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Introduction

Any discussion of modern youth work must include a close examination of the influence of the state.

(Payne, 2009, p. 215)

As we prepared this course in England, in early 2011, we were aware that this is not an easy time to be describing and analysing what exactly ‘the influence of the state’ might be on social policy in general and on youth work in particular. The 13 years of a New Labour government left a distinct, if sometimes confusing, policy trail, but one which can be followed and critiqued. 

Now there is a Coalition government, which is still shaping its policies but has already given strong signals about its intentions to reduce the role of the state and increase the involvement of citizens through, for example, the Big Society. In addition, policy direction in each of the nations of the United Kingdom (UK) is following a diverging course as the devolved administrations take on more powers over public spending. So, while this is a difficult moment to be describing the substance and the direction of travel of social policy across the UK, nevertheless it is a valuable area of study for youth work practitioners for the following reasons. 

Policy is constantly changing, not simply through the actions of governments but also through changes in the wider society. This course tries to understand policy as both shaping and reflecting our sense of priorities, values and expectations about the future. So, studying policy is more than understanding what it says at the present time; it helps us to understand the factors which are driving policy and the beliefs and assumptions behind them. These are skills of analysis and frameworks for understanding that can be used in relation to future policies as they emerge. 

Understanding how policy works and where it comes from allows practitioners to become more effective in influencing and implementing policy. In the course team’s view practitioners do not simply implement policy designed by central government. They can participate in the formation of policy and in ‘translating’ it into practice. 

The effects of devolution in the formulation of policy across the UK have been noted already. In this course, the discussion centres mainly on policy themes which we think are relevant across the nation states, although illustration and analysis of these themes is more often based on English policies than those of Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland. 

Activity 1   What is social policy?

Allow about 6 minutes

As an introduction to policy, watch the clip below of Pete Alcock, a Professor of Social Policy at the University of Birmingham, answering the question ‘What is social policy?’ 

If you are reading this course as an ebook, you can access this video here: Pete Alcock – What Is Social Policy?
View comment - Activity 1   What is social policy?
This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course E318 Youth: policy in practice. 

Learning outcomes

After studying this course, you should be able to:

· analyse some of the assumptions that underpin policy

· evaluate some of the ways in which practitioners can influence it.

What is policy?

Policy is usually understood as ‘a course of action’ (The Chambers Dictionary, 1998). You might think of this in relation to an individual and the general rules of conduct a person chooses to live by; you might understand it in relation to a family group and the habits, traditions and rules through which it tries to structure and control the behaviour of individuals within it; you might think of it in relation to an organisation and how it sets out its goals, strategies and values; or you might think of it in relation to a nation state and the way it describes its priorities for government and its expectations for its population. 

Whenever policy is articulated, it tells you a lot about priorities, what really matters to people at this time; about values, the nature of the changes people want to achieve; and about expectations, what is thought possible and achievable. 

Activity 2   What do we mean by policy?

Allow about 30 minutes

Identify a policy statement at each of the following four levels.

· Individual

· Family 

· Organisation

· Nation state

For example, at an individual level, it might be a plan to cycle to work at least once a week. At an organisational level, it might be to ensure that all decisions about the distribution of grant income should be taken in consultation with the user group. 

Having identified four policy plans, write a few sentences which describe the priority being addressed, the values which underpin the policy, and the expectations of those who made the policy. 

View comment - Activity 2   What do we mean by policy?
How does policy work?

A ‘youth policy’ is the overarching framework of governmental (and sometimes non-governmental) activity directed towards young people: at, for and with them. 

(Williamson, 2007, p. 57)

Policy is often considered in terms of a series of directives to be followed or instructions to be carried out; an authoritarian, top-down way of governing conduct; directed ‘at’ and ‘for’ people. But this ignores the importance of persuasion and consent in any successful policy initiative, at least within democratic societies. To be successful – that is, to be accepted and implemented – policy must also work ‘with’ people, appealing to the values which they hold and the expectations they have for the future. It must win at least the tacit support of others. Davies (2010) describes the process of policy formulation in terms of ‘negotiation’: 

Policy (particularly policies shaping something like youth work) … emerges out of what is in effect a negotiation between interested individuals and the groups and organisations that, formally or informally, represent them. This ‘negotiation’ is particularly focused on and shaped by the values of those involved – by what they see as right and wrong, good and bad. 

(Davies, 2010, p. 9)

So, while policy statements represent the views of the people who hold power, in framing policy, its makers are anxious to carry others with them; that is, to persuade less powerful people to accept the assumptions and the prescriptions of the policy direction. Strategies for achieving this often appeal either to people’s aspirations for a better future, or their fears and anxieties about all that is wrong in the present. In any case, they are bound to reflect the concerns and preoccupations of the society from which they emerge. As Mark Considine (2005, p. 1) puts this ‘The policies of governments contain and express the conflicts and tensions of contemporary societies.’ 

In the sense that it needs to be persuasive, to carry others with it, policy can be understood as a ‘discursive achievement’ – a way of fixing in people’s minds ideas and assumptions which then become taken for granted as true. Policy documents often look like rational and universal statements which no sane person could easily disagree with; for example, that young people should have rich and fulfilling lives and be allowed to achieve their full potential. However, they only make sense when understood in the historical, social, political and economic context in which they have been formed. 

The emergence of policy themes

For example, a major policy theme of the last decade was the development of integrated and child-centred services. This grew out of a strong sense among service providers that their primary focus should be on the needs of the child or young person, and that a more ‘joined-up’ approach was necessary to achieve this. When the policy was finally launched as Every Child Matters (DfES, 2003), it came in the wake of several high-profile cases of child abuse, in particular the murder of Victoria Climbié. 

As you can see from the introductions to the Green Paper by the then Prime Minister Tony Blair and the then Chief Secretary to the Treasury Paul Boateng (http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Society/documents/2003/09/08/EveryChildMatters.pdf), policymakers saw that they could make a more powerful and persuasive case for change by suggesting that the policy was a direct response to recent cases of child abuse than by pointing to the years of careful consultation with service providers which had preceded the Green Paper. The idea for integrating services therefore became discursively linked with the overriding importance of avoiding further instances of child abuse, providing a rationale which would be very difficult to argue against. 

The power of this discourse had the effect of marginalising other perspectives on how services might best meet the needs of children and young people. For example, there is a case to be made for developing specialist services providing quite distinct approaches and bodies of expertise, for instance in guidance and counselling, but this is rarely heard in a policy context of ‘integrated services’, where specialist services have ‘disappeared into the new amorphous children and young people’s departments’ (Davies, 2009, p. 200). 

Whatever its strengths and weaknesses, the Every Child Matters agenda for integrating services became a very successful ‘discursive achievement’. It was highly persuasive in the context of recent events and it was entirely successful in silencing alternative policy agendas for improving services to young people. From what can be seen of policy development under the Coalition government, there appears to be a move back towards specialised skills, for example in the careers service. It will be interesting to see how this develops in the future. 

Looking at the development of government policy as we are writing this course, the idea of the Big Society seems worth watching. It is already proving to be politically controversial; seen by some as part of an assault on publicly funded services and a cover for reducing the role of the state. For others, it is a necessary response to society becoming fragmented, individualistic and competitive, appealing to what is perhaps a nostalgic vision of a more sociable, neighbourly and altruistic way of living. 

The Big Society agenda attempts to conjure up a golden age of ‘Britishness’ where neighbours helped each other and organised their own affairs. 

(de St Croix, 2011, p. 46)

If the idea is to be persuasive, it will need to connect with these anxieties and aspirations, providing both a convincing analysis of the ‘problem’ and a way forward to a ‘solution’. 

Activity 3   Policy priorities

Allow about 40 minutes
First, identify a priority goal for your organisation. 

Then write a paragraph about why you think this is a priority, using the following questions to structure your answer.

· Which words would you use to justify this policy as a priority?

· Which factors have led to this policy becoming a priority?

· Which values lie behind this policy?

· What are the expectations for the future to which this policy appeals? 

You might want to discuss these questions with your co-workers to see how they would answer them.

Finally, you may wish to use the Comments section below to post your paragraph for others to see. Reading other students’ postings will give you a sense of policy priorities in other organisations, perhaps ones quite different from yours. 

View comment - Activity 3   Policy priorities
Policy as discourse

Describing policy as a ‘discursive achievement’ means that it seeks to establish certain ideas about how society is and how it might be changed for the better. Policy statements work hard to persuade practitioners and the public at large that their analysis of the problem is irrefutable and their prescriptions for change irresistible. In doing so, they harness contemporary ideas about young people: their place in society, the issues which concern them, and the outcomes which are desirable for them. They are necessarily fluid since society continually changes its opinion about all of these subjects. 

The notion of discourse is helpful in raising awareness of the processes through which changes to the ways of thinking about the work done with young people are mobilised and enacted through language. Philosophers such as Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) and Michel Foucault (1926–1984) have been influential in drawing attention to the work which language does in making present, or calling into being, objects for study. So ‘young people’ become established as a category of persons, or ‘youth work’ is established as a category of activity, which can then be named, investigated, discussed and legislated for. But what is understood as meaningful or significant about these categories is continually subject to challenge and change, depending on who is speaking and where they are speaking from. 

For example, our understandings of ‘youth’ are historically and socially situated. In other words, these understandings of what it means to be a young person have changed according to time and place (Spence, 2005; France, 2009). The way in which children and young people were seen in pre-industrial societies was quite different from our contemporary understandings, and current concepts of the role and status of young people in developing countries are quite different from those in the developed world. 

Similarly, the idea of ‘youth work’ is historically situated. Hine (2009) notes that the term ‘youth’ did not enter the policy agenda until early in the twentieth century, and the start of a ‘youth service’ is usually dated as 1939 with the establishment of local youth committees. Since then the meaning and purpose of work with young people has changed significantly. Hine uses the example of the Criminal Justice Act 1991 to illustrate one recent change, arguing that this piece of legislation ‘signalled a shift in responses to the problematic behaviour of young people’ (Hine, 2009, p. 29) by taking a more punitive approach towards disruptive and anti-social behaviour. For Hine, this fits into a wider pattern, described as ‘the punitive turn’, one effect of which has been to associate more closely the term ‘youth’ with ‘problem behaviours’. 

Within the field of youth work, the purposes, values and priorities of the practice are interpreted differently. Simon Bradford (2005, p. 58) describes youth work as ‘an ambiguous set of practices, pushed in different directions at different times by different interests’. Malcolm Payne (2009, p. 215) argues that ‘the practice of youth work … [is] constructed out of the interaction between a number of “social” (including political) forces’ and that these are instrumental in shaping ‘what have been referred to as “practice theories” and “practice ideologies” … which … seek to explain and lay claim to what “youth work” is, and what “youth workers” do.’ It is in unpicking the ways in which policy statements ‘explain’ and ‘lay claim’ to meaning that an understanding of discourse can be helpful. 

Foucault (1980) raises our awareness of the close relationship between language and power and the processes through which certain ways of speaking, writing and thinking gain more attention and carry more weight than others. In Foucault’s work, a discourse can be defined as ‘a system of representation which regulates the meanings and practices which can and cannot be produced’ (Smith, 1998, p. 254). Discourses, then, create conditions which make certain courses of action seem ‘natural’ or ‘inevitable’. They work to ‘highlight certain things as “real” problems whilst marginalising others’ (Apple, 2006, p. 9). So, discourse is about how meanings are created and sustained to look like commonsense interpretations which no right-thinking person would want to argue against. 

So, discourse provides a tool for analysing policy, allowing the ways in which problems are framed and prescriptions are presented to be scrutinised more closely. This allows attention to be paid not only to descriptions, and the ways in which they construct certain objects as knowable and known, but also the techniques through which certain descriptions are worked up to become more persuasive than others, effectively marginalising or silencing alternative accounts. 

Wetherell (2001, p. 25) also makes the point that ‘control over discourse is a vital source of power’. Making the link between discourse and power has been used effectively by, among others, Stephen Ball in his critique of educational policy and practices. He points to the ways in which discourses embody the effects of power by defining the limits of expression and imagination: ‘Discourses are about what can be said and thought, but also about who can speak, when, and with what authority’ (Ball, 1990, p. 2). 

The processes through which meaning is created are not neutral or naturally occurring; they are political, contestable and open to critical analysis. 

While this might sound like ‘Big Brother’ – imposing certain ways of speaking, writing and imagining – Foucault, particularly in his later writings, saw discourse as not simply dictated by those in power, but as more fluid and dynamic, open to reworking into different meanings which might subvert or resist the original intention. From this standpoint ‘power in a society is never a fixed or closed regime, but rather an endless and open strategic game’ (Gordon, 1991, p. 5). So, while some voices will be more powerful than others at any given moment, there are always spaces for resistance and possibilities for the emergence of new narratives. The idea that meanings which are often taken for granted are not fixed but always in flux and open to negotiation and reinterpretation might initially be disturbing. However, it does open up spaces and possibilities for working with policy, not simply working within policy. 

Policy and young people

Policy both constructs and reflects a view of young people: what they are like; what their interests and concerns are; how best to intervene in their lives to help them become adult citizens. This section looks at this relationship between policy towards young people and knowledge about young people, and at how each influences the other. 

Studies of young people in the developed world reveal a social group which is confronted by significant challenges. Their lives have changed dramatically in recent times; the transition from youth to adulthood being much altered from that experienced by previous generations (Kehily, 2007). 

Youth transitions are longer, less stable and less predictable than they were in the past, particularly for young people who are less successful in school (Kemshall, 2009; Maguire, 2009). Changing social structures within which young people negotiate these transitions include the ongoing reforms in schooling and further and higher education, together with the loss of traditional youth-labour markets and shifts in the shape and nature of families. 

Research into the experience of young people has drawn attention to the difficulties caused by the growing complexity of transitions into adulthood and the unequal positions among young people in negotiating them, as changing social and economic conditions have simultaneously produced greater opportunities for some and risk and vulnerability for others (Barry, 2001; Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). Furlong and Cartmel summarise the situation of young people in this way: 

As a consequence of these changes, young people today have to negotiate a set of risks which were largely unknown to their parents: this is true irrespective of social background or gender. 

(Furlong and Cartmel, 2007, p. 1)

This understanding of young people as dealing with risk in their lives has led to an outpouring of policy initiatives aimed at ameliorating the effects of these risks. Usually, these initiatives seem to involve persuading young people to improve their ability to overcome the risks through education and training, or constraining them through the criminal justice system when these fail. Hazel Kemshall claims that: 

preoccupation with ‘at risk’ children and youth permeates much youth policy, and is concerned with a cost-effective and unproblematic transition from youth to adulthood, and most particularly into active citizenship and productive labour. 

(Kemshall, 2009, p. 157)

Kemshall’s analysis of social policy and its growing preoccupation with risk helps in seeing the close relationship between our understandings of young people and their lives, and the priorities of policies directed towards them. As Jean Hine (2009, p. 28) puts it, ‘policies and the guidelines that accompany them are based on particular understandings about young people’. Once the ‘problem’ has been identified, policymakers can begin to fashion their ‘solutions’; in this case, designing cost-effective strategies for ensuring that the majority of young people make a trouble-free transition into adulthood. 

This might sound like a very rational way for policymakers to proceed, but note how the discourse of risk comes to dominate the way we think about young people. As Kemshall (2009, p. 158) says, ‘Children and their families are then constructed as repositories of risk factors, with predetermined risk trajectories ripe for intervention.’ 

Young people ‘at risk’

Seeing young people as a package of risk factors can have the effect of excluding other, more positive ways of seeing them, and suggests certain kinds of interventions, usually ones which encourage young people to conform more closely with adults’ expectations. Labelling young people as ‘at risk’ or ‘antisocial’ can have a powerful effect on their subsequent behaviour. As part of their research into antisocial behaviour initiatives, Smithson and Flint (2006) studied the effects of a dispersal order that was implemented in Manchester. They concluded: 

The governance of young people’s behaviour through the imposition of increasingly punitive measures needs to be viewed in terms of the messages they send out about young people by increasing fear and intolerance and also the degenerative effect they have on relations between young people and those organisations [which] seek to control them. 

(Smithson and Flint, 2006, p. 36)

Jean Hine provides a similar analysis of recent policy discourse as associating young people with antisocial and criminal behaviour: 

It has been argued that the introduction of the term ‘youth’ was a valuable political ideological tool that identified a social problem and provided a focus for reports, legislation and sanction … The term has become linked with negative aspects of young people, such as criminal and anti-social behaviour, so that when these issues are raised it is frequently young people that come to mind rather than the adults who are the perpetrators of most crime and anti-social behaviour. 

(Hine, 2009, p. 29)

Associating young people with social problems makes them easy scapegoats in the media and other arenas, which has the effect of reinforcing the discursive link between young people and antisocial behaviour. For example, the current ‘Keep Britain Tidy’ anti-litter campaign in England includes a ‘Dirty Pig Boy’ bin sticker as part of its campaign resources. What would be the reaction if the kind of image shown below was used in relation to other groups in society as part of a public campaign? 
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Figure 1: ‘Dirty Pig Boy’ bin sticker

View description - Figure 1: ‘Dirty Pig Boy’ bin sticker
Note that none of the campaigns being run in the other nation states – ‘Keep Wales Tidy’, ‘Keep Scotland Beautiful’ and ‘Tidy Northern Ireland’ – uses such negative images. 

Hine (2009, p. 37) argues that social policy towards young people reinforces this ‘distorted and often negative view of young people’s lives’. She says that it is time for a different approach, one which is based on understanding the lived experiences of young people, and acknowledging the structural and social changes they are contending with. She urges everyone working with young people – policymakers, researchers and practitioners – to see young people ‘in the round’, rather than as a collection of deficits; to seek ways of building on their strengths to help them navigate an increasingly complex world. 

The role of academic knowledge

Alan France (2009) looked at the role of academic knowledge in shaping understandings of ‘youth’ and the ‘youth problem’. Psychological perspectives have tended to focus on ‘adolescence’ as a specific stage in human development, studying the characteristics of this life stage and the ways in which individuals negotiate transitions into and out of adolescence. The discipline of psychology provides a powerful language with which to describe the ‘youth problem’, and to provide solutions to the problem it has defined. Problems tend to be defined as individual deviancy from social norms, with solutions focusing on the techniques of helping individuals move back towards conformity. Sociological conceptions pay more attention to the environment in which young people grow up and the social and cultural influences on them. Solutions to the ‘youth problem’ are likely to emphasise structural issues relating to economic factors: for example, youth unemployment, or social factors, such as changes in family patterns, or the dominance of a consumer culture. 

More recently, theoretical perspectives have been developed which attempt to understand young people on their own terms, rather than through the lens of adult perceptions. France provides a useful reminder that knowledge about young people is constantly shifting, as new ways of understanding the social world emerge, and that what we take to be knowledge at any one time has a significant influence on both policy and practice. He concludes his chapter with this: 

Understandings of youth, particularly the problematic behaviour of youth have changed over time as the discourses and disciplines dominant in social science have changed. 

(France, 2009, p. 25)

The presentation of policy

Finally, this section looks at a recent example of how the presentation of a particular policy – the National Citizen Service – frames the ‘problem’ of youth as preparation for launching a policy solution. The quotation below is from an article by Tania de St Croix in the journal Youth and Policy. It starts with an extract from a speech by the Prime Minister David Cameron introducing the National Citizen Service. It goes on to analyse the discourse of youth and the youth problem which the author believes is being presented. You can access the full article on the Youth and Policy website. 

The young of this country are as passionate and idealistic as any before. Perhaps more passionate. They march against poverty, they set up online campaigns, they push their parents to recycle and they care deeply about climate change. 
But too many of our young people appear lost. Their lives lack shape or any sense of direction. So they take out their frustrations and boredom on the world around them. They get involved with gangs. They smash up the neighbourhood. They turn to drink and drugs. 

(Conservative Party, 2010a: 1)
Cameron’s contrasting paragraphs reproduce a well established dichotomous discourse of young people as angels or devils, citizens or troublemakers (Moss and Petrie, 2002). The first group are presented as trainee members of the Big Society, caring and willing to take action but preferably on uncontroversial causes such as recycling and non-specific poverty. The second group are at first merely lost and directionless, but the word ‘so’ implies that this leads inevitably to gangs, vandalism, drinking and drugs. 

(de St Croix, 2011, pp. 49–50)

Note how the ‘problem’ is framed in the speech; that young people are committed and enthusiastic but sometimes lose their way. The ‘solution’ is then a new programme which will help them to bring a sense of direction back into their lives. Tania de St Croix’s analysis is a reminder of the individualised, psychologised understanding of young people which lies behind this – they are either ‘angels’ or ‘devils’ – and the way in which it ignores the structural inequalities which are so closely linked with young people’s life chances. 

As with other areas of policy towards young people, there are growing differences between the nation states of the UK. For example, here is an extract from a policy statement from the Scottish Government: 

As successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective contributors … the vast majority of young people make a valuable contribution to our communities today and will play a leading role in building the more successful Scotland we all want to see in the future. Nurturing and supporting those qualities in young people will help them navigate the challenges of adolescence and the transition into adulthood, as well as strengthening the role they can play in making Scotland smarter, healthier, wealthier & fairer, safer & stronger and greener. 

(Scottish Government, 2009, p. 4)

Note how the language and tone of this policy statement remains positive towards young people. It acknowledges that there are ‘challenges’ towards successful transitions into adulthood but presents the role of government as ‘nurturing and supporting’ young people. 

Activity 4   Representations of young people

Allow about 1 hour
Look at one of the programmes or initiatives run by your organisation and try to answer the following questions.

· What understandings does this programme convey about what young people are like, what their interests and concerns are, and how best to intervene in their lives to help them become adult citizens? 

· In what ways do these understandings reflect current policies towards young people?

· In what ways do these ideas about young people influence the practices of the organisation? 

You might want to discuss these questions with your co-workers to see how far you share the same views. You may wish to use the Comments section below to post a paragraph outlining the programme you have identified and giving your answers to the questions. Include in this any significant differences of opinion which emerged from talking to your co-workers. 

View comment - Activity 4   Representations of young people
Policy and the practitioner

Policy is often represented as a process in which those who make policy – for example, national or local government or individual organisations – decide on the overall direction of travel and establish the rules and structures which determine how this should be delivered. Policymakers like to work with metaphors which suggest control: for example, ‘policy levers’ which can be ‘pulled’, or ‘policy mechanisms’ which can be ‘fine-tuned’. These indicate a mechanistic, top-down, transmission model in which the designed intention is realised in practice. 

It does not take a very thorough examination of policy initiatives to realise that this is rarely the case; that changes in policy undoubtedly lead to changes in practice, but not always in the ways intended. Practitioners have an important role in shaping, transforming or resisting the innovations and reforms which policy introduces. Andy Rixon (2007) argues that youth work practitioners are not simply implementers of policy directives; rather, they filter or mediate these through their own sense of what is best for young people. 

What practitioners do is mediated through their own beliefs and values. Some will have professional or occupational codes of values or ethics that can give them another source on which to draw in order to be openly critical of the implications of legislation or policy where these are seen to run counter to the interests of young people. 

(Rixon, 2007, p. 32)

The process of policy implementation might better be understood as a dialogue, in which the intentions of policy makers are translated or mediated by practitioners and the wider public as they move from policy intention to practical application. As Jones and Salmon (2001) have noted from their study of a range of health and social care practitioners: 

Yet although such professions may have been marginal to much policy creation, they occupy a central place in policy implementation. Front line human service personnel who interact directly with citizens – or in Lipsky’s terms, ‘street level bureaucrats’ – can be understood as the people who make policy happen. Whatever the top-down directives, street level practitioners exercise decisions concerning how policy is enacted, adopted or circumvented; in effect these decisions ‘become the public policies they carry out’ (Lipsky, 1980: xi, emphasis in original). 

(Jones and Salmon, 2001, p. 75)

When writing about youth work, Jean Spence describes the relationship between policy and practice in the following terms.

Work with young people is shaped by a combination of professional values and purposes, the needs of young people themselves and the imperatives of policy … but workers interpret policy through the lens of their professional knowledge and their understanding of the young people who come into their sphere of influence. 

(Spence, 2007, p. 287)

Similarly, Hazel Kemshall (2009) argues that people in face-to-face contact with service users retain a degree of power through their role as interpreters of policy in practice settings. Note how she uses the image of practitioners acting as a ‘firewall’ between policy and its implementation in practice. 

It is also important to recognise that policies are also mediated by the workforces tasked with implementing them. Workers bring their own values and ideologies to bear on policy interpretation and delivery, and in the area of youth policy they may for example present ‘firewalls’ to the direct impact of current policies. 

(Kemshall, 2009, p. 161)

These studies show that practitioners have a vital role in mediating policy and influencing policy outcomes. They also support Foucault’s analysis of discourse as a process of making meaning which is never closed, but always open to contest, resistance and change. 

Our argument here is that it is only by engaging with policy, and understanding its motivating forces and the strengths and limits of its reach, that practitioners can fully exploit their own power, for influencing the impact of current policy, and perhaps even influencing the formulation of future policy. 

Policy into practice

Now we would like you to listen to some extracts from interviews with practitioners.

Activity 5   Practitioners and policy

Allow about 10 minutes

Listen to the audio below which is extracts from interviews with Gail McCarthy, who works as a Participation Programme Manager in Somerset, and with Brian Belton, who teaches on a youth and community course at George Williams College in London. They both talk about the ways in which policy can be influenced by practitioners during its implementation. 
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Figure 2: Gail McCarthy
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Figure 3: Brian Belton


Audio content is not available in this format.

Extract from Gail McCarthy interview

View transcript - Extract from Gail McCarthy interview
View comment - Activity 5   Practitioners and policy
Reflecting on your own practice

In the next activity we ask you to draw on what you have learned about the role of practitioners in implementing policy, in order to reflect on some examples from your own practice. 

Activity 6   Policy in practice

Allow about 1 hour

First, think of an example from your practice and write a short account of the policy which this work sprang from, and how you interpreted and mediated it in the context of your own work. How much influence did you feel you had in acting as mediator between policy and practice? 

You may like to use the Comments section below to post this example.

Finally, read through the examples posted by other students and respond to one of them, suggesting other possibilities for working creatively within this policy. 

View comment - Activity 6   Policy in practice
Conclusion

This course reviewed the nature and scope of policy; what it sets out to do; how it operates; and how practitioners can be actively engaged in shaping and influencing it. We have presented policy formulation and delivery as a complex and rather messy process, driven by a multiplicity of factors – economic, social and cultural – and both influencing and reflecting the way young people are understood in society. 

Keep on learning
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Activity 1   What is social policy?

Comment

Pete Alcock describes the scope of social policy in very general terms as the ways in which society promotes welfare and wellbeing in the population. Studying social policy usually means looking at particular aspects, for example health or education. Note how he does not take either of these as ‘givens’: health and education can be understood very differently by different people or by different governments. As Alcock puts this, much depends on ‘how we define it, how we promote it.’ 

He draws attention to the fact that social policy is not simply defined or implemented by governments, but also depends on a range of voluntary and community organisations and the informal relationships between people. This idea that policy is not simply a top-down process in which governments design and deliver policy solutions to social problems will be revisited throughout this course. 

Back
Activity 2   What do we mean by policy?

Comment

This activity is intended to help you think about the nature of policy as a means of framing rules of conduct or priorities for action which govern the way people live and work. These are grounded in beliefs, values and expectations which might not always be obvious. 

So a person who is determined to cycle to work more often might be acting on an intention to reduce his carbon footprint, or improve his health and sense of well-being, or both. Prioritising this intention might be caused by the growing evidence for climate change, or an uncomfortable conversation with the doctor about the importance of weight loss. In either case, his beliefs are influenced by the people around him, by what is being said or written about pollution or health. These influences help to shape his expectations that, through cycling, he can contribute to a cleaner planet or a healthier person. 

The organisation that decides to consult with young people before making spending decisions might be acting on the belief that only by involving young people in real decisions can they feel a sense of belonging to or ownership of the services being provided. The organisation might also be motivated by the fact that its funding is directly linked to the existence of mechanisms for consulting young people. 

The quality of the consultation process will probably be strongly influenced by the extent to which this is a matter of principle which runs right through the organisation’s processes and procedures, or a pragmatic and tokenistic response to funding requirements. In either case, implementation of the policy will involve making difficult decisions about who will be consulted, how often, and how conflicts of interest will be resolved. 

Policy is analysed in an attempt to expose those priorities, values, expectations and potential conflicts which lie behind policy statements. 

The key questions to ask are as follows.

· What is the motivation behind this policy?

· What is it trying to achieve?

Back
Activity 3   Policy priorities

Comment

The aim of this activity is to encourage you to develop a critical approach towards policy statements. This means not taking them at face value, but looking behind the text to ask questions such as: 

· Why is this policy being prioritised at this time? What is the ‘back story’ here?

· What is the ideological motivation for this policy? What is the vision of how society might be which drives this policy?

· How is the persuasive power of this policy established? For example, does it appeal to people’s moral sense of how things should be, or to their self-interest in remaining safe and secure? 

Back
Activity 4   Representations of young people

Comment

This activity is intended to help you think about some of the assumptions about young people which are embedded in policies at national and organisational levels, and to see how these can influence practice. When looking at policy, it is important to ask yourself what are the conceptions of young people on which this policy is based? 
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Activity 5   Practitioners and policy

Comment

Gail situates her work within the then current policy framework, referring to Aiming High (DfES, 2007) which had ‘Giving young people and communities real influence’ as one of its aims. She then gives an example from her own practice which shows how this policy was interpreted, mediated and applied locally. She describes how the planning of short breaks for young people with ‘really complex needs’ initially failed to involve young people themselves and their parents, and how she was able to gently, and over time, shift the approach to one that was more genuinely participatory. What this account draws attention to is the way in which policy can be interpreted to mean different things to different people. Those planning the initial event clearly saw this as part of a process of consultation, whereas Gail felt that this did not really involve those who would be using the services. 

Elsewhere in the interview, Gail comments that participation ‘is not something that you tick a box, and people got very confused at what was consultation, what was participation, and not understanding the developmental process that goes with the participative approach’. 

Brian starts by making the point that youth workers, in line with other publicly funded professionals, have to work within government policy guidelines. He then goes on to describe how policy can be interpreted and applied locally in ways which adapt government priorities to fit local conditions and address local needs. He refers to the Prevent initiative, launched by the Department of Communities and Local Government in April 2007, as a response to the bombings in London in July 2005. 

As the document makes clear: 

It is about standing up to a small fringe of terrorists and their extremist supporters. Indeed, Government is committed to working in partnership with the vast majority of Muslims who reject violence and who share core British values in doing this. 

(Department for Communities and Local Government, 2007, p. 4)

As Brian indicates, it was possible for some local authorities to use this funding stream to target work which was aimed at tackling violent and extremist groups, but not necessarily those made up of Muslim people. 

A further example of practitioners mediating policy is provided by Bernard Davies (2005). He quotes an email sent to him by a local authority youth officer: 

I sit on an anti social behaviour implementation group which consists of police, social services, education, housing, Youth Service, etc. So far it has worked hard to prevent young people being asbo-ed and with some success… All asbos are considered at this group other than asbos on conviction which are dealt with directly at the courts … It has meant that agencies have begun to work better together to address some of the issues with young people and the Youth Service has a substantial part to play in this – though, as ever, funding is an issue; trying to encourage a proactive rather than reactive approach is a challenge. 

(Davies, 2005, pp. 11–12)

Davies describes this approach as ‘principled pragmatism’ or as working ‘in and against the state’. While acknowledging that using this approach can sometimes make practitioners feel ‘compromised and compromising’, he sees it at sometimes the only course of action for those who lack more direct influence on policy: 

Often indeed it is the best, and on the ground the only, form of manoeuvring available to workers and managers committed to the best young person-centred practice they can achieve in unsympathetic or even hostile environments. 

(Davies, 2005, p. 12)
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Activity 6   Policy in practice

Comment

Your experience of working within policy is personal to you, and you will have your own views on how far policy directives can be influenced through debate or practices. We would argue that keeping up to date with policy change, and engaging with policy discussions and consultations, is not only an essential part of professional practice; it also offers opportunities for influencing the impact and direction of policy. 

In the example of the Prevent policy discussed by Brian Belton, it is interesting to note that, by 2009, the government had come to recognise that the focus of the initiative needed to be broadened to include extremism in other parts of society besides the Muslim community – see this article. 

Currently, a parliamentary review is taking place on the role of youth work nationally, with evidence being given by a wide range of practitioners from local authorities, directors of organisations like the National Youth Agency and the Scouts Association, teachers on professional training courses, and young people themselves. You can look at the questions the committee is addressing here. This is an example of a significant opportunity to influence the policy process and one which is being taken up by the youth work field. 

Malcolm Payne (2009) expresses the relationship between government policy and practitioners, and the responsibility this places on practitioners, as follows. 

The national state provides a significant mandate for the work, sets its parameters, provides much of the funding and, through its management and accounting mechanisms, a regulatory framework. Local authorities have significant powers too, but are in many ways subservient to an increasingly interventionist national state. The stance that practitioners take in response to this scenario is critical to the practice models which emerge. 

(Payne, 2009, p. 216)

Bryan Merton (2009) also sees it as a vital responsibility for youth workers to engage in policy debates, since it is ‘the current policy framework which shapes the publicly funded services’ (p. 117), and maintains that ‘those who work directly with young people are in a strong position to influence the policy which shapes their work’. 
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Figure 1: ‘Dirty Pig Boy’ bin sticker

Description

This is an anti-litter bin sticker produced by the Keep Britain Tidy campaign. It shows a young man whose nose has been digitally altered to look like a pig’s snout. He is walking away from some litter that he has evidently discarded outside a fish and chip shop. There is a caption on the top left of the bin sticker that reads: ‘What does dropping litter make you look like?’ In the bottom right corner is an icon of a figures dropping rubbish into a bin, with the additional caption: ‘Let’s Keep it Tidy!’ In the bottom right corner is a green circle that reads: ‘Keep Britain Tidy.’ 
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Extract from Gail McCarthy interview

Transcript

Recently I was involved in a piece of work with Aiming High where I was invited in as the Participation Project Manager to give some advice on how they go about a piece of work. I heard all these professionals around the table talking about how – what they were going to put on, the event, and how wonderful it was going to be, and, you know, young people really liked it, and I said ‘What young people like it?’ Well, the parents said … Now the parents are really important, especially with that particular group, because they usually do have to advocate the needs of their young people quite a lot but I was quite concerned that no young people had been involved in the planning of these wonderful events that were going to happen. 

So I said my piece, and so I said that I sort of think, you know, we need to find a way to engage with young people at the beginning, to find out what kind of event they want and what the benefit is to them, how they are going to take part. And it was like ignored – nicely – and the events went on and they didn’t happen. There was about four people showed up to one of the events and then we had the meeting to review and they had lots of reasons why that didn’t happen but no – and again I said ‘You really need to start at the beginning with young people.’ We put forward a process for where we go out, talk to young people at the special schools, set up a couple of reference groups to find out – you know – what’s going to work for them and they came up with some fantastic ideas. 

They wanted all the providers for short breaks in one place, they wanted to understand what they could do rather than being told what they can do. So they wanted to change that process really for them and, as a result, we had a really successful providers forum where lots of providers came, showed what they could do and there was an offsho[o]t of that – was a lot of the providers thought they couldn’t actually provide for some young people who had really complex needs and, by talking to those young people, by understanding what their disability was, by really getting underneath … they said, well we could do that, or you know, yes we could provide for that, and they built competence and confidence and – you know – people were able to use what was on offer. And – you know – as a result, Somerset really turned around its short-breaks provision as a result of what I see as direct service user involvement from the earliest stage. 

Extract from Brian Belton interview
Well, youth workers have to work within their social function, they have to work within the policy guidelines of the state which are reflected in their organisational policies and more and more that’s coming into the voluntary sector, because of contracting the state incurses [sic] on practice everywhere. … For example, the Prevent Policy, what they came out with in the first place by the government was a pretty plain and bald statement around identifying people that were in danger of basically becoming terrorists, extremists, young people being brought into extremist organisations. And over the last few years, what the local authorities have learned to do, and those drawing funding from that particular stream, have learned to use that in much more useful ways, so working with young white groups, for instance, that have succumbed to right-wing ideas, working to be much more creative around bringing communities together and young people together. 
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