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The Big Picture: State of Play of UK Public 

Policy 

 The Westminster Model (post WW2) 

 Rational, centralized, hierarchical 

 New Public Management (1970s and 80s) 

 Intensive rationalization and self-interest 

 Evidence Based Policy Making (1990s- 2000s) 

 Better evidence = better policy 

 Targeting/Audit Culture (1990s – 2000s) 

 More targets/audits = better information/control = 
better policy 

 Big Society - ‘Bonfire of the Targets’ linked to new 
mantra of ‘Doing more with less’ 
 But is it really different? 

 

 



The Big Problem 

 Post-WWII UK policy tendency towards the rational, 

centralised, hierarchical, command and control 

Westminster model 

 EBPM and targeting/audit culture are merely latest 

manifestations/intensifications (deeper than New Labour) 

 Obvious weaknesses: misdirection, blunt, over 

controlling, waste of resources, ignores local actors, etc. 

 Current move away is temporary  

 Primarily based on budget issues and political expediency. 

When these change the tendency will resume with the same 

problems. 

 Bill Bryson, Notes on a Small Island – UK and communism 



How has this affected UK social policy: 

the case of child protection 

 Munro Review 2010 
 ‘skew in priorities that has developed between the 

demands of the management and inspection processes 

and professionals’ ability to exercise their professional 

judgement and act in the best interests of the child’  

 ‘following rules and being compliant’ is less risky than 

doing the right thing 

 ‘trouble in recruiting and retaining staff’ 

 ‘operating within an over-standardised framework’ 

 Performance data collected, at great effort and expense, 

‘does not describe what matters’ 



More… 

 ‘Social workers are… blamed when children are harmed’ 

 NPM seeks to ‘improve practice in child protection 

through targets and performance indicators’ 

 Focused on ‘top-down regulation’ rather than 

‘personalised service’ 

 Media and public perception of risk and complex nature 

of child protection 

 ‘over-standardised framework makes it difficult for 

professionals to prioritise time with children’ 

 Problems of the traditional policy approach are 

well known (and summarised in Munro 

document) 



 Eileen Munro: what should be done?  

 November 2011 Hope Street Liverpool 

 ‘From Compliance to Learning and Adapting’  

 one had to move away from a vision of child protection as a simple 

mechanical process based on targets, audits and oversight to one of 

balancing multiple individual, family and social factors to help chart a 

way forward in uncertain conditions  

 to create a real ‘learning environment’ for local social policy actors 

one had to rethink 5 major aspects of the policy area: 

 Valuing expertise, Regulation, Inspection, Management, and Early 

Help 

 



Munro - The goal is to create a 

system: 
 that learns whether children are being helped, and how 

they have experienced the help, innovating in response 

to feedback. 

 which is free from all but essential central prescription 

over professional practice but with clear rules about 

where and how to co-ordinate  to protect children and 

young people. 

 where professional practice is informed by research and 

evidence, competent judgement informing action when 

the work is too varied for simple rules. 

 that expects errors and so tries to catch them quickly. 

  which is ‘risk sensible’. 

 



The 2011 Government Response 

 Needs, ‘less central prescription and interference, where we place 

greater trust and responsibility in skilled professionals on the front 

line’ 

 ‘the system has become too focused on compliance’ 

 ‘risk and uncertainty are features of the system’ 

 ‘frontline social workers in particular operate within an over-

standardised framework’ 

 Should be a ‘radical reduction in the amount of regulation’ 

 This requires ‘a new inspection framework’ 

 ‘The Government wants social workers to be more concerned with 

the effectiveness of the help they provide rather than compliance 

with procedures’ 

 Testing in Northwest: Knowsley, Blackburn, Cumbria… 

 Sounds like everyone agrees, so where is the problem!!! 

 



Easy to say, hard to do 

 For central actors: often held responsible if local actions 

go wrong. Hard to get away from ‘something must be 

done’, ‘lessons must be learned’ – new target. 

 For local actors: increased freedom, responsibility and 

uncertainty. Dangerous and uncertain. Often like 

targets/audits to provide protection 

 At local level, despite many doing amazing and 

impressive work, they are not angels. Need to monitor 

and review. How to separate the good from bad? 

 Wider societal values often play a key role: How to get 

society to accept failure and occasional horrible injustice 

 



What can academics do to help move 

this process forward? 

 Get to the root of the policy makers and societal ‘scientific’ 
belief in the pre-eminence of orderly, rational policy 

 Re-examine it in the light of a new approach to 
‘systems’/complexity thinking 

  Apply new thinking, concepts and tools to policy 

 

 HOPEFULLY, THIS WILL ALLOW US TO: 

 Better understand the strengths and weaknesses of the 
orderly UK policy framework and develop new and reasonable 
strategies for going beyond it 

 Recognise that this applies to ALL policy areas and even 
applies ‘culturally’ 

 Show that with complexity one can ‘Do more with less’ 

 

 



The good news: systems/complexity 

perspectives/tools are already well established 

 Again, the Munro review uses ‘systems thinking’ 

 Substantial literature organisational, management and policy 

Peter Checkland and Russell Ackoff (hard, soft and evolutionary 

systems) 

 Systems thinking and NHS Modernisation Office 

 Working in Systems  NHS 2005. Jake Chapman, System Failure, Demos 

2002  

 Another field, ‘wicked’ or fuzzy problems 

 Substantial literature in management studies,  

 See (Head and Alford, Wicked Problems: The Implications for Public 

Management, 2008 and Australian Public Service Commission, Tackling Wicked 

Problems, 2007) 

 

Huge growth in modelling tools for complex systems 



What does ‘complexity’ add to 

this? 
 Growing academic and policy literature in UK, US, 

Canada, Australia, and EU. Significant overlap 

 More fundamental narrative understanding and 
presence – overarching framework linking natural and 
social sciences 

 Importance of recognising the orderly, complex and 
disorder aspects in nature and human beings (as 
individuals and groups) – complex systems, within 
complex systems, within complex systems… 

 Variety of concepts and tools that can be useful.  

 Significant modelling potential, but must move policy-
makers understanding away from limits of ‘traditional’ 
modelling (education!). 

 



What are some of the core ideas that can 

help policy actors?  

The move from a “paradigm of order” to a 
‘paradigm of complexity’ 

 Rene Descartes (1596-1650) and Sir Isaac 
Newton (1642-1727), Condorcet (1743-94)  

 The vision of a clockwork universe (and 
society!!!) based on  
 Cause – effect 

 Predictability – know where it is going 

 Reductionism – can know the parts of the system 

 Determinism - knowledge and central control 



Progress, but at a cost 

 Huge advances in knowledge 

 Foundation of industrial revolution 

 Leaps in social organisation, education and 

knowledge 

 Particularly in 19th and 20th centuries: Central 

state, with its growing bureaucratisation, 

professionalism and expertise becomes the 

primary structure to create/direct a unified and 

coherent society and to correct its ‘malfunctions’ 

 But leads to limits of the current policy 

framework 



Happily, science and society 

don’t stand still 
 Rise of complexity/systems thinking (20th 

century) 

 Quantum mechanics revolution in physics – 
bending the universal laws 

 Growth of systems/complexity thinking in 
biology – emergence and interdependence 

 Spillover into the social sciences (1980s 
onwards):  economics, management, 
sociology, law, etc. : humans as complex 
adaptive actors evolving in nested systems 

 Finally (2000s) begins to touch public policy 



Key rules of human systems in a 

complexity paradigm – beyond the 

clock 

 Partial Causality: phenomena can exhibit 
both orderly and chaotic behaviours, cause 
may not lead to effect. 
 

 Reductionism and Holism: some phenomena 
are reducible others are not. 
 

 Predictability and Uncertainty: phenomena 
can be partially modelled, predicted and 
controlled. 



Key rules of human systems in a 

complexity paradigm  

 Probabilistic: there are general boundaries to 
most phenomena, but within these 
boundaries exact outcomes are uncertain. 
 

 Emergence: they exhibit elements of 
adaptation and emergence. 
 

 Interpretation: the actors in the system can be 
aware of themselves, the system and their 
history and may strive to interpret and direct 
themselves and the system.  



Child protection in an orderly 

perspective  

 Causality (more targets will lead to greater 
control and efficiency). 
 

 Reductionism (targets can be separated). 
 

 Predictability (add money and child 
protection will improve). 
 

 Determinism (we know how to improve child 
protection in the long run).  



Child protection in a complexity 

perspective   

 Partial Causality (fundamental targets matter, 
detailed don’t) 

 Reductionism and Holism (at best, degrees of 
separation between targets) 

 Predictability and Uncertainty (fundamental 
changes do matter, but so may minor ones) 

 Probabilistic  (unknown long term impact of all 
major policies) 

 Emergence (policy change creates new strategies 
which create new policies and so on) 

 Interpretation (public opinion shapes child 
protection and the child protection system: 
democratic not authoritarian)  



Explaining Complex human systems  

 Human complex systems are, ‘not reducible to a 

mechanical system…. for which the assumptions of 

average types and average interactions are not 

appropriate and are not made. Such systems coevolve 

with their environment, being “open” to flows of energy, 

matter, and information across whatever boundaries we 

have chosen to define. These flows do not obey simple, 

fixed laws, but instead result from the internal “sense 

making” going on inside them, as experience, 

conjectures and experiments are used to modify the 

interpretive frameworks within. (Peter Allen 2001) 

 Or, they are like throwing a duck! 



Where do we go from here with 

complexity? 
 We have just scratched the surface. The Munro Review is just the 

beginning! 

 Complexity helps to strip away the veneer of ‘scientific’ legitimacy 

behind EBPM and NPM 

 Stresses the importance of seeing the whole range of orderly, 

complex and disorderly processes of public policy (EBPM and NPM 

do have their place) and focuses on identifying the type of process 

and then applying appropriate strategies 

 Can be a way of ‘doing more with less’ for local councils/actors 

 Can help to move media and society away from culture of 

control/blame 

 Local actors are the key actors in complex systems 

 Wide range of tools and concepts to use. Key point: how to make 

them SIMPLE/USABLE  


