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Meanings, linkages and enactment: a local study of policy in the context of a
Sure Start Children’s Centre

Rebecca Aberton

Abstract

Early years’ services in England have seen twenty years of unprecedented and
rapid policy change. From a virtually policy free zone prior to 1997 they are
now taken-for-granted as a policy solution to address inequalities in
educational, health and social outcomes. The aim of this study was to
understand the nature and reasons for policy changes; to explore ambiguities
and contradictions in policy rationales; and to consider how these were
navigated in practice.

Conceptualising policy as complex, multi-layered and non-linear led me to
investigate policy prescriptions for Children’s Centres, the discourses used to
support them and how these were interpreted and enacted within a particular
Children’s Centre context. My analysis highlighted how meanings, values,
assumptions and contradictions contained in a policy discourse of ‘early intervention’
were translated between a series of inter-linked policy documents. In the process of
translation, contradictions were reconciled to determine a coherent course of action.
Some meanings, values and assumptions were foregrounded while others shifted or
disappeared. Staff and parents’ perceptions of the purpose of Children’s Centres
were not aligned with policy intentions or with previous ways of prioritising resources
and meeting needs. This raises questions about the unintended consequences of

policy.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Early childhood services in England have seen twenty years of rapid and
unprecedented policy change. From a virtually policy free zone prior to 1997 they
became a taken-for-granted policy solution to address inequalities in educational,
health and social outcomes. The starting point for this study was to understand how
these policy changes were rationalised; to explore ambiguities and contradictions in
policy rationalisations for expanding early childhood services; and to investigate how
sometimes contended early childhood policy requirements were navigated in

practice.

The study emerged from a combination of my professional experience of such
navigating and my personal involvement with ‘Stonelands Children’s Centre’ as a
parent and governor. My study came at a critical moment, since changes on the
ground were to shape its focus to include an exploration of the way policy
mechanisms were operating in changing the ability of staff to exercise practical

agency.

Beginnings: my experience of being a policy subject

My interest in how policy influences practice began while teaching in primary schools
in Australia and England in the early years of the 215t century. Incorporating policies
into practice was something | perceived as a taken-for-granted part of my work. |

was enthusiastic about those which echoed my beliefs about teaching and learning,



and those which were practically useful. | was less enthusiastic about those which
were not, but compliant nonetheless. At that time | didn’t problematize the rationale
behind these initiatives, seeing them as imperatives imposed on schools by the state
government (Australia) or central government (England) in their quest to improve
standards. | viewed my role as being to translate policies into practice in ways that
would improve teaching and learning for my students. In other words | was a ‘self-

governing’ subject of policy (Rose, 1999).

| began to question the thinking behind policies when | observed or participated in
the kind of 'gaming' (Harris 2014) and ‘fabrications’ (Ball et al 2012) of performance
noted as a consequence of the marketisation (Mautner 2010) of schools. | viewed
these strategies to be an unhelpful diversion from finding more effective ways of
improving teaching, such as working in collaboration with others to share
experiences and ideas (Fullan 1991). | became interested in how policy influences
practice, especially when there is a misalignment between policy requirements and

teachers’ perceptions of the priorities appropriate to their circumstances.

The literature that has criticised education policy as a mechanism for gaining
competitive advantage in a globalised economy also influenced my growing critical
perspective on the rationales for education policies (Apple 2001; Luke, Luke and
Graham 2007). The structural economic changes that globalisation has brought
about, such as a decline in primary and manufacturing industry, a growth in the
information technology and services sectors, the spread of global popular culture
and rising consumerism have been widely attributed as resulting in a rise in the

wealth of ‘elites’, and the growth of an ‘underclass’ left behind (Luke, 1995).



Education policy has been portrayed, both by successive governments in the UK,
and across western democratic nations generally, as a mechanism for developing
the knowledgeable workforce deemed necessary to compete in a global market.
However, in England, the gap between the attainment of children from poorer
families and their more affluent peers had already been acknowledged as being a
persistent concern by policy makers at the end of the 20" century. It was the pursuit
of a solution to this ‘attainment gap’ which led policy makers to focus their attention

on early childhood.

Twenty years of change in early childhood services in England

The election of a Labour government in England in 1997 heralded the start of
considerable changes in early childhood services. These changes were discursively
linked with two explicit policy aims: the reduction of inequality and ‘social exclusion’;
and the development of a knowledgeable skilled workforce. It seemed to me that
policies which were intended on the one hand to advance the nation’s standing in the
global competition for resources, and on the other to mitigate the growing
inequalities attributed to globalisation were likely to be contradictory. My professional
experiences of how policies shape practice in ways which can lead to undesirable
consequences led me to wonder how the potentially contradictory aims of an intense
policy focus on very young children and their families might be reconciled in practice.
This influenced my research purpose: to understand how early childhood services
staff understood policy, and consequently how they navigated policy imperatives in
practice, especially when there were tensions between the policy perspective and

their own.



‘Stonelands’ Children’s Centre: a personal connection

Stonelands Children’s Centre and Nursery School (pseudonym), was located in my
home town in the West Midlands. My first encounter was in 2008 when | accessed
services there with my children. | took them to universal ‘stay-and-play’ groups,
where the children could play in a well-resourced space and | could talk to other
parents. My children also attended the centre to receive their government funded

entitlement to early years’ education.

In 2010 | became the vice-chair of the centre’s governing body, made up of staff,
parents and members of the community. This was a voluntary role that involved
meeting two or three times a term to act as a ‘critical friend’ to the senior leadership
team (SLT).Its remit included reviewing and approving the budget, appointing the
SLT, agreeing performance targets and monitoring progress. These experiences
gave me two different perspectives on Stonelands: first, as a place which provided
early childhood services for all local families; and second, as one where changing
policy requirements were shaping the Local Authority’s expectations of the

‘outcomes’ of their work in ways that staff were finding challenging to cope with.

These organisations were central to the Labour government’s (1997-2010)
‘integrated’ approach to the provision of services for children and families. But they
appeared to have been influenced by shifting, ambiguous and potentially
contradictory policy aims. Through my involvement, first as a parent and later as a
governor | began to consider the potential influence of these aims on practice, and
whether staff could exercise discretion to shape their work according to their own

interpretations of its purpose.



An emergent and local study of policy enactment in a children’s centre

When this study began in 2012, there were roughly 3,500 children’s centres in
England providing advice and support for parents, child care and early education,
play sessions (attended by children and parents) and children’s health services. This
mixture of education, health and social services, termed ‘integrated’ provision had
been established and expanded as part of the Labour government’s strategy for
reducing ‘social exclusion’. The political rhetoric at the time portrayed the centres as
based on the evidence of ‘what works’ to improve the outcomes for children in
‘disadvantaged’ families. However a large-scale evaluation commissioned by Labour
(NESS, 2005; 2008; 2012) had failed to demonstrate their hoped-for impact on

inequalities in health and educational outcomes.

At the outset my interest was in understanding how these organisations had become
seen as a policy solution to social exclusion. | had observed that staff's idea of the
purpose of their role differed from the policy rhetoric. | wanted to explore how their
perspectives had arisen, how they navigated policy in day-to-day work, and how far

they were able to act with agency.

During the course of the study, changes unanticipated by staff or local families took
place. In 2014 the County suffered a drastic cut in its budget, and commissioned a
third sector provider to run the network of centres on this basis. Understanding how
national policy had led to this particular local interpretation became my research
focus. Ambiguities in national policy documents provided the chance for this local
interpretation, which enabled services to be dismantled in a way which deflected

blame from both central and local government.



An outline of the thesis

Chapter two makes the case for a locally situated study of policy. A broad
conceptualisation of policy as a complex and multi-layered process incorporated two
oppositional types apparent in the literature: one a top-down and linear ‘stages’
framework (Howlett et al 2009); the other a view of policy as complex and socially
mediated (Yanow 2000; Clarke 2012). This wide view of the policy process
comprehended both central decisions and the translations of those decisions during
their progress along a ‘policy chain’ which ended in daily practice (Taylor 2004), and
also the material, interpretive and discursive factors which influenced the ‘enactment’

of policy ‘on the ground’ (Ball et al 2012).

The policy context surrounding the establishment, expansion and decline of
children’s centres located these organisations within wider agendas. What was
apparent was that they in particular, and early childhood services in general became
a policy solution for addressing inequality between children’s health and educational
outcomes and reducing levels of childhood poverty. Between 1997 and 2017
changes in the notion of ‘social exclusion’ influenced policy modifications. What was
not clear was how these shifts in policy might have been understood by the staff

providing the actual service.

The policy decisions made by central government over children’s centres sprang
from assumptions within discourses of ‘social exclusion’ as a policy ‘problem’, and of
‘social investment’, ‘joined up government’ and ‘early intervention’ as policy

solutions. In chapter two | have reviewed the academic literature regarding ‘social



exclusion’ and the policy solution for this problem, and considered different
perspectives on the meaning of both. The literature suggests these policy discourses
are not value-neutral, and that they have potentially negative consequences for
practice. For instance, it appears at least possible that the promotion of ‘early
intervention’ services as a solution to social exclusion might have been based on a
misinterpretation both of the nature of the problem, and of the research evidence
which located the solution in improving early childhood experiences. The benefits of
good quality early childhood services are clear; but to expect children’s centres to
demonstrate with evidence that their services had reduced inequalities in children’s
outcomes over the short to medium term remains questionable. The literature points
to widely different potential perspectives concerning both the purpose of early

childhood services, and who they should be for.

Sources also pointed to the need for further research on how policies for addressing
social exclusion were understood and enacted in differing local circumstances
(Morris and Featherstone 2010). Studies have revealed that staff found it difficult to
reconcile their own notions of ‘good’ practice with those embedded within
performance targets (Cottle 2011), suggesting these targets may not properly reflect
the kinds of services provided in children’s centres (Churchill and Clarke 2009). Staff
interviewed frequently reported that building good relationships with families was an
important factor in understanding how best to support them (Cottle 2011). However
the increased bureaucracy involved in meeting performance requirements appears
to have eroded the time staff can spend with families (Morris and Featherstone
2010). Practice models have been noted whose notions of ‘need’ and ‘support’ differ

from those suggested in policy discourses (Churchill and Clarke 2009; Daly 2015).



However, the factors which either enable or constrain staff when they respond to
policy demands have not been well understood. This study has aimed to remedy

that lack.

The research questions prompted both by the policy context and the review of the
academic literature on early childhood policy and practice emerged as:

1. How was policy relating to children’s centres changing in 2013/147

2. How were these policy changes translated into practice?

3. How were policy changes perceived by staff and parents on the ‘frontline’?

4. What can a locally situated study of policy reveal about the interface between

policy and practice?

In chapter three | explain why an interpretive approach was appropriate for
addressing the research questions listed above. My research interest had developed
out of my own involvement with Stonelands’ Children’s Centre, so | was not taking a
detached ‘objective’ stance. | was interested in how and why policy was changing,
how it was translated into practice and how it was perceived from multiple
perspectives. These questions could only be explored through a locally situated
study. | was not attempting to produce generalisable knowledge, but to reach a

deeper understanding of the interface between policy and practice.

The research design, and the methods used for collecting and analysing the data
derived from an interpretive methodology. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with staff and parents, and a range of documents issued at different levels

of the policy process were collected. There were therefore three distinct sets of data:



staff interview transcripts; parent interview transcripts; and documents. Themes were
identified both within and between the different sets of data. By writing and rewriting
around these themes | came to understand how the data might shed light on the

research questions.

The locality of Stonelands Children’s Centre is described in chapter four, which
traces its development from its establishment in 2008 to 2012/13 when my data was
collected. As the study progressed, it became apparent that policy agendas had
shifted over time. Performance management documents showed that in 2012
Stonelands was criticised by the Local Authority for failing to provide sufficient
‘evidence’ of their ‘impact’. It appeared that policy requirements were changing, but
Stonelands staff did not seem to be responding positively to these changes. From
the outset, | sought to understand how and why policy had changed, and how staff
and families perceived the changes, which, as | discovered, were to have significant
implications in practice. Chapters five and six present the findings of the study from
different vantage points. Chapter five draws on policy documents to show how policy
imperatives were translated along the ‘policy chain’ which began at central
government level with the policy guidance issued (DfE 2013). In that document, the
expected ‘outcomes’ of services were specified, but with little direction regarding how
they were to be achieved. National performance measures (Ofsted 2014) interpreted
how ‘success’ was to be demonstrated, which added complexity to the notion of the

chain, shaping how policy guidance was translated at the local management level.

In this case the local management translation of central policy guidance (DfE 2013)

was documented in a service specification issued to providers to clarify expectations



and requirements; and, also in the enactment of the ‘commissioning’ (DfE 2013) of
the county’s network of children’s centres in 2014/15. The expectations were that the
third sector provider commissioned should use data to ‘target’ services at ‘priority
target groups’, directing services towards those ‘in greatest need’ (DfE 2013: 7), in
the presence of a significant budget reduction. Documents issued at Centre
management level created an impression of compliance with the ‘targeting’ agenda,

and heralded a significant change to previous ways of identifying ‘need’.

Chapter six takes a different view of the policy process, as one situated in practice
and socially mediated. Staff and parent interviews are drawn on to explore how
policy was perceived in reality at Stonelands. Their accounts show that prior to the
policy changes in 2014/15 both groups saw the centre as a ‘universal’ community
service, where all families were welcome. Additional support was ‘tailored’ to the
‘needs’ of families on a case-by-case basis. Changes brought about as a result of
the local management translation of the policy’s meaning led to a reduction and
relocation of staff and services. Previously integrated services were reconfigured,
leading to the loss of established working partnerships. There were fears that

changes would lead to families’ ‘needs’ not being met in the future.

The contribution this study has made to knowledge is discussed in chapter seven.
Viewing policy as a ‘chain’ demonstrates how meanings shifted due to the
intervening factors which had to be mediated in policy translations (for example,
performance measures and the availability of resources). When viewing policy in
practice ‘on the ground’, the distance between policy notions and parents’

experiences and expectations became apparent. Prior to the changes in 2014/15,

10



staff seemed able to enact policy in ways which bridged this distance. However
policy changes led to a reduction in the agency of staff, suggesting services in future

might be less tailored to the ‘needs’ of local parents.

This study has drawn attention to the need to understand policy from multiple
perspectives in order to understand the consequences and implications for practice.
My research goes some way towards meeting the need for qualitative studies of
policy grounded in practice, in order to develop a deeper understanding of the
interface between the two fields. Staff working in public services influenced by policy
imperatives need to better understand the assumptions which underlie them. They
must also be able to articulate a clear rationale for the purpose of their work, and for
how they define success, in order to rigorously contest policies which may have

unanticipated and undesirable consequences in the practical sphere.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE CASE FOR A LOCAL STUDY OF SURE START POLICY: PROCESS,

CONTEXT AND LESSONS FROM PRACTICE

Policy has been variously conceptualised as a sequence of discrete linear stages
(Spicker 2006); as an organisational practice, embedded in organisational life
(Jenkins 2007); and as a complex and multidimensional process which is on-going
and open-ended (Colebatch 2010). This chapter begins by considering different
conceptualisations of policy and makes the case for the need for locally situated
studies (Jenkins 2007; Morris and Featherstone 2010) which consider the
meaning(s) and implications of policies from multiple vantage points (Colebatch
2010). These are comprised of policy makers within central government, those
interpreting policies at a local management level, those translating them into
practices within organisations (Ball et al 2012) and the recipients of policies (Duncan
and Edwards 1999). This approach focuses attention on the meanings of policy
discourses and the possibilities and constraints which structural and material factors

create for those doing policy work (Yanow 2000).

Policy explicitly and implicitly categorises people and constructs their needs in ways
which are never neutral (Stone 2002). For instance, the Sure Start policy has
constructed families and proposed solutions to meeting their ‘needs’ in ways which
have mirrored wider the political agendas of successive governments in England.

From 1997 the invocation of ‘social exclusion’ as a problem in need of a ‘joined-up’

12



policy solution led to a new kind of loosely defined programme for children and
families in deprived neighbourhoods — Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLPs) (HM
Treasury 1998). From 2004 there was a policy shift under the Every Child Matters
(ECM) agenda (DfES 2004), which led to the ‘mainstreaming’ of ‘early intervention’
(ibid) services through the creation of a national network of (Sure Start) children’s
centres. The ECM agenda reconfigured services for families into an ‘integrated’ and
‘multi-agency’ approach. Third, and more recently, there has been an increasing shift
towards a narrower definition of social exclusion, referring primarily to those families
and children considered to have multiple disadvantages (Cameron 2011). Since
2011, and now in the context of ‘austerity’ (HM Government 2011), the network of
children’s centres appears to be in decline (Torgeson 2016) despite continued
rhetorical support (DfE/DH 2011; DfE 2013). To understand how this shifting policy
context might be understood and enacted by staff working in children’s centres
requires consideration of the fundamental intentions of the policy and the

mechanisms used to ensure compliance ‘on the ground’.

Sure Start policy discourses of ‘social exclusion’, ‘social investment’, ‘joined up
government’ and ‘early intervention’ have constructed the problems which children’s
centres were to address and the overarching governance strategy which was being
used to formulate policies. These discourses have been described as normatively
and substantively problematic. Policy academics have interpreted their meanings
and have called into question whose interests they serve (Levitas 2005; Bowring
2000; Beresford 2005; Grimshaw and Rubery 2012; Clarke 2007; Churchill and
Clarke 2009; Lewis 2011); and policy studies have highlighted the implications which

might arise when policies underpinned by these discourses are enacted in practice

13



(Duncan 2007; Parton 2006; Brooker 2010; Cottle et al 2011; Featherstone et al
2012; Coe et al 2007). A ‘social investment’ discourse has legitimated the
introduction of performance measures to demonstrate the effectiveness of ‘early
intervention’ services which are provided to families in order to improve their
children’s outcomes and reduce future welfare costs (Driver and Martell 2000). It has
been argued that this has increased the stigmatisation, monitoring and surveillance
of families with children who are deemed to be ‘at risk’ of becoming ‘socially
excluded’ adults (Levitas 2005; Parton 2006; Churchill and Clarke 2009). Some have
suggested that government monitoring of, and intervention in family life is
normatively inappropriate (Ramaekers and Suissa 2011) and there are concerns that
a ‘moral underclass’ (Levitas 2005) discourse, which blames parents for their
children’s poor outcomes, might damage the trust relations between professionals
and families (Featherstone et al 2011; Brooker 2010). Lessons from the literature
point to the potential for different interpretations of what families might need from
services. The extent to which staff are able to act with agency in the context of Sure

Start policy can only be understood by conducting a locally situated study.

Conceptualising the policy process

Different models and theories of the policy process have been proposed and
debated in the literature. These can be broadly categorised into three types. The first
two are apparently oppositional: the first simplifies the process by identifying a series
of discrete and linear stages (Spicker 2006; John 2012; Howlett et al 2009) and the
second views the process as inherently complex and embedded in organisational
practices (Yanow 2000; Clarke 2012). A third multidimensional framework

(Colebatch 2010; Ball et al 2012) appears to represent an attempt to reconcile the

14



first and second types by recognising the utility of both. From this perspective, policy
is acknowledged to be a complex and contested process which is best understood

by considering different points of view.

A stages framework: utility and limitations of a linear model

One way of conceptualising policy is as a ‘top-down’, linear process which can be
simplified into three ‘stages’. The process begins with the formulation of policies,
followed by their implementation and evaluation (Howlett et al 2009). From this view,
social problems are identified and a range of policy solutions are considered by
decision-makers within central government. Policy decisions are communicated in
policy directives to national and local agencies which issue more detailed guidelines
for practice. Service providers who manage services ‘on the ground’ (ibid) implement
policies by introducing practices which comply with these policy guidelines. Policies
are evaluated against indicators and targets which are established in order to

measure the extent to which intended outcomes have been achieved.

A ‘stages’ framework has underpinned research studies which focus on a particular
part of the process leading, to a deeper understanding of the factors involved.
Studies of policy formulation that explore the meanings and expressed intentions of
policies issued by central governments can highlight ambiguities and contradictions
which might lead to different interpretations by those implementing policies ‘on the
ground’. For instance Lewis’ (2011) study of the policy ‘shift’ from Sure Start Local
Programmes (SSLPs) to children’s centres considered the extent to which children’s
centres were fundamentally different to SSLPs, and explored policy makers’

reasons for reformulating the policy. The policy shift appeared to signal the end of

15



the community development ethos which had underpinned SSLPs, placing a greater
emphasis on their role as providers of early education and childcare (ibid). Interviews
with key policy makers involved at the time highlighted the complexity of factors
which influenced the shift in policy, including perceptions of programme failure and
the need to incorporate a different policy aim — to increase childcare capacity to
enable parents to participate in employment (ibid). Studies which have focused on
policy formulation have highlighted that the intentions of a policy might not be based
on a rational evaluation of the policy problem or on an unbiased review of the

evidence for particular policy solutions (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993).

Studies which focus on the implementation stage can highlight the implications and
challenges experienced by those interpreting and translating policies into services
and practices at a local management (Carter 2012) or organisational level (Bagley
2011). In an ethnographic study of the implementation of the policy shift from SSLPs
to children’s centres, Carter (2012) noted that at a local management level
implementers had to make sense of a number of ‘awkwardly aligned’ policies relating
to children and families at that time. Despite performance targets and indicators
being deployed to steer the implementation process, Carter (2012) found that there
were gaps created by ambiguities which enabled local interpretations:

Implementers’ interpretations of ‘new’ policy, combined with their

existing ritualised practices and creative use of an elastic-policy-

project, weave imaginative visions of the future and sedimented

historical beliefs into a unique local policy settlement.

(Carter 2012: 439)

16



Bagley’s (2011) ethnographic study of the policy shift from SSLP to children’s centre
highlighted that in one particular place the policy shift led to social capital being
dismantled in less time than it had taken to build, due to parent and staff perceptions
about what the changes meant to them. Parents perceived the changes to mean
their voice was no longer heard when shaping services, and staff were demoralised

by the lack of certainty over future funding.

The utility of a stages framework lies in enabling studies to be undertaken which
focus in depth on one stage of the process. That leads to a rich understanding of the
meanings and intentions of policy formulations, and how they are interpreted at
different stages. These can be synthesized to provide a rich and deep understanding

of policies and their practical implications in particular circumstances.

Studies which focus on policy implementation or evaluation and explore the extent to
which practices deviate from nationally issued policy directives and guidelines have
identified what have been termed implementation ‘gaps’ (Palumbo and Calista 1990;
Cairney 2012). Similar studies which judge practices and outcomes against policy
intentions have been criticised for reifying central government policy (Sabatier and
Jenkins-Smith 1993) leading to some practices being viewed as non-compliance. For
instance in Axford et al's (2012) case study of the implementation of an ‘evidence-
based’ parenting programme in children’s centres, the conclusion was reached that
implementation challenges were due in part to a lack of staff support for the
programme:

[t is likely that many children and families in the UK who could

benefit from evidence-based parenting programmes do not get them,

17



and they won’t unless the people responsible for commissioning and

providing such services act to make them more accessible

(Axford et al 2012: 2069)
The reasons why staff might not have supported parents to access the programme
were not considered relevant, as the study was premised on the assumption that the
programme was ‘known’ to benefit families. Implementation studies or evaluations of
policy which consider the extent to which policies have achieved their intentions are
not a suitable approach for studies such as this one which aimed instead to explore

staff and families’ perspectives of policy changes.

A socially mediated view of policy: a complex process embedded in practice

A socially mediated view of policy is underpinned by interpretive philosophies (Clarke
et al 2015; Jenkins 2007; see also chapter three for a discussion of interpretive
methodology). From this perspective, policies do not have a fixed or singular
meaning. Meanings are negotiated and constructed within organisational settings
and therefore reflect the beliefs, values and feelings of communities, which are
situated in space and time (Clarke et al 2015; Jenkins 2007). The focus of policy
studies from this perspective is on understanding how people make sense of policies

in their day-to-day work within specific circumstances (Yanow 2000).

Viewing policy as a complex process embedded in organisational practices has
implications for how it might be studied. If to make universal generalisations is
perceived as an obsolete method, policy studies must investigate the meanings of
policies from the perspective of those interpreting them and experiencing them within

specific contexts (Jenkins 2007). Jenkins (2007: 21) has suggested taking an
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‘anthropological approach’ by constructing ethnographic accounts of policy which are

based on observations of practice in situ.

Many proponents of a socially mediated view of policy have rejected the notion that
the process can usefully be conceptualised as occurring in discrete stages (Jenkins
2007; Yanow 2000). Instead it is thought of as complex and continuous, with no clear
division between policy formulation, implementation and evaluation. They also reject
the idea of the process being a linear one, with power distributed downwards from
the ‘top’ (Yanow 2000). A criticism of that approach has been that researchers and
their participants view events from their own standpoint, which risks leading to
biased accounts (Spicker 2006). Furthermore, structural constraints which limit the
possibilities for thoughts or actions may be hard to discern due to being taken-for-
granted and embedded in organisational practices (Ball et al 2012; Duncan and
Edwards 1999; Colebatch 2010). The criticism of bias frequently levelled at
interpretive researchers has been widely rejected by those who believe the idea of a
neutral standpoint to be an illusion (see chapter three). There does appear to be
some value, however, in considering how structural constraints might impact the
agency of those doing ‘policy work’ in ways which turn them into the unaware

‘subjects’ of policy (Ball et al 2012).

Viewing policy from different vantage points

Since the end of the 20" century there has been a shift in the way policy has been
considered both as a practice, and as a field of knowledge (Colebatch et al 2010;
Hodgson and Irving (eds) 2007). This has come about both as a result of debates, as

discussed above, between academics with different perspectives about the meaning,
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process and practice of policy; and between academics and practitioners (Hodgson
and Irving (eds) 2007). There appears to be an increasing consensus that decision-
making is not located at central government level but diffused throughout the policy

process (ibid; Colebatch 2010).

Lynn et al’'s (2000) conceptualisation of policy identifies three overlapping levels
where decision-making takes place: the institutional, managerial and operational
levels. The ‘institutional level’ refers to government institutions where policy
directives and guidelines are issued; the ‘managerial’ to local agencies where policy
texts are translated into service planning; and the ‘operational’ to the interface
between policy and practice, where services are provided and received. Power is
conceptualised as being diffused throughout these levels and is apparent in key
relationships between those involved. Colebatch (2010) has suggested that policy
studies should therefore include accounts written from different vantage points in
order to reach a deeper understanding of the meanings and implications of policies.
First an ‘authoritative’ account (ibid: 29) is given of the development of policy
programmes at central government level, and second a study is made of the
‘structured interaction’ (ibid) which takes place as policies are made sense of and
mediated by groups with different agendas ‘on the ground’. To reconcile these
vantage points, Colebatch (2010) has argued that a third overarching ‘social
construction’ account of policy is necessary to draw attention to the ways social
problems are defined, whose interests they claim to represent, and the practices
presumed appropriate. ‘In this perspective, policy is less about making a decision

than about discourse’ (Colebatch 2010; 32).
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Crucial to a ‘social constructivist’ view of the policy process is an acknowledgment of
the centrality of language in social practice and social change (Colebatch 2010;
Mautner 2010; Pinker 2007). As meanings and identities are constructed by
language and shared within and between communities they lead to taken-for-granted
ways of talking and thinking about the social world (Pinker 2007). What this
approach offers is a way of exploring assumptions and ways of understanding social
problems which may limit possibilities for action and render us the unwilling or

unknowing subjects of policy.

Discourses can be understood as sets of rules which become embedded in practices
over time, but which are hard to discern at the level of practice (Ball et al 2012). In a
study of policy enactment in secondary schools in England, Ball et al (2012: 145)
have concluded that two ‘master’ policy discourses, ‘standards’ and ‘behaviour’,
were embedded in ways of working underpinned by the taken-for-granted
assumption that the purpose of education was to develop a knowledgeable, skilled
and compliant workforce (ibid). Ball et al (2012) have identified ‘master’ discourses
by analysing policy documents in relation to their historical, political, social and
cultural context. Taylor (2004) has suggested that, in addition to a macro-social
analysis of policy documents, attention should be paid to the linguistic features of
policy texts, for instance the use of rhetorical devices such as metaphors or tropes,
which are frequently deployed when conveying meanings based on taken-for-
granted assumptions about social problems and solutions. Identifying taken-for-
granted assumptions in policy texts appears necessary in order to recognise when

individuals are acting with agency, and when, in contrast, they may be the
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unknowing subjects of policies, with their actions influenced by taken-for-granted and

enduring structures (Ball et al 2012).

Studies of policy which have analysed discourses in policy documents have shown
them to contain multiple and competing discourses (Taylor 2004; Van Gestel and
Nyberg 2009). They have also explored the discursive ‘shifts’ which take place as
policy ‘moves’ towards practice (ibid). Taylor (2004) has demonstrated that some
policy discourses were foregrounded, and others were marginalised as policy
documents were translated in a ‘policy chain’ from vague directives to more detailed
guidelines in the context of education reform in Queensland. This study
demonstrated how language works in policy texts to convey meaning, creating
opportunities for implementers to act with agency, in order to shift discourses in
subtle ways. This suggests that policy documents from different levels in the process
should be analysed in order to understand where and how the shifts in meaning are

introduced.

Conceptualising agency: material possibilities and structural constraints

The tension between structure and agency has been a long-running debate in policy
studies (Ball et al 2012: 49; Duncan and Edwards 1999; Greener 2002; Hoggett
2001; Colebatch 2010). The unresolved questions are: in what ways are those
ultimately enacting policies able to do so with agency; and how do structural
constraints limit their agency? It is necessary to take account of the context in which
action takes place in order to understand the material factors which might enable

those carrying out a policy to shape its meaning in ways which make sense to them,
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and how structural constraints limit the possibilities for thinking and acting in ways

which individuals have little power to change. (Greener 2002).

Hoggett’s (2001) model of agency identifies four broad subject positions which could
be taken in response to policy, in relation to two dimensions. The first dimension
positions actors’ behaviour on a scale in relation to their reflexivity. This ranges from
non-reflexive, instinctive behaviour to highly reflexive, self-aware activity. A second
dimension places actors on a scale ranging from ‘self as object’ to ‘self as subject’.
This relates to the extent to which actors are able to exercise agency: ‘self as object’
concerns individuals unable to impose their will on their surroundings, whereas ‘self
as subject’ describes those who can ‘interact with their environment ... in ways that
shape it through their behaviour’ (Greener 2002: 689). There are thus multiple
different positions within four broad possibilities for individual agency: non-reflexive
subject; reflexive subject; non-reflexive object; and reflexive object (Hoggett 2001).

One aim for policy studies should be to understand the mechanisms and factors

which can ‘move’ policy enactors from one subject position to another.

Staff in secondary schools have been observed behaving in both reflexive and non-
reflexive ways; and both as policy ‘actors’ (self as subject) and ‘subjects’ of policy
(self as object) (Ball et al 2012: 115-118). Features within the ‘material domain’ are
proposed to be influential in shaping possibilities for individual agency. These
features comprise the locale; both the history and intake of a school; the professional
staff culture; the budget, the buildings and infrastructure; and the quality and nature
of external support and pressure (ibid: 21). How these features influence agency was

outside the scope of Ball et al’s study.

23



In that research, policy discourses of ‘learning, curriculum and behaviour’ were
suggested as underpinning the ways teachers talked about their work (ibid: 140).
These dominant discourses, constructing notions of the ‘good’ student, teacher or
school, were embedded within ‘technologies of performance’, consisting of league
tables, national averages, indicators of progress and Ofsted inspections (Ball et al
2012: 75). According to the study (2012: 72-97) these technologies put top-down
pressures on teachers, rendering them either willing or unwilling policy subjects.
Teachers and other school staff were observed to be constrained by performance
requirements, and were unable to act in ways that went against the dominant

discourses of schooling.

Whilst that study’s findings were that policy discourses limited the possibilities for
alternative constructions of the ‘good’ teacher, this was not the case in Duncan and
Edwards’ (1999) study of how policy shapes lone parents’ notions of the ‘good’
parent. In a study of policies which aimed to encourage lone mothers to take up paid
work, these researchers sought to understand how mothers made sense of their
lives and constructed their identities within the context of the dominant social
structures patriarchy and capitalism, which they argue underpinned such policies
(ibid: 108). They concluded that most analyses of lone mothers have presumed their
decisions about whether to work were based on economic rationality. This has led to
policies which reduce the cost of child care and alter benefit levels in order to make
work financially viable (ibid: 117). Duncan and Edwards’ argue that such policies are
based on a mistaken view of mothers’ understandings of their own identities as
parents with responsibilities for their children. They describe these understandings

as ‘gendered moral rationalities’ (ibid: 119):
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These rationalities. .. are individually held but negotiated within social
contexts... Fundamental are lone mothers’ social and cultural
understandings, and rationalisings, about what is best and morally
right for themselves as mothers in relation to the uptake of paid
work.

(Duncan and Edwards 1999: 119)

If mothers’ self-identities and sense of responsibility for their children are shaped by
cultural and social factors situated within families and local communities, this
suggests that dominant discourses in family policy might not necessarily constrain
individual agency. In turn, this might be due to the scope for widely different
perspectives about what constitutes a ‘good’ family life (Ramaekers and Suissa
2011) or a ‘vulnerable’ child (Moss and Petrie 2002). However, this study took place
at the beginning of an intensive policy focus on ‘parenting’ (Levitas 2005; Parton
2006; Churchill and Clarke 2009; Edwards et al 2016). The space for individual
agency in relation to interpreting family policy might well have become eroded since

then.

Studying policy as a complex and multidimensional process

The policy process, which is complex and broad in scope, takes place within the
context of social structures which might influence it, but do not necessarily constrain
agency (Howlett et al 2009; Colebatch 2010; Duncan and Edwards 1999). Policy
discourses are vehicles for dominant social structures which influence the way social
problems are framed and come to be viewed instead as ‘policy’ problems bid), but do

not necessarily shape the views of all those working to enact policies or those
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receiving services. Policy studies should therefore locate the dominant policy
discourses contained in policy documents and investigate how these are interpreted
and translated as policies ‘move’ towards practice (Taylor 2004). They should also
identify other marginalised discourses which frame problems and construct identities
in different ways, which might then suggest alternative policy solutions (ibid). The
wider policy context and the literature analysing the meanings and implications of
policies each provide a way to identify both the dominant and marginalised

discourses which might appear in policy documents.

At a managerial and operational level, decision-making takes place by those who
interpret policies and translate them into services and practices, within the context of
particular sets of material circumstances (Ball et al 2012). Those circumstances
might either facilitate or constrain courses of action or ways of thinking. Policy
studies should therefore consider the perceptions and experiences of those
providing and receiving services within a set of particular local circumstances. This
will enable at the same time a better understanding of how staff and families
construct their identities and understand their lives, the extent to which they act with
agency when doing so, and the structural and material factors which provide either
possibilities for moving between subject positions, or constraints on that (Hoggett

2001).

Delineating the policy context post-1997: a discourse of social exclusion
The term social exclusion was widely adopted into the political and popular lexicon in
England after the election of a Labour government in 1997 under the leadership of

Tony Blair. One of the earliest actions taken by the new government was the
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establishment of a Social Exclusion Unit (SEU), with the remit of ‘co-ordinating our
assault on poverty and social exclusion’ (Blair 1997). Announcing the launch of the
Unit, Blair explained his perspective on the parameters of the problem:

Social Exclusion is about more than just financial deprivation. It is

about the damage done by poor housing, ill-health, poor education,

lack of decent transport, but above all the lack of work.

(ibid)
He also drew attention to the seemingly circular nature of the links between these
factors:

Poor education means a poor job. A poor job often leads to poor

housing. Poor housing and poor jobs make it harder to bring up a

family.

(ibid)
He suggested that what was needed was greater investment in the development of a
range of public services to prevent social exclusion rather than increasing welfare

benefits to individuals.

The notion of ‘investing’ in education and families in order to ‘prevent’ social
exclusion was to shape much of the policy making throughout Labour’s term in office
from 1997 to 2010 (ODPM 2004a; Cabinet Office SETF 2007). Increased spending
on education and a pledge to reduce unemployment were key Labour manifesto
commitments in 1997; however so was the promise to stay within existing spending
limits for two years and not raise income taxes for five years (British Labour Party

1996). These were clearly tensions that would be challenging to reconcile in practice.
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Reconciling tensions: ‘investing’ to reduce public spending

A major feature of social policy since the 1980s has been a shift away from seeing
the state as the provider of public services to the market (Taylor-Gooby 2000;
Beresford 2005; Grimshaw and Rubery 2012). This approach to economic and social
policy presumes that a deregulated market will be the most efficient way to meet
individuals’ needs for goods and services, including health, education and social
services. In line with this ‘neoliberal’ approach (ibid) the 1997 Labour government
introduced policy initiatives promoting greater freedom for the market, increased the
privatisation of welfare and incentivised groups such as lone parents to participate in
employment (Taylor-Gooby 2000; Beresford 2005). However, there were
contradictions between increasing their investment in public services and their
commitment to a low tax economy (Grimshaw and Rubery 2012) which had to be

reconciled.

New types of social policies were introduced across EU member states in the late
1990s, including the UK, which ‘targeted’ resources towards particular groups to
incentivise their participation in the workforce and to overcome obstacles to
employment (Bonoli 2005). This approach presumed that the ‘social integration’
(Levitas 2005) of citizens would lead to increased tax revenues, reduce the cost of
welfare and provide benefits to the market. But promoting economic participation as
a requirement for the socially integrated citizen does not value unpaid care work.
This leads to the increased commodification of care for both the old and the young,
which opens opportunities for the private sector but also erodes social networks
(Levitas 2005; Lister 1998; Bowring 2000). Neither does this approach address

inequalities in the levels of workers’ income. With women more likely to be in low-
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paid jobs, gender as well as class inequalities in the labour market are therefore

obscured (Levitas 2005).

Alongside increasing their investment in services to increase the size of the
workforce, state spending on programmes and policies for children under five years
was nearly doubled in the UK between 1997 and 2010 (Lupton et al 2013, cited by
Daly et al 2015). These programmes, including Sure Start Local Programmes
(SSLPs) were presented as ‘investments’ to improve children’s education, welfare
and health, and develop parents’ child-rearing competencies (Churchill and Sen
2016). This was a proposal to prevent children becoming socially excluded adults,
and therefore reduce the burden on the taxpayer in the long term. By justifying
increased spending as an ‘investment’ which could reduce future levels of social
exclusion, its causes were located in individuals’ poor choices, lack of effort or
deviant moral character (Levitas 2005; Gillies 2005). This approach has been
described as based on a ‘moral underclass discourse’ (Levitas 2005) linked both to
the ideology of the neo-conservative ‘New Right’ which emerged in the UK in the
1980s (Gillies 2005), and to earlier Victorian notions of the ‘undeserving poor’
(Welshman 2010). Critics have argued that it is a highly gendered discourse.
Typically, socially excluded fathers are characterised by this thinking as idle and
frequently criminal, while mothers are characterised as sexually irresponsible, and

inadequate parents (ibid).

The notion of investment was utilized by the Labour government in order to justify
increasing public spending on services, which, it was argued, would bring future

returns to the exchequer (Blair 1997). However, this located the causes of poverty or
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‘social exclusion’ at an individual level, with the ‘socially excluded’ either perceived
as those who needed support to become ‘socially integrated’ as workers, or as a
‘moral underclass’ who were themselves to blame for their lack of effort (Levitas
2005). Structural causes such as inequalities in levels of pay, or the lack of suitable
jobs in some areas, particularly for those needing to balance work with caring
obligations, were ignored, and therefore not perceived as policy problems. This
approach also created the need to quantify the impact of policies in order to
demonstrate their cost-effectiveness, which (as discussed later in the chapter) was

to prove highly problematic in practice.

At the outset, the aim of focusing on and combatting social exclusion was presented
as a relatively straightforward one (Blair 1997). However it proved difficult to
translate the breadth of the ambition into a detailed and unambiguous policy
implementation plan (Pantazis et al 2006). A ‘joined-up’ approach was proposed as a
strategy which would lead to innovative and cost-cutting policy solutions to address

complex problems.

Sure Start Local Programmes: the epitome of ‘joined-up’ policy making

Sure Start was presented as a ‘flagship’ policy representing an early piece of ‘joined-
up’ policy making (HM Treasury 1998). Norman Glass, who was the senior Treasury
official involved in the development of Sure Start, described them as being not only
significant in substance, but also because of the way the policy was developed,
calling it ‘a prime example of “joined-up government” (Glass 1999: 257). The idea of
‘joined-up’ government (JuG) was promoted by Tony Blair and the Labour

administration as part of their modernizing government agenda (HM Government
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1999), to emphasise the perceived need for greater co-operation and co-ordination
between government departments such as Health and Education. JuG was
presented as a more efficient approach to service provision that cut out duplication of
effort and, it was hoped, would lead to more innovative and holistic approaches to
tackling social problems. The notion of JuG was also used to refer to the
development of closer partnerships between government and the voluntary and

business sectors (ibid).

The way in which JuG was a new approach has been widely linked with a shift from
governing to ‘governance’ characterised by:

e new types of public-private partnerships;

o ‘flatter’ relationships between organisations;

e a blurring of boundaries between previously distinct functions; and

e new ways of managing the consequential relationships.

(Ling 2002; 624)
A governance approach presumes that power does not emanate from the top but is
diffused throughout the policy process (ibid). The outcomes of policies are thus
perceived to arise from many separate decisions, rather than as a direct
consequence of the strategic decision-making of central government (Kooiman and
Van Vliet 1993, cited by Ling 2002: 624). This approach allows the responsibility for
the success of policy programmes to be shifted away from central or local

government to private or voluntary sector ‘partners’.

Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLPs), established between 1999 and 2004 to

prevent the ‘risks’ of social exclusion by providing ‘early intervention’ services, were
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the frontrunners in the plan to enact JuG. They were to ‘break the intergenerational
transmission of poverty, school failure and social exclusion’ (Belsky, Barnes and
Melhuish 2007: 133) by providing ‘multi-agency’ (Anning et al 2006) services for
children under five years and their families. SSLPs were developed in response to
the recommendations of a cross-departmental review of services for young children
and families (HM Treasury 1998; Eisenstadt 2011) which sought input from eleven
different government departments. It was officially led by Norman Glass, a Treasury
official, but chaired by Tessa Jowell, the Minister for Public Health (Glass 1999). Its
terms of reference were: to look at policies and resources devoted to children; to
consider whether the ‘multiple causes’ of social exclusion affecting young children
could be more effectively tackled at the family and community level using an
‘integrated approach’ to service provision; and to take account of other policy

developments and initiatives being developed (Glass 1999: 260).

The cross-departmental review (HM Treasury 1998) reported that services for young
children and families were ‘patchy’, and varied widely between different local
authorities (Glass 1999: 260). It recommended ‘a comprehensive community based
programme of ‘early intervention’ and family support which built on existing services’
(ibid), suggesting that this ‘could have positive and persistent effects, not only on
child and family development, but also help break the cycle of social exclusion and
lead to significant long term gain to the Exchequer’ (Glass 1999: 261). Services for
young children and families were presented by those responsible for carrying out the
review as ‘failing those in greatest need’ (ibid: 259). In particular, children growing up
in ‘socially excluded households’ (ibid) were considered as having been failed due to

the lack of services in place to support them. From the outset the programme thus
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reflected central government’s broader agendas of JuG and preventing exclusion, by
addressing ‘risk’ factors to ‘social integration’. The claim that the programme would
lead to a long term gain for the Exchequer also reflected Labour’s ‘social investment’
approach. In reflecting these wider policy agendas, Sure Start was the epitome of
modern policy-making in England at the beginning of the 215t century, making it a

rich subject for a study of policy in contemporary times.

‘Evidence-based’ policy: working in partnership with the voluntary sector

The development of the Sure Start programme exemplified Labour’s desire to
develop closer partnerships between government ministers and the voluntary sector.
It was also an early example of policy making which was claimed to be based on the
‘evidence’ of ‘what works’ (Blair 1998; Glass 1999). The steering group for the cross
departmental review into services for young children and families consulted with
‘stakeholders’ (HM Treasury 1998) who were considered to be ‘experts’ from outside
central government. They included academics, representatives from local authorities,
the National Children’s Bureau and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (Johnson
2011). Delegates were invited by Norman Glass to attend a series of seminars to
review and discuss the ‘evidence’ concerning the effectiveness of early intervention
strategies for preventing future social exclusion. Glass described this partnership
approa