
point here is that a ‘problem’ is not always evident or recognized as such.

A change in certain societal values can result in a previously accepted phenomenon, or
one whose scale was not fully acknowledged, subsequently being identified or defined as
a problem, and thus attracting the attention of policy makers. Arguably, child abuse, be it
sexual or physical, is not in itself new or novel – some children, presumably, have always
been subject to various abuse by certain adults – but only in recent years has it been iden-
tified, defined and recognized as a social problem, and consequently resulted in action by
social workers to identify children ‘at risk’, and legislation via Parliament to impose
harsher penalties on those found guilty of abusing children.
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Similarly, married women in Britain were once deemed the property or chattel of their
husbands, whereupon the latter were effectively entitled to behave as they wished towards
their wives. British society, and in particular the law, either did not recognize as problem-
atic, or turned a blind eye to, such atrocities as wife-beating and sexual abuse; marriage
was assumed to confer certain conjugal rights on the husband, to the extent that a wife was
always expected to accede to his sexual demands, so that the notion of rape within
marriage was not recognized. It is only relatively recently that rape within marriage has
been rendered a criminal offence (like any other form of rape or sexual assault), while
recognition of the crime of ‘domestic violence’ has led both to an expansion in the num-
ber of women’s refuges and hostels, and more serious or sympathetic attention by the
police (who, apparently, traditionally declined to become involved in ‘a domestic’ when a
wife reported her husband for assault, tending to treat such instances as a purely private
matter) (Hulley and Clarke, 1991: 18).

For various reasons, therefore, British society no longer deems acceptable the abuse of
children or women, and hence public policies and laws have changed accordingly.
Changing societal values have ensured that such abuse is now defined as a problem,
whereas previously, it was widely disregarded.

On the other hand, social changes may sometimes occur before, or ahead of, changes in
dominant societal values, so that the change is, initially at least, deemed a ‘problem’. For
example, the 1970s and 1980s heard increasing political concern being expressed about the
growing number of single (lone) parents in Britain. There were a number of reasons for this
concern, including the implications for the social security budget, and the links which some
commentators alleged existed between lone parenthood and juvenile delinquency, but one key
factor was that single parents clearly did not correspond to British society’s long-standing
view of what constitutes a normal and morally acceptable family. In Britain, for much of the
20th century, a ‘normal’ family was widely defined as a (heterosexual) married couple with
their dependent children, with the husband engaged in paid employment, and the wife assum-
ing the primary responsibility for child-rearing (even if she herself also went out to work).

Consequently, when the number of single parents increased during the 1970s and 1980s,
there was mounting in concern in some quarters, for lone parent households came to be con-
sidered ‘deviant’ in relation to the socially accepted, morally approved, two-parent family
form which had prevailed for most, if not all, of the 20th century. In other words, single
parents are not inherently or automatically a social problem: they are defined as such through
the process of social construction, because they ‘deviate’ from what is (or was, until recently)
an ideologically defined and determined view about what counts as a ‘normal’ (and thus
morally acceptable or legitimate) family (see, for example, Edholm, 1991). 

Similar processes of social construction also result in same-sex couples sometimes
being defined as ‘deviant’ or socially problematic (for a discussion of how sexuality is
defined as ‘natural’ or ‘deviant’, see Vance 1989; Weeks, 1992: 228–33, 240–6). Hence
the recent controversies over whether gay and lesbian couples should be allowed to ‘get
married’ and/or adopt children. As we have just noted, what has been commonly defined
as a ‘natural family’ in British society is a man and woman united through marriage, and
their dependent children. Consequently, the ‘familial ideology’ or social values which
legitimize this particular type of family unit socially constructs gay and lesbian couples as
‘deviant’ or problematic, particularly if they then wish to raise children.
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Meanwhile, if we return to the example of the ‘normal’ family, we can see how ‘working
mothers’ (i.e. mother who also undertake paid employment outside the family home) have
also been viewed – in some quarters – as ‘deviant’ or problematic. This is because the
same mode of social construction which defines single parents as a social problem also
assumes that the normal family is one in which women remain at home to raise the children,
while husbands fulfil the role of breadwinner to provide financially for the family. The tra-
ditional nuclear family tacitly assumed that women are naturally – biologically and psy-
chologically or emotionally – predisposed to raise children and act as home-makers, while
men, being ‘naturally’ more competitive, gregarious and physically stronger, are equally
destined to enter the ‘public’ sphere of work and economic activity. This sexual division
of labour is socially constructed as being natural, innate and biologically predestined.
Consequently, when increasing numbers of women became economically active during
the 1970s and 1980s by undertaking paid employment, many traditionalists, and some
Conservatives, considered this to be problematic, and wished to discourage it. Hence
‘working women’ sometimes found themselves – and still do today, on occasions – being
accused of selfishness (for putting themselves before their families, particularly their
children), or blamed for creating a generation of ‘latchkey’ children who were prone to
juvenile delinquency and crime, because they were left unsupervised after school (or
during school holidays) while mothers were at work. Hence the periodic political and
media debate about whether, and if so, how, ‘working mums’ can be encouraged to remain
at home.

To provide a final example of how dominant social values and norms serve to define
what is deemed desirable or deviant, and thereby socially construct who or what is defined
as a problem which warrants attention from policy makers, we can refer briefly to drug use
in Britain. Here, as Hulley and Clarke (1991: 14) note, there has long been a clear dis-
tinction between legitimate and legal drug use, in the form of smoking cigarettes and
drinking alcohol, and deviant, illegal drugs, such as cannabis, cocaine and heroin. Indeed,
cigarettes have often been portrayed, via the media, as ‘cool’, glamorous or a sign of
sophistication – the attractive hero or heroine in a film drawing on a cigarette between
delivering their lines, or while mulling over a problem – while drinking alcohol has
become so popular and extensive (not to say increasingly excessive) that it is those who
are teetotal who are often viewed as ‘deviant’. Certainly, in many working-class commu-
nities and among many professional footballers, heavy drinking has been viewed as
evidence of being ‘hard’ or macho, and ‘one of the lads’.

By contrast, those who consume other types of drugs have invariably been viewed as
‘deviant’, and quite possibly a menace to society. Those defined as ‘drug-users’ (a label
not usually applied to smokers or drinkers) are commonly assumed to be ‘drop-outs’ from
society, and usually envisaged to be unhealthy and unkempt in appearance, as well as
probably economically inactive, socially irresponsible and morally degenerate.  

Now, one of the key arguments which has been invariably invoked against ‘drugs’
(other than cigarettes and alcohol) concerns the socially undesirable consequences of using
them. Cannabis is often said to lead on to harder drugs (a misconception, because the over-
whelming majority of people who smoke cannabis do not proceed to take heroin), while
many drugs are deemed addictive, and can also lead to crime (as users steal in order to
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obtain the money necessary to ‘feed their habit’). Yet similar arguments can just as readily
be used against cigarettes and alcohol: cigarettes are addictive, to the extent that most
smokers are unable to give them up, however much they want to, while for some people,
alcohol also proves to be addictive – yet drinkers are not warned: ‘It might only be couple
of pints now, but you mark my words, in a couple of years, it’ll be a bottle of scotch or
vodka every day.’ Meanwhile, alcohol itself fuels crime, as evidenced by the violence and
vandalism readily displayed in any British town or city at closing time on a Friday or
Saturday night (although in other societies, such as Scandinavian countries, heavy drink-
ing at weekends does not result in violence or antisocial behaviour, as anyone who has
visited Reykjavik will doubtless testify, although of course, if such places become popular
with British stag or hen parties, this will immediately change).

The point here, though, is that what is defined as a drug, or deemed a ‘bad’ drug to be
prohibited is socially constructed, reflecting dominant or widely-held social and moral
values. These values have hitherto accepted, and even promoted via positive images, alco-
hol and cigarettes as natural and desirable – although things do seem to be changing some-
what, as evinced by the debate over a possible ban on smoking in public places, and
growing political concern over ‘binge drinking’ – while cannabis and cocaine have been
defined as ‘drugs’, with all the negative connotations this invariably implies. 

Social construction, in turn, has major implications for public policy, because what is
defined as ‘deviant’ will be subject to various laws or other sanctions to prohibit or regu-
late it, and quite possibly punish the ‘deviants’ who transgress these laws or social norms.
In other words, ‘how problems are defined, and who defines them, affect what response
will be made to the problem’ (Hulley and Clarke, 1991: 19).

The role of power in defining or denying problems
Conversely, some ‘issues’ might not be defined as problems warranting a public policy
response, because they somehow conflict with the values or attitudes which are dominant
in British society at any given juncture. For example, poverty and inequality often have
not been accepted by policy makers as a problem per se, partly because of what might be
termed a ‘dominant ideology’ in Britain, whereby inequalities and disparities of wealth
and income are widely accepted as either natural, inevitable or desirable (in order to pro-
vide rewards and incentives for risks and responsibilities). Admittedly, social attitude sur-
veys have also revealed certain relatively widespread social democratic values among
British people, which includes a belief that governments ought to help the less well-off,
and create a fairer society, but there has also been a longstanding distinction in many
people’s minds between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor, with many of those
apparently living in poverty placed in the latter category. Indeed, in this context, much
poverty in Britain has been attributed not to the structural inequalities and extremes of
wealth intrinsic to a capitalist society, but to the ‘undeserving’ poor themselves, who are
variously deemed to be feckless, irresponsible, lazy or work-shy, and whose allegedly ‘lax
attitudes’ or ‘lifestyles’ would only be compounded by more generous welfare benefits to
tackle poverty. To the extent that the ‘undeserving’ poor have been deemed worthy of
policy makers’ attention, it has often been to invoke sanctions in order to foster greater
self-reliance or oblige them to find gainful employment.
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In many cases, therefore, what constitutes a problem warranting attention from policy
makers is not necessarily self-evident. Certain problems are ‘socially constructed’, defined
on accordance with dominant ideas and values prevalent in society at any particular junc-
ture. As such, ideas not only provide potential solutions to societal problems, they also play
an important, yet often subtle, part in defining which issues or particular state of affairs are
defined as problems in the first place, and thus to be addressed by policy makers.

The point about ‘dominant ideologies’ and problem definition or denial itself reflects the
notion that power operates at different levels in society, so that while a conflict over
resources between individuals or groups is clearly a very visible power struggle, some writers
have suggested that there are two other, much more discrete and subtle, levels at which
power is exercised, and which plays a part in determining whether certain issues are defined
as problems, and whether policies are introduced to tackle them. Bachrach and Baratz, in
particular have become closely identified with the twin concepts of a ‘hidden face of power’
and ‘non-decision-making’, based on the premise that certain sections of society were so
important or influential, that they could effectively ensure that certain ‘problems’ were not
defined as such by policy makers, because that might result in policies being adopted which
challenged their interests or socio-economic dominance. Their classic formula states that:

power is also exercised when A devotes his energies to creating or reinforcing social and
political values and institutional practices that limit the scope of the political process to
public consideration of only those issues which are comparatively innocuous to A. To the
extent that A succeeds in doing this, B is prevented, for all practical purposes, from bring-
ing to the fore any issues that might in their resolution be seriously detrimental to A’s set
of preferences.

(Bachrach and Baratz, 1970: 7)

This perspective might explain why certain issues, such as poverty, inequality, excessive
boardroom pay, have only sporadically been defined as problems, because in a capitalist
society in which inequalities of wealth are widely deemed natural or necessary, defining
these features as problems might then entail policies which would be damaging or detri-
mental to the material interests of corporations and the business community. Recognizing
the likely response of these sections of society to ‘punitive’ measures against them – more
tax evasion, investing overseas, relocating business overseas, etc. – policy makers have
usually shied away from consideration of anything more than the mildest of redistributive
policies, a point clearly exemplified by the Blair governments in Britain since 1997.
Indeed, more radical policies – such as a freeze on company directors’ pay to counter
‘boardroom greed’ – are not even formally considered, or placed on the ‘agenda’, so that
no decision is actually taken not to pursue such policies, they are not seriously considered
in the first place. They are automatically simply deemed ‘out of bounds’ or ‘off-message’
from the outset; they are ‘non-decisions’. 

In a similar context, Crenson investigated why the US city of Gary, Indiana, avoided, for
many years, antipollution policies with regard to the city’s industries. He discovered that
US Steel was a major employer in the city, but might relocate and impose redundancies, if
antipollution legislation was introduced which it deemed damaging to its commercial
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interests. This ‘anticipated reaction’ ensured that Gary’s policy makers avoided, for many
years, antipollution measures, while US Steel itself did not have to mobilize or enter the
political arena (Crenson, 1971: 77–8).

This ‘second’ or ‘hidden face’ of power was also recognized by Schattschneider, when
he declared that: ‘All forms of political organisation have a bias in favour of the exploita-
tion of some kinds of conflicts and the suppression of others, because organisation is the
mobilisation of bias. Some issues are organised into politics while others are organized out
(1960: 71).

Lukes goes even further, identifying what he terms a ‘third face’ of power, whereby the
most powerful group(s) in society can effectively impose a dominant set of values or
beliefs on the rest of society. This helps to ensure that certain social phenomena are not
even recognized as being problematic, but, instead, are simply assumed to be natural and
taken for granted. It is not merely that certain issues or problems are kept off the agenda,
they are not even recognized as being issues, yet alone problems, in the first place. Or as
Lukes expresses it:

is it not the supreme and most insidious use of power to prevent people, to whatever
degree, from having grievances by shaping their perceptions, cognitions and preferences
in such a way that they accept their role in the existing order of things, either because
they can see or imagine no alternative to it, or because they see it as natural and
unchangeable, or because they value it as divinely ordained and beneficial?

(1974: 24) 

Yet while Bachrach and Baratz, Crenson and Lukes, each made a valuable contribution to
the study of power, problem definition and policy agendas, we need to consider other
factors which can either inhibit change, and thereby contribute towards policy continuity,
or which alternatively, in certain circumstances, can prompt policy change.

The role of ideas

The impact of ideas on public policy and agenda setting can be discerned on at least two
discrete levels (Seldon, 1996: 264). There is a general or ‘macro’ level of ideas, which
might be deemed ideological, in the sense that they constitute a dominant or hegemonic set
of ideas and values concerning the purpose and objectives of government and public
policy. In this respect, certain ideas become prevalent and pervasive during particular
periods of history, and thereby shape and constrain the policies that are pursued. 

For example, laissez-faire and individualism constituted the dominant framework of
ideas during the Victorian era in late-19th-century Britain, with social phenomena such as
poverty, and even ill-health, often attributed to individual failings, fecklessness and
immorality. It was therefore deemed neither desirable nor appropriate for the state to inter-
vene to ameliorate such conditions or circumstances, unless it was in a punitive manner to
‘remoralize’ the individuals concerned.

By contrast, the 1945–79 period was an era in which the dominant set of ‘macro’ ideas
were those of social democracy (or at least a mild, British variant of it), entailing
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Keynesian economic management and a Beveridgian welfare state. In stark contrast to the
Victorian era, it was widely accepted that governments could – and therefore should –
intervene in the economy to sustain or stimulate demand, and thereby underpin full
employment and increased prosperity. Similarly, this period entailed a widespread accep-
tance that the state had a responsibility to ensure that there was an education system and
health service available to everyone (free at the point of access or admission), irrespective
of their background or material circumstances, as well as a system of public (council)
housing for those who could not afford to buy their own homes. Furthermore, this social
democratic era entailed a social security system whereby a range of benefits were avail-
able to people on the basis of their circumstances and needs ‘from the cradle to the grave’. 

So pervasive did this set of ideas become, particularly from the late 1940s to the 1960s,
that many senior Conservatives sought to accommodate their party to it, deeming it to
be in accordance with the ‘one nation’ strand of Toryism attributed to the 19th-century
Conservative leader and Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli. Thus did the late 1940s, for
example, hear a number of prominent Conservatives, such as Rab Butler, explicitly reject-
ing laissez-faire and the unfettered free market, and insisting that the Conservative Party
had always acknowledged a more active role for the state in contributing towards the mate-
rial welfare and prosperity of its citizens (Butler, 1971: 135, 146; see also Alport, 1946: 14;
Hinchingbrooke, 1944: 21).

The Conservative Party’s attempt at accommodating itself to the ideas of social democ-
racy after 1945 was evident in the 1947 policy document, The Industrial Charter, in which
the party publicly committed itself to the pursuit of ‘high and stable levels of employ-
ment’, government regulation of the economy where appropriate or necessary, and accep-
tance of the trade unions as important and valuable institutions who therefore deserved to
be treated with respect.

Since the late 1970s, another set of ‘macro’ ideas has prevailed, thereby displacing those
of social democracy, namely those of neo-liberalism and individualism, although whether
these were actually a new set of ideas, or merely a revival of those which prevailed in the
19th century, is a matter of conjecture. Promoted and implemented by the New Right and
Thatcherism during the 1980s and 1990s, this new hegemony lauded the primacy of the
market economy, both on normative and practical grounds, and enthusiastically encour-
aged individualism (instead of collectivism). Whereas social democracy had viewed many
socio-economic problems as a consequence of ‘market failure’, thereby justifying state
intervention and trade union partnership as appropriate policy responses, the neo-liberalism
of the New Right decreed that so-called ‘market failures’ were actually a consequence of
excessive state intervention and trade union power. A different framework of ideas, there-
fore, provided the basis for a fundamentally different set of priorities and policies during
the 1980s and 1990s.

So entrenched did these ideas become during this period, that ( just as many
Conservatives had accommodated themselves to social democracy from the late 1940s to
the 1960s) Labour ‘modernizers’ sought to restructure and reposition the party in a man-
ner which entailed it not merely accepting, but actually embracing ‘the market’, and
thereby ditching its dirigiste, interventionist past (hence the rewriting of Clause IV and
abandonment of nationalization as a principle of policy objective) (Heffernan, 2000). This

14 Policy Making in Britain

Dorey-02.qxd  1/4/2005  8:41 PM  Page 14



repositioning, which resulted in the emergence of New Labour, also entailed the party
formally accepting the importance of the consumer over producer interests, and a much
looser and cooler relationship with the trade unions. Indeed, since becoming Prime
Minister in May 1997, Tony Blair – the personification of New Labour – has exuded the
same admiration of businessmen as Margaret Thatcher did, much to the chagrin of many
trade union leaders.

While the ‘macro’ level of ideas provides the dominant paradigm during different eras,
there are also ideas at the ‘meso’ or ‘micro’ level, which influence policies in particular
areas and on specific issues. Of course, they will be significantly shaped and constrained
by the dominant paradigm within the area articulated, but they will nonetheless often have
an importance and impact in their own right, and certainly add to the multiplicity of influ-
ences shaping public policy overall.

When the social democratic paradigm wa hegemonic, for example, the overall emphasis
on equality of opportunity and reducing inequality facilitated specific ideas and policies
promoting comprehensive schools and an expansion of Higher Education (to widen access),
while the principle of government regulation of the economy (to mitigate the deficiencies
and dysfunctions of the free market) yielded, among other things, acceptance of the need
for some public ownership (nationalization) of key industries and services, and the adop-
tion of incomes policies as a means of preventing ‘excessive’ or inflationary pay increases. 

Once the social democratic paradigm was superseded by that of neo-liberalism and
individualism, many ‘micro-’ or ‘meso-’ level ideas yielded corresponding changes in
specific policies. The overarching importance of private enterprise and ownership facili-
tated the privatization of nationalized industries and the selling off of council houses,
while the rejection of governmental responsibility for full employment, coupled with an
alternative – ‘money supply’ – theory of the cause of inflation, led to the abandonment of
incomes policies and partnership with the trade unions. Similarly, with the New Right dis-
puting the previously held view (among many policy makers) that crime was largely attrib-
utable to socio-economic deprivation, there was much greater emphasis on catching and
prosecuting criminals, through increasing both police numbers and powers, as well as
encouraging the use of more custodial (prison) sentences by the courts.

Individuals as progenitors of ideas and policies

A few individuals can be said to have exerted a significant influence with regard to key
ideas or the ‘macro’ level intellectual framework since 1945. First, John Maynard Keynes
and William Beveridge are widely recognized as the intellectual architects of what became
the postwar social democratic settlement in Britain, lasting from 1945 to the 1970s.
Keynes’ economic ideas provided a clear alternative to the hitherto dominance of unfet-
tered market forces and laissez-faire, by explaining how governments could – and should –
seek to regulate economic activity in order to sustain demand, and thereby both avoid
oscillations between booms and slumps, and foster full employment. These ideas, consid-
ered quite radical when first enunciated (via Keynes’ 1936 book, The General Theory of
Employment, Interest and Money) gained credence as a consequence of government inter-
vention in, and regulation of, the British economy during World War II – when Keynes
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himself was appointed to work in the Treaury – to the extent that when the war ended in
1945, there was a widespread intellectual and political acceptance that the country should
not seek to turn back the clock by reverting to pre-war economics. As previously noted,
even the majority of senior Conservatives publicly accepted the need for state regulation
of the economy from the mid-1940s onwards, and thereby acknowledged that there could
be no return to Victorian economic liberalism. Indeed, by this time, the future Conservative
Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, had already urged the pursuit of a ‘middle way’ between
state socialism and laissez-faire capitalism, whereby the state and industry, along with
management and workers, would work together as partners to pursue common goals,
rather than continuing to permit untrammelled market forces and rampant individualism,
both of which were potentially, if not actually, destabilizing of the social and political
order (Macmillan, 1927; Macmillan, 1937).

William Beveridge, meanwhile, was a former civil servant and sometime director of the
London School of Economics (LSE), and is widely acknowledged to be the architect of the
postwar welfare state, for it was his 1942 Report on Social Insurance and Allied Services
which provided the intellectual and political framework for many of the social polices and
institutions introduced by the 1945–51 Labour governments (and generally maintained by
subsequent governments), although elements of the welfare state were already in existence
before 1942. Certainly, one distinguished academic has characterized Beveridge as ‘the
emblematic Keynesian social democrat of the 1940s’ (Marquand, 1996: 23).

The two intellectuals who have become most closely identified with the subsequent
Conservative counter-revolution against the Keynesian–Beveridgian consensus are Friedrich
Hayek and Milton Freidman, although their ideas were then popularized during the 1970s and
1980s by various British academics. Hayek provided a strong intellectual case against state
intervention to regulate the economy or provide a comprehensive welfare state, arguing that
this heralded a ‘road to serfdom’ (Hayek, 1944), and thus firmly believing that the State’s role
should be kept to the minimum necessary to maintain the framework of a market economy
and law and order, beyond which individuals ought to be permitted maximum choice about
how they lived their lives. Although Hayek insisted that he was a (classical) liberal rather than
a Conservative (Hayek, 1960: 397–411), his ideas were enthusiastically adopted and cited by
many of those Conservatives who came to constitute the New Right, and who increasingly
coalesced around Margaret Thatcher, herself a self-confessed admirer of Hayek (Thatcher,
1993: 12–13, 1995: 50–1). Indeed, one of her ideological soul-mates in the Party, Sir Keith
Joseph, upon being appointed Secretary of State for Industry in May 1979, issued his senior
civil servants with a list of recommended texts to read – so that they would understand his
political perspective – which included two of Adam Smith’s books (Halcrow, 1989: 136–7).

The monetarist economic theory popularised by Milton Friedman, meanwhile, was
enthusiastically adopted or espoused by various Conservative politicians and adherents
from the late 1970s onwards, and even though the first Thatcher government’s ‘monetarist
experiment’ was relatively short-lived (Ingham, 2000: 104–7; Keegan, 1984; Riddell,
1989: 18–22). Friedman’s general views about the alleged inherent superiority of free markets
and the immutable laws of supply and demand continued to inform the thinking of many
senior Conservatives during the 1980s, as did his view that much unemployment was
‘voluntary’ (Friedman, 1962; Friedman and Friedman, 1980).
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The main intellectual associated with New Labour and the Blair government, meanwhile,
is Anthony Giddens, an academic sociologist and Director of the LSE (Fielding, 2003: 80;
Kelly, 2003: 242). Prior to 1997, it had also been widely considered that Will Hutton –
economic journalist for The Observer Sunday broad-sheet newspaper, for whom he was
appointed editor in 1996 – was emerging as an intellectual influence on Tony Blair’s
Labour Party, particularly when the former promoted the ‘stakeholder’ economy as a third
way between New Right neo-liberalism and Old Left dirigisme, but this apparent influence
did not last (see, for example, Seldon, 2004: 241), and many of Hutton’s weekly columns
in The Observer have since been rather critical of the Blair governments’ apparent lack of
radicalism in many areas of policy, not least their approach to the economy, and their
timidity towards European integration.

Individuals, often academic economists or sociologists, have also exercised an occa-
sional influence on specific policies in postwar Britain. For example, Robert Hall, the
Director of the Cabinet Office’s Economic Section throughout the 1950s and into the
beginning of the 1960s, seems to have played a major role in persuading Harold Macmillan
and his senior Conservative ministers of the need to pursue an incomes policy after 1960,
in order to maintain full employment and curb inflation (Hall, 1961: 1042). The subse-
quent Labour government of Harold Wilson entered Office in 1964, itself committed to ‘a
policy for incomes’ (albeit shying away from the term incomes policy due to the trade
unions’ suspicion that this was invariably a euphemism for wage restraint), reflecting the
strong influence on both Wilson and his first Chancellor, James Callaghan, of Thomas
Balogh. Formerly an Oxbridge economist, Balogh subsequently became Wilson’s per-
sonal economic adviser, and was a strong proponent of ‘a policy for incomes’ (Balogh,
1963: 14–15; PRO PREM 13/1875, Balogh to Wilson, 28 February 1967).

The 1964–70 Labour governments also seemed initially to be influenced by sociologists
such as Brian Abel-Smith and Peter Townsend, who were instrumental in the ‘rediscovery
of poverty’ during the first half of the 1960s, which therefore challenged the widely held
view that full employment, rising incomes and the welfare state had, by this time, finally
eradicated poverty. These sociologists provided analyses which refuted this complacent
assumption (see, for example, Abel-Smith and Townsend, 1965; Titmuss, 1962), and
thereby appeared to shape various of the Wilson governments’ early social policies (Seldon,
1996: 268). Aspects of education policy especially bore the imprint of the sociologist
Michael Young, who not only underpinned Tony Crosland’s determination to expand
comprehensive education, but was instrumental in convincing Harold Wilson himself to
pursue the innovation of what was to become the Open University (Hollis, 1997: 303;
Pimlott, 1993: 514).

During the same period, the Conservative Opposition was formulating a highly legalis-
tic industrial relations policy, which would eventually become the 1971 Industrial
Relations Act. Although this policy reflected the view of a number of senior Conservatives
at the time, that ‘appeasement’ of the trade unions had been pursued too far and for too
long, one particular individual, Stephen Abbott, seemed to have played a significant role
in promoting the adoption of much more legalistic policy after 1965. As a company exec-
utive who began working for the Conservative Party in 1960. Abbott was convinced of the
need to pursue greater legal regulation of industrial relations, a perspective which he was
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able to advocate through his subsequent membership of the Conservative Opposition’s
policy review group on ‘trade union practice and law’ (Abbott, 1966; Moran, 1977: 57–8).

The 1974–9 Labour governments, meanwhile, particularly its two leaders, Harold
Wilson, until his resignation in the spring of 1976, and James Callaghan thereafter, were
apparently strongly influenced on a range of policies by Bernard Donoughue, a former
Reader in Politics at the LSE, who subsequently became a Special Policy Adviser to the two
Labour Prime Ministers, and Head of the (10 Downing Street) Policy Unit. According to
one leading political historian, his influence … penetrated the heart of government (Seldon,
1996: 271), and certainly, his influence – along with that of Wilson’s Press Secretary, Joe
Haines – was clearly discernible with regard to incomes policy in 1975–6, as well as aspects
of social policy under Callaghan, although Donoughue and Haines were less successful in
persuading the Cabinet to adopt a policy of selling council houses to their tenants
(Donoughue, 1987: 63–4, 103–27), a policy which subsequently became indelibly associ-
ated with Margaret Thatcher and her Conservative governments in the1980s.

During the early year’s of Margaret Thatcher’s premiership, Ferdinand Mount – briefly
head of the Policy Unit during 1982–3 – apparently ‘contributed to her [Margaret Thatcher’s]
philosophical and moral approach’, for he too was ‘a firm advocate of the renewal of dis-
cipline and responsibility’. Consequently ‘a number of policy proposals flowed form
Mount’s philosophy’, including tax changes beneficial to married couples, education
vouchers (not subsequently introduced), stronger policing and more generous discounts
for those wishing to buy their council house (Blick, 2004: 200; Thatcher, 1993: 278–9).

During John Major’s 1990–7 premiership, the Deputy Head of Policy Unit, Nick True,
became closely associated with two particular policy initiatives known as the 1991
Citizen’s Charter, and the 1993 ‘back to basics’ campaign (Hogg and Hill, 1995: 95–7;
Seldon, 1996: 272). However, one of the most controversial policies of the Major govern-
ments was the Child Support Agency (CSA), whose intellectual antecedents could partly
be attributed to the neo-conservative American sociologist Charles Murray (see below). 

More recently, since 1997, Tony Blair seems to have been strongly influenced by indi-
viduals such as Peter Mandelson, widely recognized as a key architect of ‘New Labour’ and
the party’s modernization process, and by Philip Gould, Blair’s personal poll adviser and
overall organizer of the party’s ‘focus groups’. Mandelson and Blair have developed a very
close friendship, with Mandelson regularly acting as a ‘confidant’ of Tony Blair, and thus
enjoying regular meetings with the Prime Minister, even when he was not actually a minister
(Mandelson and Liddle, 1996). It is partly because of the ultra-revisionist and ‘modernizing’
views to which he has long subscribed with regard to the Labour Party, and the apparent
influence he has exercised over Tony Blair – coupled with the regularity and ease of access
to him for bilateral meetings and advice-offering sessions – that Peter Mandelson became
deeply unpopular among many Labour backbenchers. Even some senior ministers – including
Gordon Brown and John Prescott – have reportedly been uneasy about the Mandelson’s
apparent influence over Tony Blair’s political thinking on occasions.

Meanwhile, Philip Gould has arguably played a central role in advising Blair on the
aspirations and anxieties of ‘Middle England’, as ascertained through conducting regular
private polling for the Labour Party, coupled with the organization of ‘focus groups’,
which seek to elicit people’s views and concerns on particular issues. This has enabled
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New Labour to tailor – or present (‘spin’) – many of its policies accordingly, both
publicly, but also in privately, in the sense of persuading sceptical backbenchers that parti-
cular policy proposals which they want to see adopted would be unpopular with voters,
and might therefore diminish the party’s electoral support. In these respects, Gould can
also be seen – like Mandelson – as a major influence on Tony Blair’s political outlook, and
thus on the establishment of New Labour (Gould, 1999).

Think tanks as progenitors of ideas 
and agenda setting

Since the late 1970s, there has been an increase in the number of ‘think tanks’ in Britain,
and an apparent increase in their influence. We say apparent because ‘influence’ is often
difficult to gauge in political science, due to the problem of identifying independent vari-
ables, or determining the degree to which a particular variable has shaped a political event
or policy outcome. Consequently, while it is fairly straightforward to measure the rise of
‘think tanks’ quantitatively, it is rather less easy to gauge their actual contribution to public
policy in Britain, especially as some such bodies might want to claim credit for certain
policies in order to enhance their credibility – and attract new clients and funding – in an
increasingly crowded think tank universe (for an overview on the rise and role of think
tanks in Britain see Denham and Garnett, 1998, 1999, 2004; James, 1993; Stone, 1996).   

One commentator has referred to think tanks as ‘idea brokers’, defining them as for-
mally independent (from government) bodies ‘engaged in multidisciplinary research
intended to influence public policy’. In this context, the ‘distinctive contribution of think
tanks to British politics has been to broaden the repertoire of politicians by offering an
extra, unorthodox alternative which makes it easier to question the premises of existing
policy’ (James, 1993: 492, 505). Although formally independent of government – a
necessary precondition of being able to conduct independent research and promote origi-
nal ideas – the ideological orientation of some think tanks means that two broad types can
be identified.

First, there are those which are recognized as being politically neutral, or what Denham
and Garnett term as ‘traditional’ (1996: 49) think tanks. These aim to provide objective
information and evidence on issues, which they hope will influence the ideas of policy
makers, irrespective of which political party is in government, or which overarching set of
ideas is prevalent at any given time. The three most notable examples of such think tanks
in Britain are indicated in Table 2.1.

The second category of think tanks are those that, while remaining formally indepen-
dent of government, have a clear political or ideological orientation, to the extent that they
often become identified with a particular ideology, a specific political party, or even a par-
ticular ‘strand’ within that party. In this respect, these have been labelled ‘advocacy’ think
tanks (Denham and Garnett, 1998: 49), for they clearly seek to influence policy makers on
the basis of a particular ideological orientation or political perspective. Similarly, in his
essay on the Adam Smith Institute (a think tank cited below), Heffernan adopts the term
‘policy advocate’ clearly characterizing it as ‘political’, rather than an ‘independent’ think
tank’ (1996: 81). As such, these ‘think tanks’ are generally either on the political Right
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(and particularly what became known from the 1970s as the New Right), or towards the
centre-Left (often associated with New Labour or the ‘third way’), although some of the
latter are sceptical about the continued relevance of terms such as Left and Right, and
thus prefer to depict themselves as ‘progressive’ instead. Table 2.2 indicates the think
tanks associated with the political Right in Britain, and particularly the New Right or
Thatcherism. 

These think tanks seek to influence public policy and policy makers in various ways,
most notably through hosting conferences and seminars, submitting proposals to relevant
civil servants and ministers, writing articles in newspapers and publishing books and pam-
phlets. Some of them, such as the Institute of Economic Affairs, even publish their own
journal. Politiea, meanwhile, publishes about 10 pamphlets each year, and hosts numerous
conferences and lectures, with many of the participants drawn from academia, journalism,
other think tanks, ‘the City’, and the Conservative Party.

Most of these think tanks claim to have exerted an influence on public policy in Britain
during the 1980s and 1990s, with the Adam Smith Institute claiming to have published
‘over 300 influential policy reports’ between 1977 and the end of 2002 (www.adamsmith.
org.uk, emphasis added), while also claiming that the Thatcher governments implemented 200
of the 624 policy proposals recommended in the Adam Smith Institute’s 1985 Omega File. The
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Table 2.1 ‘Traditional’ think tanks in contemporary Britain 

Name of think tank Date formed Focus or orientation

Institute of Fiscal ‘To provide top quality economic analysis’
Studies and provide ‘a source of authoritative,

impartial comment on fiscal matters’,
particularly with regard to taxation.
The Institute sees itself as exercising
‘substantial influence through publications,
the media, close contacts with civil
servants and regular meetings with Cabinet 
and Shadow Cabinet members’
(www.ifs.org.uk).

National Institute of 1938 ‘To promote, through quantitative research,
Economic and a deeper understanding of the interaction
Social Research of economic and social forces that affect

people’s lives, so that they may be
improved’ (www.niesr.ac.uk).

Policy Studies Institute 1978 Aims to conduct ‘rigorous and impartial’
research and disseminate information –
via publications (including a journal),
workshops and conferences – which will
‘promote economic well-being and improve
quality of life’ (www.psi.org.uk).
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Table  2.2 Think tanks associated with the political Right in Britain

Name of think tank Date formed Focus or orientation

Adam Smith 1977 Leading advocate of ideas concerning private 
Institute enterprise, the virtues of competition and the need

to base economic activity and variables (such
as prices, wages, and levels of employment) on
the ‘laws’ of supply and demand. Sees itself
providing suggestions and concrete proposals
about how to put these principles into practice
vis-à-vis particular policies.

Centre for Policy 1974 Margaret Thatcher and Sir Keith Joseph founded the 
Studies Centre for Policy Studies (CPS) in order to promote 

the case for a social market economy and greater
freedom (from the state) for individuals. Strong 
emphasis on the importance of individual choice and
responsibility, and the concepts of duty, family respect
for the law, national independence, individualism 
and liberty’ (www.cps.org,uk/mission; see also,
Harris, 1996).

Institute of 1957 Has always advocated applying market principles 
Economic (competition, contracting out, internal markets, private
Affairs sector involvement or practices, etc) and consumer

choice to the provision of public services and the 
welfare state, but only from the mid-1970s did the 
Institute find these ideas being taken seriously and
sympathetically by an increasing number of 
Conservative politicians.

Politeia 1995 Founded by Sheila Lawlor, formerly a Deputy Director
of the Centre for Policy Studies, Politeia is primarily 
concerned with such issues as: the proper role of
government, appropriate or acceptable levels of
taxation, and the balance to be struck between the
state and the private sector in the provision of such
services as health, education, pensions
(www.politeia.co.uk).

Social Affairs 1980 Initially established under the auspices of the
Institute Unit of Economic Affairs, the Social
Affairs Unit eventually acquired complete
institutional independence. Much of its work has
provided a sociological ‘parallel’ to the IEA’s
economic critique of collectivism, concentrating on
the apparently detrimental social effects of universal
welfarism, and the alleged influence of
‘self-serving’ welfare professionals and Left-inclined
sociologists on postwar social policy in
Britain.
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Institute, or individuals closely associated with it, also claim that it influenced various
privatizations during the 1980s, along with the Poll Tax, the introduction of ‘Freeports’, and
parts of the 1988 Education Act (which, among other things, enabled schools to opt out of
Local Education Authority (LEA) control, and purported to increase ‘parent power’). The
Adam Smith Institute has also claimed at least some of the credit for John Major’s intro-
duction, in 1991, of a Citizen’s Charter, formally intended to empower or enhance the
rights of consumers of public services (Heffernan, 1996: 84–5). 

The Social Affairs Unit similarly claims that many of the ideas it initially espoused have
subsequently ‘found their way into the policy mainstream’, particularly in the sphere of edu-
cation, such as local autonomy for schools and further education colleges, parental choice
and accountability, standards and academic rigour in curricula, etc. (www.socialaffairsunit.
org.uk).

Of course, as previously mentioned, discerning the actual influence of think tanks is
methodologically difficult, primarily because we cannot know whether policy makers
would have adopted the relevant policies anyway, irrespective of the arguments, or even
the very existence, of certain think tanks. It is quite likely, for example, that Margaret
Thatcher would have adopted the Poll Tax and pursued various privatizations regardless
of the advocacy of both polices by the Adam Smith Institute.

However, think tanks might well serve either to embolden policy makers contemplating
a particular policy, providing them with the intellectual confidence to proceed, or they
might help to imbue a policy initiative with greater legitimacy, either among other politi-
cal elites and opinion formers, or possibly among sections of the British public. Certainly,
some commentators believe that the influence of think tanks is greater in helping to shape
the overall intellectual framework, than in directly and explicitly influencing specific poli-
cies. Writing about the Institute of Economic Affairs, for example, Muller argues that the
think tank ‘engaged less in offering practical solutions and means of implementation to
government, and rather sought to change the climate in which government thinking was
taking place’ (1996: 95), or, as Denham and Garnett elaborate, the Institute’s main audi-
ence ‘was (and continues to be) not so much people with day-to-day policy making
responsibilities as those who help to frame the context in which policy making takes place’
(1998: 93). More generally, Cockett’s major study argues that New Right think tanks, and
various individuals within them ‘did as much intellectually to convert a generation of
“opinion formers” and politicians to a new set of ideas as the Fabians had done with a for-
mer generation at the turn of the century’ (Cockett, 1994: 5), while Seldon, although fully
acknowledging the difficulties of accurately gauging their precise influence on particular
policies, concurs that since the 1970s, think tanks ‘have had an influential role in collating
the thoughts of like-minded intellectuals and funnelling them into governing circles’
(1996: 273).

One key point to note, though, is the extent to which the ideas propagated by think tanks –
and, indeed, individuals – will only gain intellectual or political credence if they are per-
ceived to correspond to actual circumstances, and offer a plausible explanation of the
underlying causes of particular problems at a given historical juncture. For example, hav-
ing been formed in 1957, the Institute of Economic Affairs spent its early years ploughing
‘a lonely intellectual furrow’ in espousing ‘the then unfashionable case for the free market’
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(James, 1993: 495). Not until the economic crises and apparent ‘overload of government’
of the 1970s did its ideas, and those of cognate think tanks formed around this time start
to correspond to wider experiences and perceptions, whereupon they seemed to offer – at
least to some commentators and policy makers – solutions to the mounting problems
affecting Britain. As the social democratic, Keynesian, welfare consensus crumbled, so
some of the ideas canvassed by the think tanks of the Right began to be taken more seri-
ously by certain journalists, newspapers and politicians (most notably Sir Keith Joseph,
who, in turn, strongly influenced Margaret Thatcher herself) (see Desai, 1994). 

Irrespective of how much influence the Right’s think tanks actually exercised from the
mid-1970s onwards, some figures on the centre-Left evidently deemed them serious
enough to warrant forming their own think tanks during the late 1980s and 1990s, or breath
new life into those which already had a long history. The main centre-Left – in fact, they
are generally associated with New Labour – or self-proclaimed ‘progressive’ think tanks
are outlined in Table 2.3.

Like their Conservative or New Right counterparts, most of the centre-Left or ‘progres-
sive’ claim to have exercised at least some influence on the Labour Party since the early
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Table 2.3 Centre-Left or New Labour-orientated think tanks in Britain

Name of think tank Date formed Focus or orientation

Demos 1993 Describes itself as ‘a greenhouse of new ideas’
intended to underpin five main themes, namely
democracy, learning, enterprise, global change and
quality of life. Strong focus on cultural issues – 
environmental affairs, drugs, gender relations, political
apathy, parenting, etc. Demos claims that its ideas
‘regularly influence government policy’
(www.demos.co.uk; see also, Bale, 1996).

Fabian Society 1884 Always espoused a gradualist yet progressive
approach to social reform to establish a fairer society,
but has experienced something of a renaissance,
claiming to have made a significant contribution to the
Labour Party’s process of modernization since 1992,
particularly the 1995 rewriting of Clause IV. Sees itself
as the Blair government’s ‘critical friend’ (see
Callaghan, 1996, for an overview).

Institute for Public 1988 Claims to be ‘the leading independent think tank on
Policy Research the centre left’, whose ‘well-researched and clearly

argued policy analysis’ makes a significant contribution
to ‘maintaining the momentum of progressive thought’.
Through its ideas and policy proposals, the Institute
aims to create ‘a fairer, more inclusive and more
environmentally sustainable world’, deriving from its
values of ‘social justice, equality, and democratic
empowerment’ (www.ippr.org.uk).
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1990s, even to the extent of partly fashioning ‘New Labour’, even before the term was
actually invoked. For example, the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) claims to
have played a major role in the establishment (by the Labour Party) in 1992, of the (Borrie)
Commission on Social Justice, which, in turn, provided the basis for such New Labour poli-
cies as the ‘New Deal’, tax-and-pension integration and pensions reform. The Institute also
claims to have had various of its other policy ideas and initiatives embraced by the Blair
governments, including environmental taxation, the Human Rights Act, and social housing.
Since the Blair government’s re-election in June 2001, the Institute has gained prominence
for its endorsement of Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) (something which many Labour
MPs view with profound suspicion). As we will note in the next two chapters, several of
the Institute’s staff have been appointed as Special Advisers to Cabinet Ministers and the
Prime Minister himself since 1997. Certainly, the IPPR is deemed to have exercised so
much influence on New Labour policy development since the mid-1990s, that it has wryly
been referred to as ‘New Labour’s civil service’ (Rowan, 2003: 17; see also, Ruben, 1996).

A further indication of the apparent affinity between these think tanks and New Labour
is indicated by the fact that following the party’s 1997 election victory, the co-founder of
Demos, Geoff Mulgan, was appointed by Blair to serve in the Cabinet Office, helping to
oversee or coordinate the implementation of various policies, thereby assisting in the goal
of creating ‘joined-up government’. 

Two other think tanks worth mentioning very briefly, but which are somewhat more diffi-
cult to locate clearly on a traditional Left-Right continuum, are the Social Market Foundation
and Civitas. Founded in 1989, the Social Market Foundation claims to be non-ideological and
independent of party politics, but has generally acquired a reputation for being closer to the
centre-Right (for an overview, see Baston, 1996). Yet the political or ideological ambivalence
of the Social Market Foundation is indicated by the ideologically eclectic range of figures
who are either patrons or sit on its advisory board, including: Lord (David) Owen, a Labour
Cabinet Minister in the 1970s and co-founder of the Social Democratic Party in the 1980s; the
Conservative academic, Professor Lord (Robert) Skidelsky; Lord Sainsbury, the supermarket
magnate and financial donor to New Labour, the supermarket magnate Lord Sainsbury;
Daniel Finkelstein, who has worked in the Conservative Research Department since 1995;
Professor Anthony Giddens, Director of the LSE and intellectual ‘guru’ of Tony Blair’s ‘third
way’; Stephen Twigg, the Labour MP who defeated Michael Portillo in 1997 (and retained
the Enfield and Southgate seat in the 2001 election); David Willetts, a former senior official
in the Centre for Policy Studies and now a member of the Conservative’s Shadow Cabinet. It
is this eclecticism which renders it so difficult to characterize the Social Market Foundation’s
political position.

Meanwhile, Civitas (the Institute for the Study of Civil Society), which was formed in
2000, claims to be ‘politically non-partisan’, its primary concern being ‘to deepen public
understanding of the legal, institutional and moral framework that makes a free and demo-
cratic society possible’, and to promote ‘a better division of responsibilities between
government and civil society’. However, it believes that ‘there are still areas where the
realm of political decisions may have encroached too much onto the territory best left to
the initiative of individuals freely co-operating in their own localities’ (www.civitas.org.uk/
hwu/mission). In the late summer of 2004, Civitas announced that it was opening a New
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Model School in London for children of primary school age, in which the emphasis would
be on the ‘3 Rs’ and developing good character’. The initiative derived from Civitas’s
concern that traditional British values and culture were being grievously undermined by
excessive liberalism, multiculturalism and cultural relativism. In establishing the school –
fees just under £3000 per annum – a senior official claimed that Civitas had changed from
‘being a think-tank to a do-tank’ (The Guardian, 31 August 2004).

Civitas is especially interested in four policy areas: education, family health and
welfare, and while declaring its political independence, its concern to ensure that hospitals
and schools are more responsive to patients and parents, and that the social security system
permits a greater role for individual responsibility and the voluntary sector, do suggest an
orientation towards the centre-Right. In this respect, it is interesting to note that the
founder of Civitas was previously the Director of the Institute of Economic Affairs’ Health
and Welfare Unit, while the Deputy Director of Civitas was formerly Assistant Director of
this unit. Another senior official within Civitas was hitherto Deputy Director of the Social
Market Foundation. Also ‘ideologically’ linked with Civitas (if not actually a member) is
Melanie Phillips, a former Guardian journalist who now writes for The Daily Mail.
Describing her political position as that of ‘a liberal who has been mugged by reality’, she
apparently sees in Civitas ‘the beginnings of a sympathetic network’ (Beckett, 2003: 2). 

One important way in which at least some of the ideas canvassed by the more politi-
cal or partisan think tanks may have been transmitted to governments is through the
appointment – often by the Prime Minister – of senior think tank personnel to key posts
within the core executive (discussed in the next chapter).

Table 2.4 shows the most notable examples, since 1980, of think tank staff who were
subsequently appointed to positions within the core executive, and therefore had regular
and direct access to Cabinet Ministers, including the Prime Minister.

Yet however many ideas and individuals are vying for attention, and seeking to shape
the policy agenda at any given moment, their intellectual merits or ideological strengths
are not in themselves usually sufficient to ensure that they will be adopted by policy
makers. Instead, ideas and proposed policy solutions to problems, need to correspond to
appropriate political circumstances.

Hayek wrote The Road to Serfdom in the mid-1940s, for example, but from 1945 to the
early 1970s, his critique of government intervention and welfarism attracted little serious
or sympathetic attention in Britain, largely because state management of the economy, and
welfare provision from ‘cradle to grave’ were what most British people seemed to want
and expect. Furthermore, for much of this period, these general policies were widely
perceived to be relatively successful, certainly more so that what had preceded them.
Consequently, Hayek’s ideas were not ‘picked-up’ by many people, beyond a small num-
ber of right-wing academics and Conservatives, who were themselves generally viewed as
mavericks or ‘outsiders’ at the time. Only in the political circumstances which developed
in Britain during the 1970s did the ideas of individuals like Hayek, and like-minded think
tanks, gain wider, more, popular currency, and were treated much more seriously, to the
extent of actually becoming influential, and arguably contributing towards policy change. 

In other words, as Seldon notes ‘ideas are not enough’; to be effective ‘they need advo-
cates, they need to square with the facts, and to be launched into positive circumstances’
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Table 2.4 Think tank staff subsequently appointed to posts in the core
executive, since 1979

Former think tank 
Name membership or post Subsequent political post

Daniel Finkelstein Director of Social Market Conservative Research
Foundation (1992–5) Department from 1995.

John Hoskyns Centre for Policy Studies Head of 10 Downing Street Policy
Unit under Margaret Thatcher (1979–82).

David Miliband Researcher for the Institute 1. Head of 10 Downing Street 
for Public Policy Research Policy Unit under Tony Blair.

2. From 2001, a Labour MP, and
Minister of State for Education.

Ferdinand Mount Director of Centre for Policy Head of 10 Downing Street Policy Unit
Studies under Margaret Thatcher (1982–3).

Geoff Mulgan Co-founder and Director 1. Special Adviser to Tony Blair (with
of Demos particular reference to tackling social

exclusion).
2. Head of Cabinet Office’s Strategy Unit.

John Redwood Centre for Policy Studies 1. Head of 10 Downing Street Policy Unit
under Margaret Thatcher (1983–5).

2. Cabinet Minister under John Major
(1990–5).

3. Conservative leadership challenger
(unsuccessful) in 1995.

4. Shadow Cabinet under William Hague
1997–2001, and Michael Howard
since 2004.

Sir Alfred Sherman Director of Studies at 1. 10 Downing Street Policy Unit under 
the Centre for Policy Studies Margaret Thatcher (Special Adviser).

Norman Strauss Centre for Policy Studies 10 Downing Street Policy Unit under
Margaret Thatcher (Special Adviser).

Matthew Taylor Institute for Public Head of (Tony Blair’s) 10 Downing Street
Policy Research Policy Directorate since summer 2003.

Sir Alan Walters Centre for Policy Studies Special (Economic) Adviser to Margaret 
Thatcher.

David Willetts Director of Centre for 1. 10 Downing Street Policy Unit
Policy Studies (1987–92). under Margaret Thatcher.
Board Member of Social 2. Conservative MP (since 1992).
Market Foundation 3. Various Cabinet and 
after 1992. Shadow Cabinet posts.
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(1996: 289). This leads us to a key concept developed by John Kingdon, in his book
Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies, which was first published in 1984, with a
second edition appearing in 1995, in which he examined the conditions normally required
in order for policy change to occur.

Policy Streams

Kingdon (1995) illustrated that in order to get onto the policy agenda, and thus have an
input into public policy, particularly policy change, ideas need to be conjoined with two
other factors, namely the existence of identifiable problems for which those ideas purport
to be solutions, and appropriate circumstances and situations enabling the ideas and solu-
tions to be implemented. In this context, Kingdon delineates three ‘streams’, (Figure 2.1),
which need to flow together if ideas are to move up, or even onto, the policy agenda, and
be translated into public policy.

The problem stream
While many problems seem to be self-evident, especially when they produce a crisis com-
pelling policy makers to act, other problems are not so often obvious, or even recognized
as being problems, due to the manner in which they are socially constructed or ideologi-
cally defined. Consequently, it is not sufficient to assume that problems invariably or
inevitably get onto the policy agenda, for not everyone involved in the policy process will
recognize them as problems. On the other hand, some policy actors will actually look for
a problem, because they have a particular theory or policy which they wish to pursue. As
such, rather than assuming that problems generate a search for solutions, the policy
process often comprises ‘solutions’ (via their advocates) searching for a problem to which
they can be applied. Whether an issue is defined as a problem depends on a range of
factors, which we might term the four ‘I’s: 

• indicators
• interpretation
• ideology
• instances.
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Figure 2.1 John Kingdon’s model of policy streams
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Indicators, usually of a quantitative or statistical kind, whereby statistics or other empirical
evidence reveal that a particular phenomenon is increasing or decreasing in a manner
which is deemed undesirable, unacceptable or unintended. For example, one of the reasons
why Conservative governments decided, during the late 1980s and early 1990s, that
single parents were a social problem, were figures which showed that their numbers had
increased from 840,000 in 1979 to 1.5 million just over a decade later. Furthermore, while
many of these were attributable to marital breakdown and divorce, it was also discover that
the number of unmarried mothers had increased from 160,000 in 1981 to 430,000 in 1991,
with the total amount of welfare benefits paid annually to single parents having risen from
£2.4 billion to £6 billion during the same period. For Conservatives subscribing to a par-
ticular view of the family – based on a married couple jointly bringing up their children –
and also committed to curbing public expenditure (one-third of which was consumed by
social security), these statistics were clearly a cause for concern, so that lone parents
became a problem which policy makers needed to address. Hence the establishment of the
CSA in 1993, and John Major’s ‘back to basics’ campaign (Dorey, 1998, 2000).

Interpretation, whereby policy makers make judgements about whether a particular
issue or set of indicators constitute a problem warranting their attention or action. It has
always been axiomatic in the social sciences that, contrary to ‘common sense’ convention
or saloon-bar wisdom, ‘the facts’ do not ‘speak for themselves’, but have to be interpreted
and explained (see Irvine et al. (1979) Demystifying Official Statistics for a reference).
Interpretation of data or other indicators is itself an important part of identifying or defin-
ing a problem, and therefore of getting it placed onto the policy agenda.

Ideology, whereupon the dominant values, norms and beliefs of policy makers will
play a significant role in defining an issue as a problem warranting attention or action.
This, to a considerable extent, follows on from the previous point about interpretation,
for a particular issue or phenomenon might be deemed a problem according to one
ideological perspective, but not according to an alternative ideological stance. For example,
a social democrat will acknowledge the existence of poverty, and deem it a problem
requiring governmental action to ameliorate it, in accordance with the social democra-
tic objective of establishing a fairer, more equal (less unequal) society. By contrast, the
New Right would either deny the existence of poverty (either on the grounds that the
existence of a welfare state means that no one need be hungry or homeless, for example,
or by claiming that Britian does not have poverty, but merely inequality, which
Conservatives deem both natural and necessary), or acknowledge that poverty does
exist, but insist that those experiencing it are also responsible for their plight, due to the
poor being ‘lazy’, ‘workshy’, ‘feckless’ or part of ‘the dependency culture’. In this case,
poverty is not deemed a problem necessitating action from policy makers, except inso-
far as eligibility for social security benefits might be tightened, and made more stringent,
in order to compel the poor to find work and become more independent. Certainly,
unlike social democrats, right-wing Conservatives who are prepared to acknowledge the
existence of poverty, would not favour wealth redistribution via ‘progressive taxation’
(higher taxes on the better-off ), more generous welfare benefits, or a minimum wage, to
eradicate it.
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Instances, meaning that particular events, often receiving extensive or intensive media
coverage, draw attention to an issue or social phenomenon, and prompt policy makers to
respond accordingly.

The policy stream
This second component of Kingdon’s ‘policy stream’ refers to the manner in which prob-
lems, once identified or defined as such, are accompanied by the advocacy of a particular
policy, this policy deemed by its proponents to be the solution. Kingdon suggests that at
any given juncture, there are a great many ideas and potential being devised, developed or
drafted by policy makers, and other ‘policy advocates’ (see below). This plethora of poten-
tial or putative policies is deemed by Kingdon to resemble a ‘primeval soup’, in which
ideas and possible policies are constantly floating around, sometimes reaching the surface,
in which case, they may be extracted and applied to a particular problem, or be deemed
inappropriate as a solution, and thus allowed to float back down onto the ‘primeval soup’,
before resurfacing at a later stage. In this ‘primeval soup’, therefore, there are both poli-
cies which have not yet been successfully attached to a problem, and also policies which
have previously been extracted, only to be thrown back in when they were no longer
favoured.

This notion of a primeval soup is itself akin to March, Olsen and Cohen’s concept of a
‘garbage can’ as a metaphor for the policy process, ‘into which various problems and solu-
tions are dumped by participants’, but which are then retrieved at a later stage. The image
is one of policy makers rummaging in the garbage can, either for a solution to solve a new
(or recurring) problem, or for a previously discarded problem to which a favoured policy
‘solution’ can be applied (March and Olsen, 1976: 26; see also March et al., 1972).

While the policy stream therefore entails policy makers and policy advocates seeking to
develop ideas and policies in response to the emergence and identification of particular
problems, it also involves policy makers and policy advocates searching for problems to
which they can attach or apply a favoured idea or policy. Or as Kingdon himself expresses
it, as part of the process of agenda setting, policy advocates ‘lie in wait in and around gov-
ernment with their solutions at hand, waiting for problems to float by to which they can
attach a solution’ (Kingdon, 1995: 165).

The above two aspects of the policy process are closely associated with March et al.,  in
the context of their ‘garbage can’ model, whereby some policy makers rummage in the
‘garbage can’ for a solution to a problem, while others are sifting through the garbage can
searching for discarded problem to which they can attach their favoured policy solution.
They suggest that ‘an organisation is a collection of choices looking for problems, issues …
looking for decision structures in which they might be aired, solutions looking for issues
to which they might be the answer, and decision-makers looking for work’ (March et al.,
1972: 2). This ‘garbage can’ model sought to illustrate the often chaotic or disjointed char-
acter of much policy making, and the manner in which both problems and solutions not
only compete for attention from policy makers and agenda setters, but themselves rise and
fall, before re-emerging, or being ‘rediscovered’ and revived by another policy maker (or
policy entrepreneur) at a later date.
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The political stream
It is not enough for a problem to be recognized, and a solution attached to it, for it to move
sufficiently far up the policy agenda to be acted upon. What is also required are appropri-
ate political circumstances, which will enable the policy to be implemented. In this con-
text, Kingdon’s policy stream referred to such events or circumstances as ‘swings of
national mood, vagaries of public opinion, election results, changes of administration,
shifts in partisan ideological distributions [in Parliament] and interest group pressure cam-
paigns’ (1995: 87). These phenomena will often occur independently of events in the
problem and policy stream, according to Kingdon, although we would emphasise that
wider recognition of a problem, and the successful advocacy of a popular solution, will
themselves often contribute to the political stream, by facilitating a significant shift in
public opinion, or even the election of a government with a rather different ideological
orientation. A crisis will also provide an opportunity to put an idea and associated policy
into practice, as may a significant change in public opinion or even the set of ‘macro’ deas
(these, of course, often yielding a change of government anyway).

Usually, only when political circumstances are right, or a particular crisis occurs, will a
particular problem, and the apparent efficacy of a specific solution, be more widely rec-
ognized, even though some academics, analysts or ‘policy entrepreneurs’ might have been
advocating a similar solution to the problem for many years, or even decades. Such advo-
cacy will often be in vain unless political circumstances provide the opportunity to apply
the ideas and associated policies. Or as Cortell expresses it: ‘Every trigger – whether a
crisis or non-crisis situation – creates the opportunity for structural change if it discredits
existing institutions or raises concerns about the adequacy of current policy-making
processes’ (1997: 9; Cortell and Peterson, 1998).

For Kingdon, when these three ‘streams’ flow together, a ‘policy window’ opens, pro-
viding a unique opportunity for policy change to occur. On such occasions, the wider
recognition of a particular problem, increased support for a proposed solution, and the
‘right’ political circumstances or the emergence of a crisis, combine to ensure that the
issue moves to the top of the policy agenda, and is most likely to yield a change of policy:
‘windows are either opened by the appearance of compelling problems or by happenings
in the political stream … The separate streams of problems, policies and politics come
together at certain critical times … Solutions become joined to problems, and both of them
are joined to favourable political forces’ (1995: 20). It is when all three occur simultane-
ously that a new policy is most likely to be introduced.

For example, some Conservatives and Conservative-inclined think tanks were viewing
the trade unions as a problem back in the 1950s, and in so doing, they proposed various
policies which they believed would solve the ‘trade union problem’. However, these poli-
cies, of which secret ballots prior to strikes, and weakening the close shop (i.e, compul-
sory trade union membership in some occupations) were the most frequently advocated,
were at odds with the conciliatory approach of the 1951–64 Conservative governments,
which were eager to avoid conflict or confrontation with the trade unions. Although
Edward Heath’s Conservative government then attempted to enact some of these measures
in the 1971 Industrial Relations Act, he felt obliged to abandon the policy in the face of
trade union opposition and ‘industrial muscle’, as well as anxiety among various of his
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ministerial colleagues. In retrospect, there was widespread agreement, both among many
Conservatives and academic commentators, that Heath had attempted too much too soon,
and that the time had not quite been right: the problem and policy streams had not met the
political stream. 

Not until 1979 did the political stream appear, and merge with the problem and policy
streams to provide the necessary ‘policy window’ to attack the trade unions, and reduce
their role and influence in economic affairs. By 1979, the trade unions were deemed a
problem by many more people, while policies such as strike ballots, ballots to elect union
leaders, curbing the closed shop, and curbing mass picketing during industrial disputes,
were much more popular, both in the Conservative Party, and among the electorate.
Crucially (but partly in response to increased public resentment of the trade unions and
strikes during the 1970s), the Conservative Party which won the 1979 election contained
many senior figures who were determined to tackle trade unionism, yet could ensure that
in so doing, they did not repeat the mistakes of the Heath government a decade earlier. 

This new Conservative government, increasingly dominated by ministers who rejected
the paternalistic, conciliatory, ‘one nation’ Toryism of the 1940s and 1950s, and who were
determined to ‘put the trade unions back in their place’, were emboldened by both the new
political and intellectual climate (with New Right ideas and policies becoming increas-
ingly influential), and a corresponding shift in public opinion against the trade unions, with
the widespread disruption of the 1978–9 ‘winter of discontent’ finally convincing many
voters that ‘something must be done’ about trade union power and militancy: ‘It needed
further hard experience culminating in the Winter of Discontent in 1998 … before the
British people were ready to give continuous backing to a government for trade union
reform’ (Whitelaw, 1989: 75–6).

Thus did 1979 provide the ‘policy window’ which enabled trade union reform to move
to the top of the policy agenda. Many of the problems were the same as those which had
been identified by critics back in the 1950s, as were several of the policies pursued, yet not
until the end of the 1970s did the political stream emerge, providing a change in govern-
ment, ideological orientation and public opinion, sufficient to push trade union reform
to the top of the policy agenda, thereby heralding a significantly and successful series of
legislative reforms to weaken the trade unions.

In pursuing these reforms, Conservative ministers of the 1980s and 1990s were often
extracting policies out of the ‘policy primeval soup’, ideas and proposals which has been
swishing and swirling around since the 1950s, occasionally bubbling to the surface before
sinking back down again. On other occasions, ministers who were impressed by a partic-
ular policy would search for a particular problem to which it would provide a solution, and
which would therefore legitimize the favoured policy. Yet some new policy proposals,
such as the prohibition of strikes in the public sector or ‘essential services’, were consid-
ered impracticable and unenforceable, and themselves discarded into the ‘policy primeval
soup’, possibly to be extracted and implemented by a future government when another
‘policy window’ opens. Certainly, two figures very closely associated with New Labour
and the Blair governments intimated, in 1996, that a future Labour government might con-
sider ‘restrictions on the freedom to undertake industrial action in the emergency services’
(Mandelson and Liddle, 1996: 152).
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However, because ‘policy windows’ are only usually open very briefly, before the three
policy streams flow apart again, the opportunities for initiating new policies are often
relatively rare or sporadic. If the ‘policy window’ closes before a policy initiative is
enacted, the public and/or policy makers might well lose interest in the issue concerned,
particularly if other issues have risen to prominence. Yet even if policy makers do suc-
cessfully take advantage of a briefly open ‘policy window’, and introduce an apparently
appropriate policy, public attention is likely to wane, not least because people blithely
assume that the problem has been tackled. However, it is quite likely that the problem will
re-emerge again at a later date, possibly in a different guise, because few economic, polit-
ical or social problems are solved entirely or permanently.

Issues as diverse as animal welfare, child protection, environmental pollution, ‘exces-
sive’ pay increases, food safety, inflation, juvenile crime and delinquency, trade union mil-
itancy, traffic congestion and welfare dependency, invariably move up and down the
policy agenda over time. In so doing, they will become part of what policy analysts call an
‘issue attention cycle’. 

The ‘issue attention cycle’

The notion of an ‘issue attention cycle was first developed by Anthony Downs (1972),
who suggested that problems tend to progress through five discrete stages:

1. Pre-problem stage: Policy advocates might well be aware of an issue which they believe
constitutes a problem warranting political attention, but at this stage, the nature or scope
of the problem has not been recognized by either the public, the media, or policy makers
themselves.

2. Alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm: The issue is now recognized as a problem
warranting attention from policy makers. Such recognition might be due to the success
of policy advocates in persuading the media or/and policy makers of the seriousness or
extent of a problem, or might be a consequence of a crisis which serves to bring the
issue dramatically to public attention, thereby obliging policy makers to acknowledge
the problem. This stage would correspond to the movement of an issue from the sys-
temic agenda to the institutional agenda, as delineated elsewhere by Downs.

3. Realization of the costs which will be incurred by the solutions: Having acknowledged
the problem, and considered possible solutions, policy makers and/or the public
become aware of the costs – which might be financial, environmental, loss of employ-
ment, curbs on individual liberty, etc. – and thus lose interest in the problem. At this
stage, the problem might consequently be deemed less serious than the ‘costs’ likely to
be incurred by applying solutions. Indeed, the problem might be ‘redefined’, in a man-
ner which also serves to move it back down or off the policy agenda.

For example, it might be decided that the costs of tackling the problem of traffic con-
gestion or pollution caused by exhaust emissions, might be unacceptable in terms of
restrictions on the use of private transport, or perhaps lead to a politically-sensitive loss
of jobs in the car industry. Alternatively, proposals to limit the access of cars to city cen-
tres might meet opposition from retailers and shopkeepers fearing loss of trade, partic-
ularly if the result is that car-driving customers decide to travel to out-of-town shopping
centres instead.
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Or to provide another example, environmentalists’ concerns about the health risks
and other dangers apparently posed by nuclear power stations, and subsequent
demands that nuclear power be phased out, might be countered by even greater con-
cern, from residents in the vicinity of nuclear power stations, about the loss of jobs if
much of the employment in their town is linked to the existence of such a power plant
nearby. In this context, those residents who might be expected to be most concerned
about the dangers of living near a nuclear power plant may well prove to be the most
vocal opponents of proposals to close it down. In other words, once the ‘costs’ of tack-
ling the problem (of nuclear power stations) in a particular locale become apparent, the
proposed solution comes to be viewed as more unattractive than the problem it is sup-
posed to solve.

4. Decline in public interest in the issue: Consequently, the public is likely to lose interest
in the issue, or acquires an acceptance of it, possibly on the grounds that it represents
the lesser of two (or three, or four, etc.) evils. Alternatively, the public’s attention might
be drawn to a new issue, reflecting the fact that many people have a limited attention
span, particularly if they do not consider a problem to affect them or those directly
around them. Of course, recognition of the fact that many people do have such a limited
attention span may well encourage policy-makers to delay developing a policy, prefer-
ring to wait until public attention has waned, whereupon the issue can be ‘buried’.

5. Issue slips off, or back down, the policy agenda: Following stage four, the issue effec-
tively disappears, the ‘policy window’ having closed, and the problem – such as it was
(and may still be to some policy advocates) or still is, sinks back into the  primeval soup.
It might not entirely disappear, for subsequent events might result in its re-emergence –
it may float back to the top of the primeval soup. Alternatively, policy advocates or entre-
preneurs may seek to link the issue to other problems which subsequently emerge, or
which they extract from the policy ‘garbage can’.

While Downs’ ‘issue attention cycle’ aims to explain why the placing of an issue on the
policy agenda does not necessarily lead to policy change, we would argue that public inter-
est in an issue also tends to dissipate – stage four – precisely when there is a change of
policy, for once a problem appears to have been solved, or is thought likely to be solved
imminently, due to action by policy-makers, then the issue is similarly likely to move back
down or off the agenda, as the public loses interest, and new issues emerge to attract their
attention.

Furthermore, although policies will invariably slip back down, or off, the policy agenda,  
as signified by stage five of Downs’ model, we would emphasize that many, if not most,
of them are likely to re-emerge at a later stage, either when the costs of not addressing the
issue originally becomes apparent, or when it is realized that the policy originally intro-
duced to tackled the problem has failed to achieve its professed objectives. In either case,
many problems, sooner or later, will reappear at the top of the policy agenda, whereupon
the cycle will repeat itself.

As such, Figure 2.2 offers a modified version of Downs’ issue attention cycle.
The notions of ‘policy streams’ and ‘issue attention cycles’ are particularly useful to

students of public policy because they provide valuable accounts of many of the factors
determining policy change and continuity. Only when the three policy streams identified by
Kingdon converge, is an issue likely to reach the top of the policy agenda, and thereupon
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generate a change of policy. If the three streams do not converge, then the ‘policy window’
will not open (or, at least, not sufficiently wide enough or long enough), and the policy
will either fail to make it onto the policy agenda, or, if it has already nudged its way onto
the agenda, it is likely to slip back down, or off the agenda entirely, both reflecting and
reinforcing a loss of attention of interest in the issue. 

Clearly, therefore, individual policy advocates and think tanks will be concerned to
ensure that ‘their’ favoured policy is not merely pushed onto the policy agenda, but as near
to the top of it as possible. They will seek to persuade policy makers that there is a serious
problem which needs to be solved, that there is a particular policy which can effect such a
solution, and that the issue is either sufficiently serious, or circumstances suitably appro-
priate, for the proposed policy to be introduced and implemented. Those advocating poli-
cies will be acutely aware that, because of the issue attention cycle, and the infrequency
with which the ‘policy window’ normally opens, failure to persuade policy makers to act
is likely to result in the issue slipping back down, or completely off, the policy agenda.

One other aspect which affects the likelihood of an issue reaching the policy agenda was
identified by Solesbury (1976), who, like Downs, used the environment as a case study, but
with the conclusions much more widely applicable. Solesbury suggested that a number of
criteria affected whether or not a specific issue reached the policy agenda, and was
considered worthy of attention and action from policy makers. Among the two most
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important of these criteria were particularity and generality (even though they seem, initially,
to be mutually exclusive). What is meant by ‘particularity’ in this context is that a particular
issue becomes recognized as a problem due to a dramatic or specific event, such as a disaster
or other form of crisis. This makes an issue highly visible, and provides a clear example of the
problem. For example, extreme weather (unusually severe or frequent tornadoes and hurri-
canes, prolonged droughts, or an unusually wet summer) can all serve as stark indicators of
global warming, and thus of the need for policy makers to develop or encourage more envi-
ronmentally-friendly forms of production and travel. Such particular instances or events will
usually have a much greater impact in drawing attention to the issue of the environment than
an occasional newspaper report about the depletion of the Amazon rainforests or melting of
the polar ice caps, for specific events are clearly highly visible in their nature and visceral in
their impact. Rail disasters, meanwhile – such as the Paddington or Hatfield crashes – will
invariably serve to place the issue of rail safety on the policy agenda.

Alongside specificity, though, an issue will often need ‘generality’ in order to be placed
on, or near the top, of the policy agenda. What Solesbury meant by this was that an issue
or problem affects – or could affect – many people, so that public concern about it is
increased or widened. The environment is once again a pertinent example, because every-
one will be affected by aspects of environmental degradation, so that all citizens can be
said to have an interest in supporting environmentally-friendly policies. Similarly, most
citizens will, at various times in their lives, need health care – and at times when they do
not, they will probably have friends or family members who do – which means that the
NHS is consistently near the top of the policy agenda (for example, it has been one of the
two ‘most salient’ issues in every general election since the 1980s).    

Types of policy agenda

Although we have hitherto referred to the policy agenda, as if it were a single entity, some
writers have suggested that there are actually different types of policy agenda, and have drawn
a distinction between a systemic agenda and an institutional agenda (Cobb and Elder, 1972).

The systemic agenda
These are derived from issues which are ‘out there’ in the political system (hence sys-
temic), and which sundry individuals, journalists, academics, think tanks, organized inter-
ests or other bodies are seeking to get accepted by policy makers as matters which are
worthy of their attention and action. The actors involved in systemic agendas will either
have identified problems which they believe policy makers and/or politicians should be
tackling, or they will be promoting particular values and ideas which they believe politi-
cal elites ought to be linking to problems, thereby providing a solution.

According to Cobb and Elder, the ‘systemic agenda’ ‘consists of all issues that are com-
monly perceived by members of the political community as meriting public attention and
as involving matters within the legitimate jurisdiction of existing governmental authority’
(1972: 82), and as such, ‘is essentially a discussion agenda’ (Anderson, 1975: 59). What
those involved in the systemic agenda are ultimately seeking to influence are institutional
agendas.
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The institutional agenda
These are the agendas deriving from policy makers’ own objectives and priorities, based
on the issues, which they consider to be important at any particular juncture. The issues on
an institutional agenda will have previously been recognized as a problem deserving or
demanding governmental action. The institutional agenda is therefore a more formal
agenda, ‘composed of those problems to which public officials give serious and active
attention’ (Cobb and Elder, 1972: 85), and is therefore ‘an action agenda, and will be more
specific and concrete than a systemic agenda’ (Anderson, 1975: 59).

The institutional agenda, in turn, will comprise a combination of old, ongoing or regu-
larly recurring problems, such as controlling public expenditure, raising educational stan-
dards or tackling social security fraud, and new problems – quite possibly emerging via
the systemic agenda – such as relatively new forms of crime (mobile phone theft, crimes
perpetrated via the internet, etc.), damage to the environment, or increasing obesity among
sections of the British population derived from dietary and lifestyle changes. Of course,
many of the ‘new’ problems will subsequently join the ongoing or recurring problems on
the institutional agenda.

While this distinction between systemic and institutional agendas is undoubtedly useful,
and reflects the processes of agenda setting and agenda management on many occasions,
it does not adequately allow for the manner in which governments themselves will some-
times seek to develop support for an institutional agenda, based on ministers’ own pre-
ferred policies for tackling issues defined by them as problems. Sometimes, ministers
wishing to pursue a particular policy, particularly if it reflects particular partisan values or
ideological objectives, will seek to secure wider support for their institutional agenda in
order to imbue it with greater legitimacy and credibility.

Governments and the Policy Agenda 

So far, we have considered how ideas and issues are defined and developed and thereby
pushed onto, or further up the policy agenda. Yet as well as shaping the policy agenda,
policy makers, and more particularly governments, will also seek to manage it. This will
entail responding to certain issues in a number of ways, depending on whether ministers
genuinely wish to tackle a problem or not. This means that even when a ‘policy window’
opens, due to the confluence of the three ‘policy streams’ identified above, an actual policy
to solve the alleged problem will not automatically follow, in which case, the ‘policy window’
will close again.

Of course, if ministers accept the existence of a specific problem, are genuinely con-
cerned to tackle it, and have an appropriate policy (either one which has emerged from the
primeval soup, and/or one which the government itself is keen to apply) then it is highly
likely that a policy will be introduced, leading to policy change. If this is the case, and the
problem appears to have been solved, or looks as if it will be in the foreseeable future
(once the policy has started to effect an impact), then the issue is likely to slip back down,
or off, off the policy agenda (stages four and five of Downs’ ‘issue attention cycle’).

On other occasions, however, while ministers will be willing to acknowledge the emer-
gence or existence of a particular problem, they might not have a policy readily available,
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or they might not really want to tackle it, in which case they are likely to insist on the need
for further research into the issue, possibly involving some form of inquiry. Such an inves-
tigation might be undertaken by various bodies: a Cabinet committee; an official commit-
tee (comprising senior civil servants from the relevant department), a ‘working party’
(comprising ministers, senior civil servants policy advisers and/or outside experts); a
Committee of Inquiry; a Royal Commission. A government resorting to such investiga-
tions into a particular issue will usually be guided by one of four motives: 

1. It will genuinely be seeking a solution to the problem, recognizing the need to ascertain
the underlying causes of a problem and/or the efficacy of possible policy solutions, on
the basis of their respective costs and benefits.

2. Ministers will recognize the need to modify an existing policy, but will want any change
legitimized by some form of independent and impartial inquiry, thereby imbuing the
revised policy with greater justification or credibility in the eyes of the public, or even with
the government’s own backbenchers. For example, following repeated problems with
aspects of its education reform programme in the early 1990s, and strong opposition
from the teaching unions to various features of that programme, John Major’s second
(1992–7) Conservative government called upon Sir Ron Dearing to chair an inquiry into
one of their education reforms, particular aspects of the National Curriculum and asso-
ciated tests for 7 and 14-year-olds. Of course, Major and his ministers might have taken
action themselves to simplify the National Curriculum and its tests, but they may have
been concerned that this might be viewed as a capitulation to – and thus a victory for –
the teaching unions. By linking policy change or modification to the recommendations
of an independent inquiry, chaired by a highly respected ‘establishment figure’ (a member
of the ‘great and good’ as Peter Hennessy once nicely expressed it), John Major and his
ministerial colleagues were able to modify the policy without appearing to have done so
simply or directly in response to protests by the teaching unions. The government was
therefore able to ‘save face’.

3. The government will be expecting the inquiry to provide evidence or arguments which
it can then cite as justification for not changing existing policy. The inquiry’s report might
highlight the financial, employment or social costs of a particular policy proposal, for
example, or, perhaps, the manner in which implementation would be impracticable or
unenforceable. This would then contribute to the third, fourth and fifth phases of Downs’
‘issue attention cycle’ (as outlined above), namely realization of the costs of a solution,
the consequent loss of public interest and the issue’s ensuing slippage back down the
policy agenda.

4. It will be seeking to avoid a policy response – for economic, ideological or other polit-
ical reasons – but recognizes that it must appear to be ‘doing something’. In this sce-
nario, ministers will doubtless be hoping that while the issue is being considered, the
problem itself will somehow disappear, or even resolve itself. The ministers will also
be envisaging that public interest will dissipate by the time any report and associated
recommendations are produced by the inquiry, thereby further obviating the need to
introduce an new policy. In this respect, Committees of Inquiry or Royal Commissions
might be invoked as stalling mechanisms, enabling ministers to ‘buy time’. For exam-
ple, Tony Blair’s establishment, in 1998, of a commission, chaired by the late Lord
(Roy) Jenkins, to consider options for electoral reform, might be viewed as a means
of avoiding having to introduce such a policy. Had Blair genuinely wanted to consider
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which types of electoral system were available to a government committed to such
reform, and what their respective strengths and weaknesses were, he could have
read the Plant Report published in 1993, which was itself the result of an inquiry –
commissioned by Labour’s NEC – into different types of electoral systems, and how
they might be applied to different types of elections and political institutions. Instead,
Blair and Labour opponents of electoral reform could subsequently refer to potential
problems identified in the Jenkins’ Report as arguments for delaying – indefinitely –
any change to the existing first-past-the-post electoral system for general elections
(Dorey, 2003a).

Sometimes, however, a government might be faced with an apparent crisis or urgent
problem, possibly reflecting a morel panic, which effectively obliges it to act (or to be seen
to act) immediately, by rapidly developing a policy to address the new problem. While this
might well satisfy the public or the media – and others involved in the systemic agenda – that
the problem has been solved, the reality may prove otherwise, for not only might the policy
encounter implementation problems (discussed in Chapter 6), it might also fall prey to the
political maxim that ‘rushed legislation is often bad legislation’, because policies introduced
with undue haste have obviously not benefited from proper consideration by policy makers,
and adequate consultation with relevant organized interests or other ‘affected parties’.

One notable example of this phenomenon concerns the 1991 Dangerous Dogs Act,
which was introduced following a series of media reports about certain breeds of dogs –
pit bull terriers, rottweilers, etc. – attacking babies and young children, and inflicting
horrific injuries by virtue of their savagery and strength. The ‘moral panic’ and public
anxiety prompted by intense media reportage of such attacks in the spring of 1991 led to
swift action by John Major’s Conservative government, in the form of the aforementioned
Act, introduced by the then Home Secretary, Kenneth Baker. Indeed, so swift was the
government’s response that the Dangerous Dogs Bill ‘was hurtled through the House of
Commons’ with all its parliamentary stages (see Chapter 4) completed in one day (Hogg
and Hill, 1995: 113), rather than over several weeks as would normally be the case.

The media and general public were therefore satisfied that the government had acted
swiftly and decisively ‘to rid the country of the menace of these … dogs’ (as Kenneth
Baker claimed), thereby enabling the issue to slip back off the agenda in accordance with
the latter stages of the ‘issue attention cycle’. Yet it was only after the enactment of the
Bill that a range of practical problems and legal issues, deriving from its enforcement,
became apparent, leading, eventually, to the Act being amended. Part of the problem
arising from such hasty policy making was that those who might otherwise have been
consulted, and thereupon offered advice pointing out problems of practicability, were
neglected, resulting in flawed legislation (Mays, 2001).

One other way in which governments may seek to manage the institutional agenda, in
order to keep off issues which they do not wish to act upon for whatever reason, is to place
an alleged problem in comparative perspective in order to reduce its significance or seri-
ousness. In this context, comparisons may be historical or international. Placing an alleged
problem in historical will be intended to illustrate that the issue is less prevalent or potent
than it was maybe 20, 50 or 100 years ago (or maybe even just last year), and does not,
therefore, warrant special action by policy makers. This has often been the response of
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politicians when faced with calls to tackle poverty, for example, whereupon the position of
the poor today is compared favourably with the plight of the poor in Victorian or inter-war
Britain. In this context, the existence of poverty is either denied, or it is deemed to have
been greatly diminished, so that new measures to combat poverty are deemed unnecessary.

Crime is another policy issue where governments are inclined to place statistics in
historical-comparative context, in order to show either that levels of crime overall are
falling, or, if this is not possible, that particular types of crime have diminished over the
last x years. In so doing, they may also seek to show that the likelihood of being a victim
of a particular type of crime is now 10,000: 1 compared with 5,000: 1 five or ten years ago,
for example. Such statistics, of course, might not assuage public anxiety about crime, or
the perception that crime is increasing, but they are nonetheless often cited by govern-
ments uncertain about what else they can do to combat crime, other than persevere with
their existing law-and-order policy.

The other ‘comparitor’ sometimes invoked by policy makers seeking to avoid (further)
action on a particular issue is to place the issue in an international context, and show that
the alleged problem is less extensive or extreme in Britain than in various other countries.
For example, if and when a government is faced by an increase in the number of people
officially registered as unemployed, it will almost inevitably claim that the level of unem-
ployment remains lower than that in France/Germany/Italy/Spain or wherever, or that it is
increasing in Britain at a slower rate than in other such countries. Alternatively, it might
cite figure to show that more jobs have been created in Britain during the last x months or
years than in other comparable countries, so that Britain’s jobless have a greater chance of
finding employment than their foreign counterparts.

Through invoking such comparative ‘evidence’, governments will seek either to deny
the existence of an alleged problem which is being canvassed on the systemic agenda, or
deny that it is as serious or extensive as others are claiming, or insist that their policies are
already successfully eradicating the problem.

Sometimes, though, if a government itself wants to tackle what it perceives to be a
problem – possibly because it views an issue or trend as being incompatible with the
government’s own principles or objectives, or maybe because it wants to divert public
attention way from other policy problems which it is struggling with – ministers might cite
‘evidence’ which purports to show that the problem is worse than it was x years ago, or is
more prevalent than in comparable countries. In this context, ministers themselves may
place an issue straight onto the institutional agenda, whereupon the media might highlight
the issue, and ensure that it is discussed in the systemic agenda. The government might
then earn plaudits for its prescience or courage in seizing the initiative to tackle the alleged
problem. A relatively recent example might be that cited earlier, namely the Major gov-
ernments’ early 1990s offensive against single parents via the CSA, coupled with the ‘back
to basics’ campaign, where ministers themselves cited the apparently dramatic increase in
illegitimacy and unmarried mothers, and the consequent ‘burden’ on the welfare state and
taxpayer, in order to legitimize certain policy initiatives.

In effect, we are back to our initial point, that problems are not always self-evident, but
subject to interpretation, definition and contestation, as well as being, at least in part, his-
torically contingent and socially constructed. Consequently, policy agendas are sites of
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conflict and struggle in some respects, as some policy actors (or would-be policy actors)
seek to promote certain issues and push them onto the institutional agenda in particular,
while other policy actors seek to keep – or push – certain issues off the institutional
agenda, through the various responses delineated above.

Policy transfer and learning

A relatively recent conceptual development in the study of public policy in Britain con-
cerns the phenomenon of policy transfer, which refers to ‘the occurrence of, and processes
involved in, the development of programmes, policies and institutions, etc., within one
political and/or social system which are based on the ideas, institutions, programmes and
policies emanating from other political and/or social systems’ (Dolowitz, 2000a: 3; see
also Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996, 2000; Dolowitz et al., 1999; Deacon, 2000). Dolowitz
believes that ‘many of the changes in British public policy in the 1980s and 1990s can be
traced directly to the process of policy transfer’, most of it from the USA, which has been
‘a source of ideas, inspirations, policies and institutions for various aspects of British
public policy over the past twenty years’ (Dolowitz, 2000a: 1, 2), although as is custom-
ary in political science, the emergence of a new concept soon prompts criticism from those
who believe either that the definition is flawed, or/and that the concept is not as useful as
its proponents claim in explaining a particular phenomenon (James and Lodge, 2003).

Admittedly, the actual phenomenon of looking abroad for policy ideas is not in itself
new or novel, although the practice does seem to have become more extensive and explicit
since the late 1980s. For example in the early 1960s, when some senior Labour figures
were beginning to consider how a Labour government would secure wage restraint by the
trade unions, the party leader, Hugh Gaitskell, urged his Shadow Chancellor, James
Callaghan, and the latter’s advisers, to look at the type of incomes policies pursued in
Sweden and the Netherlands (Morgan, 1997: 179). In the latter half of the 1960s, mean-
while, the Conservative Party, now itself in Opposition, looked partly to the USA in its
formulation of a more legalistic industrial relations policy, with two of the leading archi-
tects of this new policy, Stephen Abbott (mentioned above) and Geoffrey Howe, having
visited the USA, where they observed the role which the law played in American indus-
trial relations (Moran, 1977: 57, 84).

Three specific policy initiatives will serve briefly to illustrate the manner in which ideas
from the USA have been ‘transferred’ to Britain since the end of the 1980s, namely the
establishment of the CSA, ‘welfare-into-work’ as a means of tackling unemployment and
the so-called ‘dependency culture’, and ‘zero tolerance’ approaches to inner-city crime
and juvenile delinquency.

The CSA was established in Britain in 1993, two years after the Child Support Act had
received the Royal Assent. The CSA, and the legislation on which it was based (the 1991
Child Support Act), reflected concern among a number of senior Conservatives from the
late 1980s onwards about Britain’s growing number of ‘lone parents’ (from 570,000 in
1971 to 1,150,000 by 1989), particularly ‘unmarried mothers’. While many Conservatives
disapproved of ‘lone parents’ on moral grounds alone (believing that only a heterosexual,
monogamous, marital relationship provided the proper basis for raising children), what
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reinforced a ‘moral panic’ about ‘unmarried mothers’ from the late 1980s was partly the
costs in terms of welfare expenditure and social security entitlements (some Conservatives
even claimed that Britain’s ‘generous’ welfare state was encouraging young women to
have illegitimate children, in order to qualify for Income Support, rather than undertake
paid employment), and partly the alleged link between ‘single parents’, juvenile delin-
quency and urban decay. In short, ‘unmarried mothers’ were not only deemed to be a
major consequence of the ‘permissive society’ and a key component of the ‘dependency
culture’, they were also considered a significant element of the emerging ‘underclass’
which social commentators were turning their attention to during this period.

Charles Murray, a conservative US sociologist, became a prominent critic of the under-
class, believing that the welfare state in Britain was providing a perverse incentive to
young working-class women to have children outside of marriage, due both to their con-
sequent eligibility for welfare support, and their apparent ‘priority status’ with regard to
local authority housing. Furthermore, Murray argued, young working-class males had no
incentive to be sexually responsible, for not only had the stigma or shame of ‘illegitimacy’
and ‘pregnancy outside marriage’ virtually disappeared from most parts of British society,
these males knew that the welfare state would support ‘their’ children if they made a
woman pregnant; they could, quite literally, leave her ‘holding the baby’ while they left to
pursue their next short-term or casual relationship. 

However, effectively deprived of the need to obtain and retain paid employment
(because they were not held financially responsible for supporting ‘their’ children), some
of these males existed on the margins of society, ‘getting by’ through claiming social secu-
rity, but supplementing this meagre income via petty crime and drug-dealing (both of
which also alleviated the boredom of having no job or family responsibilities). At the same
time, though, the illegitimate children of the growing number of unmarried mothers were
raised without the presence of a male role model. This meant that the boys of unmarried
mothers lacked a father who could provide authority and discipline to complement the
mother’s love and nurturing, and so were likely to acquire valued and behaviour patterns
from their (often delinquent) peers and fellow ‘gang members’, who effectively became a
surrogate family: they became ‘feral children’. Consequently, the children of unmarried
mothers were particularly prone to juvenile crime and delinquency, whereupon the inner
city or urban housing estates where such lone parents tended to be located often became
‘sink estates’. In turn, ‘respectable’ families moved away to escape the crime, vandalism,
drug-dealing and general delinquency, and so the estate’s downwards spiral and descent
into a lawless virtual ‘no-go’ area (for the authorities and the police) continued (Murray,
1989, 1994a, 1994b).

For social commentators such as Murray, and many Conservatives, Britain was thus fac-
ing a socio-demographic crisis by the 1990s, and it was in this context that Conservative
ministers began looking at ways of tackling this issue (it had now moved onto the institu-
tional agenda). Given that Murray was himself American, and claimed that the socio-
demographic trends he discerned in Britain were closely following those which had
already manifested themselves in the USA a decade or two earlier, it was, perhaps, only
natural that British policy makers wondered how their US counterparts had addressed the
problem.
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Consequently, the then Minister of State for State for Social Security, Tony Newton,
visited Wisconsin, to see how the Americans had established what was believed to be the
first child support system in the world, and one which was also deemed to be highly effi-
cient. Enthused by what it observed, ‘the Thatcher government transferred the design and
structure of the Child Support Agency from the United States’, although many of the
Agency’s ensuing problems reflected a failure by Conservative ministers to investigate the
operation of child support more widely in the USA: ‘the British government … concen-
trated on the Wisconsin system’, elements of which subsequently proved inappropriate or
inapplicable to Britain (Dolowitz, 2000b). The case of the CSA therefore provides both an
example of policy learning and transfer, and a lesson in the need either to investigate the
wider operation or impact of a particular policy in another country, or to recognize the
problems which are likely to arise from attempts at wholesale policy transfer which fail to
take account of politico-administrative, legal or cultural differences between Britain and
other countries.

The second contemporary example of ‘policy transfer’ concerns the ‘welfare-into-work’
programme, initiated in Britain in the mid-1990s by the same (Conservative) government
which launched the CSA, but developed further – and perhaps more widely associated
with – the New Labour/Blair governments since 1997. In certain respects, of course, welfare-
into-work derives from many of the same socio-political concerns which underpinned the
child support initiatives delineated above, most notably anxiety among some intellectuals
and policy makers that Britain was experiencing the emergence of an underclass, who
were not only unemployed and part of a growing ‘dependency culture’, but who were also,
in many cases, virtually ‘unemployable’, either because they lacked the requisite qualifi-
cations or training, or because they were simply not imbued with the ‘work ethic’. 

For New Labour, therefore, ‘welfare-into-work’ was linked inextricably with its pro-
fessed determination to tackle social exclusion, and reintegrate those who were economi-
cally inactive and socially marginalized. It was also linked explicitly to New Labour’s
proudly proclaimed principle (although it was one with which many, if not most,
Conservatives, could readily agree ) that citizens’ rights had to be matched by responsi-
bilities; in this particular case, welfare rights had to be matched by corresponding social
responsibilities (see, for example, Department of Social Security, 1998: 23). There was
also an assumption that by tackling the ‘social exclusion’ of this nascent underclass, crime
would also be reduced. In this respect, the manner in which ‘welfare-into-work’ apparently
dovetailed into other New Labour social objectives was lauded as an indication of the
professed desire to pursue ‘joined-up government’.

Yet while ‘welfare-into-work’ seemed to correspond neatly to many other New Labour
objectives, the origins of the policy largely emanate form the USA (Annesley, 2003:
157–9; Deacon, 2000; Driver and Martell, 1997; King and Wickham-Jones, 1999). In not-
ing the similarities between Britain and the USA with particular regard to ‘welfare-into-
work’, Deacon notes the extent to which ‘the British approach follows the American in its
redefinition of welfare as a period of temporary assistance during which claimants would
be equipped with the skills and capacities to re-enter the labour force, and then require to
do so’. In making this observation, and noting the extent to which New Labour’s welfare
policy is no longer primarily concerned with raising the level of social security benefits
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per se, in order to tackle poverty, Deacon suggests that ‘welfare-into-work’ appears as ‘yet
another candidate for the new holy grail of transatlantic politics’ (2000: 130).

Regardless of whether Blair and his Cabinet colleagues have actually sat down and read
the academic work of such writers as Etzioni (1993) – whose concept of ‘communitarian-
ism’ is widely deemed to be a major influence on New Labour’s approaches to social
policy – the general ideas seem to have permeated much of New Labour’s thinking with
regard to social policy, especially with regard to tackling unemployment. Furthermore, in
this case, policy transfer has not necessarily required that New Labour politicians and
policy makers actually visit the USA to learn and adopt similar social policies, for Etzioni,
and the American conservative commentator, James Q. Wilson, are both reported to have
been visitors to 10 Downing Street since Tony Blair became Prime Minister in May 1997
(Lewis, 2001: 493).

Third, and finally, ‘policy transfer’ seems to be evident in some of the Blair govern-
ments’ law-and-order policies, particularly the second Blair government’s espousal of a
‘zero tolerance’ policy vis-à-vis inner-city crime and juvenile delinquency. Once again,
ministers appear to have looked across the Atlantic for inspiration, impressed, it seems, by
the apparent success of Rudolph Giuliani, the former Mayor of New York during most of
the 1990s. Giuliani became synonymous with the ‘zero tolerance’ form of policing,
whereby even minor misdemeanours were pursued by the police, the reasoning being that
if individuals went unpunished for committing petty crimes, many of them would proceed,
unchecked, to more serious crimes, and thereby become serial offenders. The ‘zero toler-
ance’ policy was therefore intended to ‘nip in the bud’ a drift into serious crime. More gen-
erally, by making the streets safer, and restoring public confidence in the police and
criminal justice system, it was envisaged that a process of urban regeneration would be
instigated, as formerly run-down, even ‘no go’ districts began to attract new businesses and
residents. Such a ‘zero tolerance’ policy is widely believed to have made New York a much
safer city, to the extent that the once dangerous, crime-ridden, district known as Alphabet
City, at the eastern end of the (lower) East Village, has now become a trendy, bohemian dis-
trict, and undergone major regeneration and gentrification. Some critics, however, allege
that ‘zero tolerance policing tends to involve certain minorities being systematically
‘harassed’ or singled out, and that urban regeneration and renewal derives more from eco-
nomic growth and rising incomes than ‘heavy’ policing in inner city districts.

In spite of these criticisms, the perceived success of ‘zero tolerance’ policing has greatly
impressed many in New Labour, and can be seen in the raft of initiatives announced since
1997 to tackle relatively minor forms of crime and public disorder, such as public drunk-
enness, noise nuisance, graffiti, vandalism and ‘aggressive’ begging. Meanwhile, local
authorities have been empowered to apply for ‘after-dark’ curfews to be imposed on
children under the age of 15, while both the police and local authorities are permitted to
apply for the imposition of Anti-social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs) on troublesome indi-
viduals, the breach of which can result in a custodial sentence.

Ironically, though, while the Blair governments were looking to the USA for policy inspi-
ration on certain issues, the otherwise Euro-sceptic Conservative Party and sympathetic think
tanks were looking at health-care systems in France, Germany and Sweden for ideas about
how to tackle the problems facing Britain’s NHS (The Guardian, 7 December 2001).
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However, British policy makers do not always or necessarily need to travel abroad in order
to elicit ideas from overseas. The Cabinet Office’s Strategy Unit usually includes a number
of officials on secondment from governments around the world. For example, during the
Blair government’s second term of Office, the Strategy Unit included officials from govern-
ments in Australia, Canada, France, Germany and the USA (Cabinet Office, 2003a: 5).

The increasing willingness of policy makers to look abroad for ideas and examine the
extent to which solutions to problems have been effective in other countries, can itself be
placed in the context of a more general development in the British process, namely the
greater use of ‘evidence-based policy making’.  

Evidence-based policy making

The use of evidence-based policy making is a relatively recent development in the policy
process in Britain, and one which represents something of a shift away from incremental-
ism (involving piecemeal and reactive adjustments to existing policy, with an emphasis on
minimal change and maximum continuity) towards greater rationality by policy makers
(although a policy formulated on the basis of evidence and rationality might still be imple-
mented on an incremental basis), whereby policy makers consider more carefully and
explicitly their policy goals, and various ways in which these might best be achieved (for
the seminal account of ‘rational decision-taking’, see Simon (1957). For the classic expo-
sition of incrementalism, see Lindblom, 1959, 1979). One of the criticisms of incremen-
talism is the extent to which it not only uses the status quo or existing policy as the basis
of further policy development or modification, but tacitly assumes that the extant policy is
broadly correct or desirable, and thus only requires piecemeal adjustments. As such, incre-
mentalism tends to neglect rather more fundamental questions, such as ‘what are our
policy goals?’ and ‘what are the alternatives to our current policy approach?’.

Certainly, the Blair governments since 1997 have explicitly stated their intention of
making much greater use of evidence-based policies, as part of the emphasis on an appar-
ently non-ideological – or post-ideological – ‘what works’ empiricism. Consequently, one
commentator has asserted that evidence-based policy making has ‘emerged as central to
policy making and governance in Britain’ (David, 2002: 1).

Since the 1980s, and particularly since 1997, policy makers have increasingly operated
on the premise that existing policy is not working. Indeed, existing policies have some-
times been defined as a key part of the problem, so that incrementally amending the exist-
ing policy merely compounded or perpetuated the underlying problem(s). This partly
reflects the ‘paradigm shift’ away from the social democratic consensus of the 1945–79
period (academic attacks on the existence notwithstanding), so that previous assumptions
underpinning many policies have subsequently been challenged and rejected. For exam-
ple, there has been a growing recognition from the 1980s to the present day that eradicat-
ing poverty will not be achieved simply by increasing the value of (up-rating) social
security benefits each year. Instead, under both Conservative and New Labour govern-
ments, policy makers and ministerial advisers have – as noted above – looked overseas to
discover alternative ways of tackling poverty or welfare dependency, and/or looked much
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more systematically at the ways in which the existing welfare state in Britain fails to tackle
poverty and social exclusion (and maybe perpetuates them), whereupon new initiatives
have been ‘piloted’ to test their effectiveness. 

The greater recourse to evidence-based policy making in Britain today is reflected not
only in the greater use now made of academic or professional experts appointed as Special
Advisers (see Chapters 3 and 4) or to sundry task forces and ‘working parties’ (see Chapter 8),
but also in the restructuring of the core executive (see Chapter 4). For example, one of
the first institutional innovations of the first Blair government was the establishment of
the Social Exclusion Unit in the Cabinet Office, which has been cited as ‘an example of a
partially rational approach to policy making’ (Bochel and Bochel, 2004: 33).

It is important to emphasize, however, that evidence-based policy making does not nec-
essarily mean ‘objective’ polices which are devoid of principles, priorities or preferences.
Indeed, when discussing the notion of evidence-based policy making, three caveats need
to be borne in mind. First, although evidence-based policy making might imply a cool,
calm and careful analysis of ‘the facts’ (empirical evidence) in order to make an informed
decision about what is most likely to work, it is vital to remember that the institutional
agenda will still play a significant role in determining which issues are deemed worthy of
policy makers’ attention, via research and consideration of policy options. Policy makers’
own perceptions of what constitutes a problem will play a significant role in determining
whether they seek to acquire evidence with a view to devising a new policy. 

Second, but following on directly from the above, even when undertaking (or commis-
sioning) research into a problem, policy makers might either frame the terms of reference
in a particular way, so as to narrow the field of inquiry, and preclude consideration of par-
ticular options, and/or they might treat certain forms of ‘evidence’ as being more reliable
or relevant than others. This might also serve to restrict the range of organizations or indi-
viduals who are invited to submit evidence or information, so that only those who are
judged ‘responsible’ or ‘on message’ are permitted to participate. This is likely further to
‘skew’ the findings, and thereby limit the range of policy options which are subsequently
considered once the inquiry has been completed. For example, an inquiry into minimizing
cruelty in scientific or medical experiments on animals would still be unlikely to invite
representations from the Animal Liberation Front.

Alternatively, a government-sponsored inquiry into ways of tackling the widening gap
between rich and poor in Britain would still, almost certainly, not include the options of
increasing income tax for high earners or placing a limit on top salaries (i.e. specifying that
the highest salary anyone can earn should be no more than 10 or 20 times the average
salary or minimum wage, for example). In other words, even when resorting to evidence-
based policy making, ministers can still limit the range of options to be considered, so that
the ‘objective’ research is subtly steered in certain directions, and towards particular find-
ings, which will then endorse or legitimize particular policy options instead of others.

Third, but following on from the above point two points, the evidence obtained – the
‘facts’ – will still be subject to interpretation prior to the adoption of the ‘correct’ policy.
It is one of the so-called common-sense assumptions of everyday British life that ‘the facts
speak for themselves’, yet very often, what passes for common sense is merely the absence
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of serious thought or careful consideration. The ‘facts’ are invariably taken-for-granted
and assumed to be self-evident.

Yet once research and inquiries have been completed, the ‘facts’ have to be interpreted,
but the way that they are interpreted will reflect, to varying degrees, the values and pref-
erences of the policy makers themselves. For example, surveys of crime might reveal that
its incidence is falling, whereupon ministers are likely to boast that their law and order
policies are working: ‘the facts speak for themselves’. Yet it might well be that lower
levels of crime at any given time might reflect wider economic factors, such as greater employ-
ment opportunities or increased prosperity and rising living standards. Alternatively, sta-
tistics revealing lower levels of crime – based, for example, on the number of incidents
reported to the police, or the number of convictions or court cases – might actually be due
to fewer people bothering to report criminal acts, due to lack of confidence in the police’s
likelihood of catching the perpetrator(s) and/or a belief that the courts are likely to show
leniency by imposing a ‘soft’ sentence if a conviction is secured. Either way, if fewer
people report crime to the police, and fewer criminals are convicted, then official statistics
are likely to ‘prove’ that crime in Britain is falling, and policy makers are likely to cite
them as proof of their successful law and order measures, even though the actual incidence
of crime is increasing.

Conversely, ‘facts’ which ‘show’ that crime is increasing might not necessarily mean
that Britain is becoming a more criminal or lawless society. If people became more con-
fident that criminals would actually be apprehended and convicted, then more citizens
would probably report criminal offences to the police, whereupon official statistics would
indicate an increase in crime. On the other hand, more arrests and convictions might
reflect the ‘criminalization’ of previously legal activities. For example, in many towns
and cities, drinking alcohol in ‘non-designated’ places (i.e. not sat at a table outside
a pub or wine bar) has been outlawed in order to clamp down on public (dis)order. Yet
this means that someone who, a few years ago, could lawfully have drunk a can of beer
or bottle of cider sat on a park bench or in a shopping mall might now be liable to pros-
ecution, and thus become a ‘criminal statistic’ subsequently cited as evidence that crime
is increasing.

The point here is that ‘facts’ do not ‘speak for themselves’, but are subject to interpre-
tation and contestation depending on social values and political perspectives. Even when
the ‘facts’ are widely accepted, they might be cited in support of markedly different policy
responses. For example, statistically, the rate of teenage and schoolgirl pregnancies in
Britain is among the highest in western Europe, yet whereas social democrats and liberals
cite this as evidence of the urgent need for more or ‘better’ sex education in schools, and
the provision of more information about safe sex and contraception (and even the provi-
sion of contraception itself to under-16s in certain cases) conservatives generally believe
that Britain’s high incidence of teenage pregnancies derives from either too much sex edu-
cation (‘it encourages teenagers to experiment’) or the wrong kind, meaning that there is
insufficient emphasis on abstinence and the importance of marriage as the only moral
framework for legitimate sexual relations. In other words, the same set of statistics can
result in two – or more – very different conclusions and policy responses.

46 Policy Making in Britain

Dorey-02.qxd  1/4/2005  8:41 PM  Page 46



As such, it should not be assumed that greater reliance on evidence-based policy will
actually take the politics out of policy making. The decisions about which issues or prob-
lems should be investigated, how the inquiry should be conducted and what questions
should be asked, and how the evidence should then be interpreted or incorporated into a
public policy, will all reflect, to varying degrees, the perspectives, priorities and prefer-
ences of the policy makers themselves.

Such observations, though, do not mean that evidence-based policy making should be
dispensed with, or that policies based on the acquisition of evidence might not be a con-
siderable improvement on what existed before, to the extent of enjoying greater success in
tackling a problem. We merely seek to emphasize that evidence-based policy making will
still, on many occasions, entail judgements and choices which are at least partly shaped by
institutional interests, personal preferences or political perspectives.

Conclusion

In the sphere of policy making, problems are not necessarily self-evident or obvious, but
are often subject to definition and identification, which, in turn, may be determined by
political perspectives and social values. Only a proportion of issues become defined or
officially recognized as problems at any given juncture, and thus deemed worthy of atten-
tion by policy makers. By focusing on the institutional agenda, policy makers seek to limit
the number of problems to be addressed to a (more) manageable level, otherwise they
would inevitably face a situation of ‘overload’. For those in wider society who wish to
influence public policy, and persuade policy makers that there is a problem which needs
to be addressed, the aim must be to get ‘their’ issue from the systemic agenda to the insti-
tutional agenda, although even if they are successful, the issue attention cycle might then
operate against them, as their issue slips back down of off the agenda without a policy
actually being enacted.

We have also seen that it is not normally sufficient to show how a particular policy would
solve a particular problem, it is also necessary for the right political circumstances to exist,
in terms of a sympathetic minister (or Prime Minister) or favourable ideological climate, for
example. If the right political circumstances do occur, however, then opportunities may
well arise for certain individuals or think tanks to exercise considerable influence on policy
makers. On such occasions, moreover, rather than simply create policies to tackle problems
as and when they arise, in a reactive manner, policy makers (or those seeking to influence
them) may search for problems to which they can apply a favoured pre-existing policy pro-
posal, and which they may have been wanting to implement for some time.

As such, we have already noted how ‘messy’ the reality of policy making can be in
Britain, and how public policy is developed through the combined impact and interaction
of ideas and ideological perspectives, definitions or interpretations of problems, various
policy actors and varying political circumstances. Having considered the role of ideas,
ideologies and the importance of circumstances in this chapter, the next few chapters will
examine the key actors involved in policy making in Britain, although various themes
identified in this chapter will also recur at regular intervals.
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Recommended texts and further reading
1 Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz (1970) Power and Poverty: Theory and Practice,

New York: Oxford University Press.

In spite of being published back in 1970, this remains a classic study of the ‘hidden face
of power’ and the manner in which the political or policy agenda is confined to ‘safe’
issues, and entails ‘non-decisions’, thereby militating against radical change.

2 Andrew Denham and Mark Garnett (1998) British Think-Tanks and the Climate of
Opinion, UCL Press.

The first major survey of the rise of think tanks in Britain, paying particular attention to
those which became prominent in the 1980s and 1990s, and examining the ways in which
they sought to shape public policy, as well as evaluating their success in so doing. An
update examining think tanks vis-à-vis New Labour would be warmly welcomed, though.

3 David Dolowitz (2000a), with Rob Hulme, Mike Nellis and Fiona O’Neill (2000), Policy
Transfer and British Social Policy, Buckingham: Open University Press.

Fine overview of the phenomenon of policy transfer, detailing what it entails, why it has
occurred apace since the 1980s, and providing empirical case studies of particular poli-
cies by way of examples and illustration.

4 John Kingdon (1995) Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies 2nd edition. New York:
Harper Collins.

The classic text on the concept of policy streams, examining how and why policy change
occurs, through the interaction and confluence of problems, policies and favourable
political circumstances.

5 Anthony Seldon (1996) ‘Ideas are not Enough’ in David Marquand and Anthony Seldon
(eds) The Ideas That Shaped Post-War Britain, London: Fontana.

Explains how policies and policy change in Britain are shaped not just by ideas, but
also by individuals, organized interests and circumstances.
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