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PREFACE

When we started the research on which this book reports, we thought that we
were about to carry out a post-mortem. At the beginning of the eighties,
when the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) gave us a grant for
this work, the landscape was littered with ideas and institutions which had
dominated the two previous decades but had seemingly not survived the cold
climate of economic retrenchment and ideological change. Gone were the
days when Keynesian economic management could be relied upon to make
unemployment simply a bad memory. Gone were the days when the Welfare
State thrived on the dividends of economic growth. Gone were the days of
consensual policy making and corporate institutions. Gone, too, were the
days of belief in the pursuit of greater rationality in policy making through the
coordination of different policy instruments and agencies.

It was this last casualty of the transformation of the economic, social and
intellectual climate which was the subject of our inquiry. The sixties and
seventies had spawned a large family of initiatives designed to bring about
greater rationality in policy making through coordination. Indeed both
central and local government, the health services and the personal services
had undergone major reorganisations largely, if not exclusively, designed to
make it easier to attack social problems by bringing different strands of policy
making to bear on them. And symbolic of this endeavour was the Central
Policy Review Staff (CPRS) in Whitehall, designed to cut through the tangle
of departmental interests and to bring a rational, synoptic view to the analysis
of policy. In turn, it was the CPRS's report A Joint Framework for Social
Policies (usually known as the Joint Approach to Social Policy', or 'JASP')
which gave us the working title for our project: 'Whatever happened to
JASP?'. For when we started, JASP was dead and the CPRS was clearly
dying. And we thought that by taking the problem of social policy coordi-
nation as the theme for our undertaking, we would be able to explore some of
the problems of modern government: our hope was that, by carrying out such
a post-mortem, we would be able to explain why it was that the search for
greater rationality in policy making had failed, and what might have saved it.
Perhaps the search was doomed from the start; perhaps it was simply carried
out too naively, in the expectation that rationality was its own reward. We did
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x Preface

not know, but we hoped to find out even at the risk of illuminating only
history.

We need not have worried. No sooner had we got the body on the operating
table than it showed signs of life. What started as a post-mortem turned out,
as we started to write up our findings, to be an inquiry highly relevant for the
future of British government. Hardly a day has passed without some new
government initiative involving coordination, and this from a government
which had forgotten JASP, killed off the CPRS and was committed to a
hands-off, market-orientated approach to social policy making. In dealing
with the problems of the inner cities, the government set up a task force
designed to cut across administrative boundaries. In trying to cope with the
issue of law and order, the government exhorted everyone to set up
coordinating bodies. In reacting to the problem of child abuse, the govern-
ment stressed the need for greater coordination between the different
agencies involved. In trying to cope with the effects of financial stringency, the
government emphasised the importance of coordination between the
National Health Service and the Personal Social Services. Coordination has,
once again, become a fashionable buzz word.

The trend is evident both within and beyond Whitehall. There have been
pleas for the resurrection of the CPRS. And, perhaps most significant of a
wider intellectual change, the enthusiasm for coordination also reflects a
growing sense of helplessness by single service agencies in the face of social
complexity. Doctors and policemen, social workers and teachers are all
agreed that what they do is shaped by forces beyond their control. There is a
rush, as it were, to disavow responsibility, be it for ill-health or crime, child
abuse or illiteracy. And if all such problems reflect multiple causes springing
from a complex social environment, then obviously the only way of dealing
with them is by coordinating a variety of different agencies in a common
enterprise. Once again, then, coordination becomes the key to successful
social action.

But if the word itself is once again back in favour, it remains precisely that:
a word in search of ways of giving it effective meaning in practice. In
government circulars and ministerial policy pronouncements, it is a largely
rhetorical invocation of a vague ideal. The centre will prescribe; the periphery
will implement. In this respect, little appears to have changed since the last
time round, in the seventies, when the concept was last in vogue.

It is because of this that, slightly to our own surprise, our study has
considerable relevance for the future. For what we aim to provide in this
book, by looking at the practice of coordination at and between all levels of
government and a variety of other agencies, is an understanding of what the
process actually involves. By taking 'coordination' as problematic, by asking
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Preface xi

what conditions and incentives are required for it to be a successful recipe for
tackling policy problems, we try to generate a series of insights about how to
move from policy rhetoric to policy practice. In this, we do not provide a
cook-book for policy makers. We do, however, seek to give policy makers - at
all levels - some of the conceptual tools needed for thinking about how to
make coordination a success. For the central message of our book, to
anticipate our final chapter, is that coordination does not just happen because
ministers or top civil servants say that it should. It means creating the right
kind of framework and providing the right kind of incentives for the individual
actors who alone can make it work.

In order to explore these issues, we have been eclectic in our research
strategy. We have not only looked at the practice of coordination in a variety of
settings, national and local (since by definition any research into coordination
must look at the relationship both between central government departments,
and between central government and local agencies). We have also tried to
combine social anthropology and bureaumetrics. We have sought both to give
a picture of how organisational actors in a variety of settings perceive the
problems and opportunities of coordination but also to measure the actual
outputs or products of coordination (a useful precedent, perhaps, for
ministers setting up new coordinating machinery: perhaps they, too, should
have such performance indicators to check on the success of their enterprise).
In doing so, we open a window not only on the Whitehall village but also on
how the inhabitants there perceive their relationship with the lesser tribes in
the outlying settlements.

Finally, this study is innovative in another respect as well (although it will
be for the reader to judge whether it is a successful innovation). It is itself the
product of an exercise in coordination, involving three research teams based
in three different institutions (The Royal Institute of Public Administration
and the Universities of Bath and Loughborough). It thus illustrates both the
costs and benefits of coordination, as well as perhaps the need for an outside
body like the ESRC to provide the financial incentives required to make the
process work. The costs include, conspicuously, the time involved in bringing
three teams together and in exchanging drafts of chapters. In this respect, we
found, coordination is expensive, and in producing this book we have
stretched the patience even of a publisher used to academic dawdlings with
deadlines. However, in our own view certainly, the result is a study (to turn to
the benefits of coordination) where every argument and assertion has been
challenged. The result may not necessarily be more coherent than if it had
been by one hand, but it is certainly more rigorous than if any one of us had
taken sole responsibility for its production.

For this is a collective book. Individual authors have had a special
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xii Preface

responsibility for different chapters. So, for example, William Plowden alone
is responsible for the chapter telling the story of JASP. Four members of the
team - Sue Fuller, Melanie Henwood, Peter Whittingham and Gerald
Wistow - were responsible for organising and conducting the local fieldwork,
for analysing the materials collected and for writing the relevant chapters
(6-10). They also fully participated in planning the book as a whole and
drafting other chapters. But coordination did not end with the research. It
persisted throughout the long process of writing up the findings and ended
with the publication of this book. If coordination can have identifiable, visible
and measurable products, then this book is one.
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