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Preface

We are rightly accustomed to seeing social problems as (variously)
demographically driven; socially constructed; politically exacerbated.
All that is true in trumps of the problem of ageing, as these chapters
will show. What is equally true, however, is that policy makes problems
social. My focus here, most broadly conceived, is on the ways in which
personal troubles become public issues — and on the particular, often
peculiar, construction put on those problems in their passage from the
personal to the social.

Policy responses highlight some aspects of a problem, those to
which they are particularly suited, while eclipsing others. The eclipsed
aspects remain problematic, but those problems are then seen as the
personal province of individuals and families concerned. Consider the
themes introduced in Chapter 1, around which the book as a whole is
organised: deinstitutionalisation, targeting, regulation, rights, depen-
dency, feminisation. All of these themes point to particular ways of con-
structing issues raised by an ageing population, as well as to particular
policy responses for dealing with them. But those policy responses,
in doing what they do well, push back into the realm of ‘personal
troubles’ those aspects of the problems with which those policies
cannot cope well. In this process additional personal troubles may
emerge; ‘personal’ problems which are socially constructed as part of a
public solution to a ‘social’ problem.

No policy can do everything at once. Much though it may do in some
dimensions, there are inevitably other dimensions along which it
leaves much undone. Aaron Wildavsky (1979) used to talk of ‘policy as
its own cause’, March and Olsen (1976) of policy-making as a ‘garbage
can’ in which solutions look for problems at the same time as problems
are looking for solutions. The peculiarity about policy areas like aged

viii
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care is the way in which this process is interrupted, the way in which a
residual category of ‘personal troubles’ soaks up aspects of the prob-
lems that constructions of social policy define as outside their own
remit. In cases such as these, feedback processes are interrupted.
Sociological circuit-breakers serve to interrupt ordinary processes of
policy formation and reformation. The ‘status quo’ of existing policy
can continue on its journey, critically appraised in its own terms,
but with its destination largely unremarked. Policy is prevented from
serving as its own cause.

Policy analysis, of the sort practised in Parts I and II of this book, is a
necessary first step. The constructions which policy puts on social
problems, the extent to which policy serves its self-defined tasks well or
badly, are clearly important considerations. But theoretical reflection
on aspects of the problem that those policies inevitably eclipse is an
equally necessary next step, as Part I1I of this book goes on to show.

Any piece of social research must be properly situated. This one is
firmly rooted in Australian experience. Throughout Parts I and II, I
hope to speak both to Australians about their own aged care system
and to bring the experience of Australia (a world leader in several
respects, laggard in a few) to the attention of international and com-
parative analysts of social policy. Interesting though the peculiarities of
Australian experiences may be, both to Australians and to compara-
tivists, what is perhaps more striking is the commonality of perspec-
tives on these problems and the commonality of policy responses
across virtually all the developed and much of the developing world.
Having been led to the broader theoretical reflections of Part III by
reflection on Australian problems and practices, those reflections
nonetheless apply with equal force to present ways of thinking about
problems of ageing internationally.
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