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Preface to the Paperback Edition


People in a hurry break things.


In politics, frenetic pace is often celebrated. It suggests enthusiasm, ‘grip’, and a determination not to be held back by the entrenched rules of the game. Every incoming government or presidential administration has a well-publicized plan for its first one hundred days. Individual politicians and officials work on even shorter timeframes. Who can forget the ten-day whirlwind of Anthony Scaramucci’s reign as Director of Communications in the Trump White House? His memorable determination to be a transparent operator – a ‘front-stabber’ – may seem honourable in the clandestine world of political skulduggery, but it turns out that it can just as easily lead to chaos. Running fast with scissors is dangerous. 


On 6 September 2022, Liz Truss was sworn in as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom. Less than two months later, she was gone. In the three hundred years or so since Robert Walpole’s reign as the first recognized prime minister, none has enjoyed a shorter tenure in the role than Truss. In her case, the leadership campaign lasted longer than the leadership itself. Much has already been written by those journalists and political commentators who were tasked with diagnosing the malaise in real time. But the question still remains: how could an experienced, resolute political operator possess the skills to spend years climbing to the apex of British politics and yet prove so inept at staying in post?


Nobody could say that Truss, and the Chancellor with whom her fate was inextricably linked – Kwasi Kwarteng – had not prepared themselves for office. No one could say that they were policy free zones or wet-behind-the-ears newbies. They had been writing and thinking about politics together for over a decade as MPs. That now infamous volume, Britannia Unchained, had set out in 2012 the thoughts of a new generation of Conservative MPs, intent on radical reforms in the Thatcherite mould. Truss and Kwarteng had since sat around the cabinet table under multiple prime ministers and seen how the machinery of government works. They were relentlessly clear about the underpinning values and beliefs that supported their political views. They were in favour of smaller government, lower taxes, and a Britain that embraced innovation and growth. This was no hidden agenda. Truss talked about it for weeks on end as she toured the country during the leadership debates against Rishi Sunak. Conservative Party members watched on and liked what they heard. For Truss and Kwarteng, after years of pushing for their preferred political approach, their moment was now at hand. Their time had come. And there was no time to lose.


But people in a hurry break things.


What I set out in this book is a list of four elements that governments need to consider to even have a chance of winning the politics of public policy. They are not a guarantee of success, but a suggestion on where to start looking when things feel like they’re going wrong. The possibility of success is predicated on four aspects – the four ‘ducks’ that must find their way into a row. There must be a clearly defined problem; an understandable story about why it’s a problem; some convincing data and evidence to back that up; and the right policy solution. Many politicians know these things instinctively. They are the core ingredients of what we might call political savvy, or street-smarts.


But, as most of us know from our own lives, in moments of stress or panic we can forget the fundamentals. In the morning rush, when there are a hundred things calling for our attention, we can charge out of the front door without our keys. We then pat our pockets and realize we left the mobile phone behind as well. But we have to get to work, so we charge on rather than stopping and systematically working out how we can rectify these problems.


That, in a nutshell, is what happened to the Truss government. It ran out of the house and just kept running. The knowledge that there were only two years to go until the next election ensured the stress. There was simply no time to stop and think. After a decade of talking about change, now was the time for action. Never mind that the country was exhausted after just having been through two years of pandemic nightmares. Never mind that the British economy was in a precarious state, with record-high government debt and the sudden economic shocks wrought by the outbreak of war in Ukraine. This context simply had to be ignored if this unique moment was to be fully seized. Truss and Kwarteng’s time had come.


So the charge began towards what was surely the most momentous mini-budget in British history. The ducks were not just out of alignment, they were barely in the same pond. Policies landed like artefacts from the blue, emerging into view without the context needed to make sense of them. Take the policy to lift the cap on bankers’ bonuses in the City of London, floated to the press by the Chancellor soon after taking office. Kwasi Kwarteng is nobody’s fool. A former Kennedy Scholar at Harvard, with a Ph.D. in economic history from Cambridge – and even a University Challenge quiz show winner’s trophy – he was rightly seen as someone with the intellectual tools required for the job at hand.


What was missing was the story on why this bankers’ cap had to go. Nobody had taken the time to really shape the problem and explain it to the public in a way that would make sense to people on ordinary incomes, who were watching their own earnings being eaten away by 10 per cent inflation. Why was this the most urgent priority? There may well, in fact, be a good policy story to be told about the City of London driving the British economy. There may in fact be solid evidence that bankers were looking favourably at New York or Hong Kong because of the cap on their earnings in London. And removing the cap may actually be the right policy response if we want this problem fixed.


It was impossible to know for sure, because there was no well-defined problem. There was no captivating story about change being vital. There was no concrete evidence on the economic and social costs to Britain of keeping that cap on bonuses in place. All the public were given was the policy itself, dropped at their feet whilst the government ran past them, scissors in hand, ready to dispatch the next burden to the British economy.


As the mini-budget revealed just one week later, the next ribbon to cut was the 45 per cent top rate of income tax. Here was another measure wholly consistent with the Truss and Kwarteng world view. They had for many years been saying that they believed cutting taxes was the best way to ensure economic growth. What shocked was the determination to start that journey with the top rate of tax. In the absence of a better story, the narrative that took hold was that the Truss government made life easier for those who already had it easy. That is undoubtedly an unfair characterization of what Truss and Kwarteng felt they were trying to do, but their own rationale was unclear. Again, there was no strong sense that the highest tax rate was in itself a policy problem that needed immediate resolution. The evidence of the impact of that rate as a drag on growth or innovation was scarce. The Office for Budget Responsibility was denied the chance to provide evidence and modelling of its own. Once more, all the public got was the policy itself, a piece of economic flotsam drifting past the eyeline of a confused and wary populace.


The rest, as they say, is history. So disastrous was the fallout from the mini-budget that the Truss government never recovered. The prime minister sacrificed first the policies – reversing almost the entirety of the mini-budget – and then the Chancellor himself, but to no avail. After a total of forty-four days in office, Prime Minister Truss announced her resignation outside the iconic door of Number 10, defiantly listing her achievements and lamenting that she could not ‘deliver the mandate on which she was elected by the Conservative Party’. A tumultuous end to an extraordinary government.


It will be for future historians to make full sense of these astonishing events. As ever, the whole story is infinitely more complex and complicated than a few policies being poorly received. My goal here is simply to make the point that having a good policy idea is, in itself, never enough. That idea needs to be a response to a specific problem that people can understand. It needs to be supported by evidence, data, and independent analysis. And it needs to be situated within a story; a narrative to make sense of it beyond the generalities of ‘supporting economic growth’ or ‘building a stronger society’. 


That is the lesson of the Truss experience. And it is not limited to the UK, or to any particular side of politics. As I outline in the pages that follow, it is a lesson that applies equally at all levels. From local mayors regulating the keeping of animals, to presidents contemplating wars, the fundamentals of the four ducks are the same. I offer examples from left and right, big countries and small, to show how governments go wrong as they wrestle with the challenges of policymaking. 


It is perhaps time that the old adage of ‘a week is a long time in politics’ was retired. It doesn’t seem to do justice to the true freneticism that can at times grip our modern debates. An hour is a long time in politics now. Amidst the sense of never-ending crisis, and the desire to move at speed, it is easy to forget that politics does have some fundamental rules at play. And that it is still possible to get those four ducks to align at short notice. But it only happens when you take the time to feed them, to coax them into line, and start them swimming. Then governments earn their ticket at the starting gate of policymaking. It can be done quickly, but not in a mad panic.


Because people in a hurry break things.










Prologue



Some readers will remember a fabulous song from the early 2000s by Natasha Bedingfield. It’s called ‘These Words’. It is literally a song about writing a song. It’s about scratching your head, throwing some lines on a page, and hoping like hell that they connect together. Ripping up that page and starting again. Giving in to despair momentarily and staring into the abyss, before suddenly finding the story you want to tell.


For a few fascinating years in the late 2000s, I was a political speechwriter in the Australian state of Tasmania. I too was often ripping up sheets of paper as the words refused to gel. Staring into the abyss was a daily exercise. Great phrases would run through my head as I dashed around the corridors, the words buttressed only by delusions of my own self-importance. Sometimes I’d listen to great speeches on YouTube in the background, just to get in the zone when I was writing. Obama’s victory night speech in 2008; Reagan at the Berlin Wall in 1987. How could one go wrong?


Well, you’d be surprised. Cascades of alliterative nonsense could be summoned up at will, but classic sentences were harder to find. It’s difficult to sieve the wheat from the chaff when all you have is chaff. Small bursts of humour that looked good on the page could dissipate into vapour when delivered in the flesh. My words could deflate a room on a whim. I had the gift.


Fellow advisers would console me with typical Australian sangfroid. ‘You can’t polish a turd,’ one used to say. They meant that if the policy or the political situation is bad enough, then it isn’t the words used to describe it that are the problem. Now that I think about it, they might have meant that my speeches were the turd. That thought will fester.


But there were also wonderful moments. The extraordinary feeling when the words you’ve reached for do some justice to the topic at hand. When they connect. When you watch an audience nod along because you’ve captured a sentiment that means something to them. Those are the moments when words stop sounding like political babble and start to feel like something more real.


The truth, of course, is that these weren’t my words at all. The only time they came out of my mouth was when I practised them at my desk. The true owners of the words were the people tasked with delivering them. I’ve seen politicians turn a flat speech into a joyous one by changing ‘my’ words on their feet. It’s part instinct, part skill, and impressive to watch. Politicians get a lot of bad press all around the world. And so they should. Democracy is not here to mollycoddle its rulers. But too often that also masks the reality that they are doing unbelievably complex jobs with a skill and a passion that would surprise you. I sat with my pen in the shadows, whilst far more courageous people took the products of that pen out into the spotlight. It was they who took responsibility for the words they shared with the world. I admired them immensely for it.


But the words also had a wider importance. What politicians say defines who they are. It shapes a government’s policy agenda. The words we use to describe a problem go on to influence the story – the narrative – on what the government should do about that problem. Despite the much-debated merits of ‘spin’, even good words can’t do much to save a bad policy. They sure don’t help much if the evidence isn’t there to support the message, or if the purported policy solution on offer doesn’t match the complexity of the issues involved. I reflected only little on these things during my time working in politics but have now spent over a decade thinking about them from the relative distance of academia.


This book is the result. It’s intended for everyone who has ever sat in front of the nightly news with a mixture of puzzlement and rage. ‘Why is the government doing this?’, you ask as you gesticulate at the TV with waving arms. This book provides some insights into what the government is at least trying to do. It also highlights how easily these apparently simple things turn to dust with depressing regularity. In essence, the government is trying to identify what’s wrong, work out why it’s wrong, explain the problem to the public, and decide what they’re going to do to fix it. How hard can that be?


It’s a lot tougher than it looks.










Introduction – The Four Ducks



Britain gets cold in December. The days get short and dark. Sometimes the simple glow of the TV seems to offer warmth. Even the sight of a smiling news anchor can feel like a welcome connection to the outside world. In December 2019, viewers tuning in across Britain saw an election campaign in full flight. Flashing images offered glimpses of our politicians at work, fighting for votes. And what better way to fight for votes than through the age-old medium of a campaign stunt.


We are used to seeing British prime ministers standing outside 10 Downing Street at a lectern. We are used to seeing them standing at the despatch box in Parliament, jousting with the opposition. We are even used to seeing them out and about in the street, shaking hands with constituents and listening to their concerns. What we are not used to is seeing them in charge of construction machinery. Prime Minister Boris Johnson decided this had to change.


The single most dominant issue of the 2019 UK election was Brexit. For four long years, the very word had been inserted into every political conversation. Since the referendum of 2016, when the British people voted by a small majority to leave the EU, there was simply no other game in town. Brexit sucked the political oxygen out of every other aspect of public life. By 2019, there was an immense weariness creeping in. Even politicians and journalists looked as if they’d had enough. Every parliamentary vote, every policy announcement, every political defection was viewed solely through the lens of Brexit. How on earth could the UK finally get rid of this issue? How could it metaphorically break through to the other side?


To break through things, you need a tool to give you some leverage. A hammer can break through small obstructions. A crowbar can prise open a door. A chainsaw can carve down a troublesome tree. But what if the obstacle is bigger? What if it looms like a wall in front of you and every tool in your arsenal has so far bounced off? In cases like that, you need some serious kit. You need a howitzer capable of blasting apart that wall. Or, better yet, someone willing to drive a bulldozer right through it.


On 10 December, that’s exactly what Boris Johnson did. The TV images that night showed an enormous wall of bricks (polystyrene bricks, but let’s not quibble) representing the congestion that had descended upon the Brexit debate. To dial down any danger of nuance, the word ‘GRIDLOCK’ was emblazoned across the front of this barricade. In a burst of action, this wall was reduced to rubble, literally bulldozed out of the way in front of our eyes. As the metaphorical dust was clearing, viewers strained to see who had dealt so imperiously with this once impregnable wall of Brexit confusion. They soon discerned, rising triumphantly from his machine, the figure of their prime minister.


This was the single most effective image of the whole campaign. The fact that it was simultaneously also the single most absurd image of the whole campaign didn’t matter. The image did exactly what it was supposed to do. It turned a complex policy reality into a very simple story. And the hero of that story knew how to cut through this debate: with a digger. All that was missing was a hard hat.


Hard hats and high-vis vests: these are the foundation items in every politician’s wardrobe. They invariably look terrible when actually worn, clinging inauthentically to their wearer. There is something strangely incongruous about a fluorescent vest worn over a well-pressed suit. And those hats never seem to quite fit, remaining perched on top of the head without a firm anchor. But politicians love them because they are garments of action. In a visual age they are a signifier that this is a person who is willing to get stuck in on behalf of their people. It’s a way of bringing a policy decision to life so that the voters can see that something is actually happening.


The garments are necessary because public policy has a perception problem. Public policy sounds boring. It sounds elitist. It sounds removed from the everyday issues that normal people have to struggle with. The irony, of course, is that the opposite is true. Policy is how we change the world.


Policy is what governments do. Deciding whether or not to renew nuclear weapons is a policy decision. The provision of an old-age pension, the setting of higher-education fees, or the availability of vaccines for infants – these are all public policy decisions. From starting a war, to determining how often rubbish bins should be collected, public policy touches every aspect of life in every country on earth. We entrust our governments to make decisions on all these things.


The problem is that governments muck things up. All the time. From potholes that never seem to disappear in our local street, to entire hospital systems that never seem to function smoothly. In America in 2020, economic stimulus cheques were allegedly sent to over a million dead people. Bad things happen.


But there is an alternative story too. These same governments sometimes do extraordinary things. In 1998, the Blair government in the UK, along with the people and politicians of Northern Ireland, and the governments of Ireland and the USA, worked together to bring the Good Friday Agreement into being. Decades of strife and centuries of distrust were pushed aside in an act of collective political will. In Finland, the determination of successive governments to improve education through the comprehensive school system saw this small Nordic nation dominate international education rankings for much of the early twenty-first century.1


What is the difference between these successes, and the failures that constantly surround us? This book will argue that success happens when governments get their ducks in a row. That means getting some fundamentals right to ensure they at least have a chance of winning at the politics of policy-making. To highlight what those ducks are, and how they work, let me start with an example where that didn’t happen to see how this looks in practice.


We all remember our schooldays. For better or worse, they are formative. First cigarettes, first kisses, first fights. Great friends made and then lost. Teachers who terrify and those who inspire. Success and failure, fear and triumph – all endured with one eye towards the future. In most education systems around the world, these years ratchet up to some watershed moments that decide whether our schooling can take us where we want to go. In the English education system, this pinnacle arrives in the form of the exams known as the A-levels. It is these exams that determine whether or not students will get a university place.


Many readers will remember having to undergo exams at some point. It is frightening. Your hand shakes as you try and produce essays at such a speed that the writing becomes illegible. The names of monarchs, the clauses of the Magna Carta, and the cosine of x in an unintelligible equation jostle for space in students’ brains. This is the system we have. Its single redeeming feature is that it works in delivering a sorting function. It constructs a hurdle that must be jumped. It categorizes student ability in a pitiless, merciless, heartbreaking process of narrowly based judgement. And that’s just when things are going well.


But what happens if – one year – students are not able to sit those exams? The Covid pandemic crisis provided an answer. As the disease gathered pace across Europe in March 2020, decision-makers started to embrace the need for radical action. In the face of burgeoning transmission rates, overwhelming hospital admissions and increasingly frightening numbers of deaths each day, governments had to respond. In the UK, as in most European countries, lockdown followed. People were told to stay at home wherever possible. Economic activity was deliberately placed on hold to arrest the spread of the virus. All parts of life suffered, including the education system. In Britain, schools were closed, and students were sent home. Most importantly for our story, the fateful decision was taken not to hold those final exams. It was considered simply too dangerous to enclose thousands of students in small spaces to write answers to questions they had not even been able to study properly due to school closures.


How then could one decide between the competing academic merits of various students? In an education system that is built on marks, on competitive grading, the idea that the UK could simply have a gap year from exams had consequences. Most clearly, it meant universities would lose the normal means by which to judge whether students should be admitted or not. An answer had to be found.


The body which regulates exams and results in England is called the Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation, or Ofqual for short. Those who still think the Civil Service offers some kind of gravy-train livelihood should consider the experiences of the good folk at Ofqual. For them, 2020 was one hell of a rough year. As subsequently noted by Ofqual chair Roger Taylor in his evidence to a parliamentary committee, the regulator had a series of three preferences for how to handle this emergency. The first was to have the exams go ahead, despite the dangers of the Covid situation. The second – if the first was not considered possible – was to postpone the exams until conditions would allow them to take place. The third option was to go for a hybrid system, under which teachers’ own assessments of their students would be mixed with statistical data in an algorithm to produce the grades. Ministers decided to plump for the third option.


But there were already some straws in the wind suggesting things might not go smoothly. In Britain, education is a ‘devolved’ policy area, meaning the constituent nations each run their own education system independently of each other. Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland and England must each make their own decisions. Only two days before the English A-level results were to be announced, the Scottish government had performed a head-spinning policy U-turn. They had originally used the same policy approach as England, embracing the same combination of teacher assessments mixed with an algorithm, supported by the expertise of the Scottish Qualifications Authority. The algorithm was designed to use the previous results of schools as an indicator to moderate any over-grading of current students by excessively enthusiastic teachers.


The result was that around a quarter of Scottish students saw their predicted grades downgraded. What is more, the data showed that deprived areas were hit the hardest. If a student happened to be at a school that was not normally expected to do particularly well, they were more likely to have their marks reduced by the algorithm. The Scottish government found itself assailed by students, parents, and the press. In the face of the fiasco, they had no choice but to simply banish the algorithm altogether. The teachers’ predicted grades for their students were accepted as the final grades. The resultant grade inflation was grudgingly embraced as an unavoidable side-effect of Covid-19.


The UK government looked north to Scotland with concern but decided to stick to its guns for the English results. They adopted a tone of reassurance. ‘The system we have built for establishing grades is robust, fair and protects the interests of students,’ wrote the Secretary of State for Education, Gavin Williamson, in the Daily Telegraph on 13 August 2020. This was the day that hundreds of thousands of students were receiving their A-level results. Students in England were encouraged to remain confident that everything was in good hands.


Then it all went horribly wrong. As it had in Scotland, it turned out that this ‘robust and fair’ system in fact downgraded many students’ results, and in particular did so for those from the most deprived areas. The story the government was telling didn’t seem to match the lived reality on the ground, as pictures of confused and angry students began to crowd on to TV news bulletins. Within days, the government was forced into a dramatic shift, as it too abandoned the algorithm altogether. The reprieve came too late for some students who had already lost their university place in the interim. The press had a field day. Words like ‘fiasco’ and ‘shambles’ leapt off the front pages amidst the mayhem. Calls for the Education Secretary Gavin Williamson to resign abounded. How had it come to this?


There are four elements that need to line up for governments to have a decent shot at winning the politics of policymaking in any given situation. These are the four ducks that have to end up in a row. They do not necessarily guarantee success, as interference from what we might call ‘intervening variables’ can still derail an otherwise successful policy process. Equally, politicians can sometimes just get lucky and have a policy success without aligning all four items. But look at the politics of most policy disasters and you’ll find at least one of these four things is out of whack with the rest. Equally, unpack a policy success and you’ll see these four items at its heart.


The first duck is what policy analysts call ‘problem definition’. What is the actual problem that this policy is trying to solve? It sounds like a pretty straightforward question, but the answer comes preloaded with all kinds of difficulties. Problem definition is a combination of ideological worldview mixed with imperfect evidence, and then served up as urgent political action. It is subjective choice masquerading as objective analysis. Problem definition provides the frame of action for all that follows. What makes it difficult is that problem definition is a contest between competing views of that problem. Those views don’t stand still, and neither does the problem. What begins as one issue can morph into another.


Take drug use by young people as an example. Is it a health problem, a social problem, or a law-and-order problem? It could in fact be all three. But how you define it shapes the playing field for what governments should reasonably do about it. That continues, even as the definitional questions become more specific. If it’s a law-and-order problem, what is at its heart? Is it that drugs are too cheap and easily available? Is it that organized crime recruits dislocated young people? Each question defines the problem a little more. The reason it matters is that the problem definition determines whether a particular policy intervention has any chance of working. It provides the frame through which success or failure will be judged. Law-and-order advocates will say that setting up a needle exchange programme just encourages young people to inject drugs. It doesn’t ‘solve’ the problem, as they see it. In contrast, health policy advocates will say that as young people are likely to take drugs anyway, this is the best way to keep them healthy while they’re doing it.


But before we get to the policy itself, the next part of the puzzle is the choice of a narrative for action. This is where the ingredients of the problem definition are turned into a story. That story – or the policy ‘narrative’ – is the second duck that needs to come into alignment. The story has to be consistent with the problem definition and help to explain that problem in a way that connects with people. Any narrative is by definition a selective thing. Nobody ever tells the ‘whole story’ about anything, and government is no different. It seizes on particular facts and insights, and then sets out a story around them to explain why they are doing what they’re doing.


To continue with the drug-use example, politicians employing a law-and-order problem definition will set out their narrative in a way that underpins their view of things. So they might tell a story about a young person who was sent to prison for drug use and turned their life around because of that intervention. Their narrative will highlight the successes that allegedly flow from zero-tolerance approaches. It’s a story about self-discipline being built as a result of clear social boundaries and high expectations. The complex life challenges that might lead people to use drugs will be downplayed in favour of praising the strength of those who have been able to pick themselves up by their bootstraps.


Ultimately, any problem definition, and the narrative that accompanies it, will at some point have to deal with the facts of what is actually happening on the ground. The data and evidence are the third duck that must join this conga line towards policy success. At one level it is tempting to think that clear evidence will show up false narratives and faulty problem definitions as fraudulent. For two decades now, governments have talked about the benefits of ‘evidence-based policy’. Phrases like ‘data-driven’ and ‘led by the science’ have become tropes that politicians use to present themselves as making rational choices. The truth is, of course, that evidence is never totally objective. Data do not speak for themselves, and ‘science’ is not always definitive. Scientists and social scientists know this all too well, but politics struggles when confronted by such ambiguity.


In most cases, the evidence itself is inconclusive. What you see depends on where you look. Those who see drug use as a symptom of permissive social boundaries would view the evidence on zero-tolerance policies in a favourable light. The now famous law-and-order approach to crime in New York in the 1990s, under Mayor Giuliani, was unmistakably successful in ‘cleaning up’ the streets. The data and evidence from multiple studies suggests that the aggressive policy approach worked. That is to say, it worked if the ‘problem’ was the need to stop minor illegality on the streets. Those who saw the problem as one of social and economic disadvantage view that same data and evidence very differently: they see an over-incarceration of already marginalized groups in an attempt to sweep away deep structural inequalities. You can make the case either way, depending which problem you choose, the story you want to tell about it, and the evidence you choose to highlight.


The final link in the chain of alignment is the policy intervention itself. Even where the problem definition is clear, and is seemingly in keeping with the evidence, and is supported by a strong narrative, it’s still possible for governments to then select an intervention that doesn’t meet the promise of the other three facets. Imagine a scenario in which a government decides that we must have more women on company boards as an equality measure. The data and evidence are strong that companies actually do better through this diversity. Ministers might put forward a narrative on how this is a measure that’s good for both society and the economy. But then, as a policy intervention, their sole solution might be simply to ‘encourage’ more girls to do business subjects at school. It’s a policy initiative doomed to failure because the proposed measure is out of alignment with the other three parts. The problem is clear, the data supports action, and the narrative is strong, but the policy intervention itself is a damp squib.


The equivalent for our youth drug-use scenario might be something similar. Let’s say we adopted a problem definition suggesting that family breakdown was actually the greatest single cause of young people turning to drugs. We might be able to produce survey data showing a clear correlation between the two and refer to some academic studies isolating family breakdown as a causal driver. That would then underpin a narrative about groups of young people who feel lost without the emotional anchor that family provides. Having got those three ducks to align, a government might then apply a policy intervention that doesn’t match. They might, for instance, decide to institute bag searches for drugs at school entrances. It’s a solution that just doesn’t line up with the other three parts.


The fascinating thing for governments is that getting all four ducks in a row not only underpins an increased chance of policy success, it also offers a much greater chance of political success. If politics is ultimately the art of persuasion – of convincing voters that your words and actions are making their lives better – then it is imperative that those words and actions align. That can actually be incredibly difficult. Sometimes the best our political leaders can manage is to achieve a partial success and then hold on tight. The ups and downs of President Obama’s health-care policy in the USA reveals the hard politics that can swamp any row of policy ducks as they strive doggedly to get into line.


Every rose has its thorn. To some, this is simply a rather trite observation. For fans of the rock band Poison, it evokes deeper emotions. It was the title for the band’s monster hit of 1988, reaching number one on the US billboard charts. In the era of power ballads and soulful looks, it struck a chord with mournful teenagers everywhere. For the band, and lead singer Bret Michaels, it was a moment of extraordinary triumph. What fewer people at the time knew was that Bret Michaels also quietly triumphed every day against his own particular health adversity. Bret Michaels has Type 1 diabetes. He has had to carefully monitor his blood-sugar levels ever since he was first diagnosed as a child, and injects insulin as and when required. Type 1 diabetes is not a disease that its sufferers can see coming. It does not result from a rock-’n’-roll lifestyle, but rather from fate’s roll of the dice.


Judge Sonia Sotomayor of the US Supreme Court would no doubt understand. She too has Type 1 diabetes. Former British Prime Minister Theresa May, Pakistani cricket great Wasim Akram, and Nick Jonas of Jonas Brothers fame all understand the challenges of Type 1 diabetes from first-hand experience. They are amongst the millions of sufferers worldwide.


And it gets worse when we look at Type 2. There are many factors that contribute to Type 2 diabetes, which has often found itself labelled as a lifestyle disease, since being overweight increases the likelihood of developing it. The twenty-first century has seen Type 2 diabetes transform into something of a health juggernaut. According to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, more than 30 million Americans now live with Type 2 diabetes.2 India also has a combined total of more than 30 million people with either Type 1 or 2 diabetes.3 According to the International Diabetes Federation, South Africa has more than four million adults with diabetes, representing more than 11 per cent of the adult population.4 Across Europe, the total is now more than sixty million. Together, across the globe, an estimated half a billion people are living with diabetes.


Without proper treatment and care, the consequences can be grave. Diabetes can lead to eye disease and blindness, increased risks of heart disease, and even foot and lower leg amputations. The main treatment that diabetics rely on is the provision of insulin. Those of us lucky enough not to suffer with diabetes produce insulin naturally. Our bodies manufacture it for us and deploy it to keep blood sugar levels stable. Diabetics aren’t so lucky. They have to constantly monitor their blood sugar through pin-prick tests, and if levels are dropping, they inject insulin to get things back in balance.


That level of discipline is tough on anyone. If you can’t get easy access to insulin, it becomes dramatically tougher. In the UK, insulin – like other prescription medications – is available free on the National Health Service to those with appropriate certification. The same applies in Australia, where holders of a Healthcare card can access it at very low cost (with an extra safety net provision), and all Australians – regardless of income – can access heavily subsidized insulin through the pharmaceutical benefits scheme. Canada is similar, as are countries across Europe. All have what are called single-payer health insurance systems, which keep prices in check by regulating the market for pharmaceuticals.


Not so in the USA. With no national system, health insurance has become something of a minefield. Often, healthcare comes as part of the job package for employed Americans, but not always. This still leaves millions without health insurance coverage. And for everyone, drug prices seem to grow exponentially. That makes things challenging for people living with an illness like diabetes. As has been well publicized over the past few years, Americans with diabetes are having to make extraordinary decisions on how to keep supplying themselves with insulin.


In 2017, a young man in Minnesota named Alec Smith turned twenty-six. Accompanying the celebrations was the unfortunate reality that he ceased to be covered by his parents’ health insurance. Within a month, Alec Smith was dead. A Type 1 diabetic, and unable to afford the cost of his insulin refill, he reportedly tried to ration his remaining supplies of the medicine to stretch it for longer. It proved a fatal decision. How could this tragedy have been allowed to happen? Wasn’t the Obamacare law supposed to fix the problems of uninsured Americans and reduce those out-of-reach drug prices?


As always in public policy, the answer is more complex than the narratives that were told about it. To understand why Obamacare didn’t get its ducks in a row in a lasting way, we have to look all the way back to the presidential election campaign of 2008, when health insurance dominated as a major election issue. At the time, even the Democratic Party had not yet widely embraced those advocating for a broad-based, single-payer model of national health insurance. It was still seen as an idea that resided on the ‘socialist fringe’ of the party, nursed along by folks like Senator Bernie Sanders. Within a decade it would make its way into the mainstream. Nonetheless, already in 2008, what to do about the broken health-care system was front and centre in the national debate, and not just in the primaries. Republicans too were pulled into the discussion, and the eventual nominee John McCain went head-to-head with Obama on their competing plans on the issue.


Obama wanted universal coverage, but through a system of insurance exchanges, where everyone would be incentivized to select from a choice of public and private offerings. The overarching goal was to make sure that no one, rich or poor, would be denied a route to health insurance coverage, including those with pre-existing conditions. As early as January 2007, Obama was setting out his stall on the issue: ‘In the 2008 campaign, affordable, universal health care for every single American must not be a question of whether, it must be a question of how.’5 He suggested that the status quo was both ‘morally offensive’ and ‘economically untenable’.


McCain was proposing something different. He wanted tax credits, and promised an easing of the restrictions preventing people from purchasing health insurance across state lines. During the campaign, he framed it as being all about increasing choice for individuals and families: ‘Senator Obama thinks we can improve health care by driving Americans into a new system of government orders, regulations and mandates. I believe we can make health care more available, affordable and responsive . . . by giving families more choices over their care.’6


So at the point of problem definition, there was already extensive disagreement on what the problem actually was. On the core issue – that millions of Americans did not have health insurance coverage – there was little disagreement. But identifying the underlying problem that was causing this undesirable outcome was a matter of fierce contestation. For Obama, the problem was that the open market was failing Americans seeking health care. There was simply no incentive for private companies to insure people who had expensive pre-existing health conditions. Someone with diabetes, for instance, was sure to attract a higher premium because of their ongoing, long-term need for insulin. What’s more, for those Americans unable to access insurance as part of their job package, there was no easy road to getting health insurance at all. If they got sick, they had neither the savings nor the insurance to guarantee treatment. So the problem was essentially market failure. Too many Americans needed a service that no one would give them at a reasonable price. Greed was getting in the way. The only entity capable of stepping in to address that market failure was government itself.


For McCain, the problem wasn’t this at all. The problem was not market failure but insufficient individual choice being given to Americans to choose the type and level of insurance that they needed. McCain suggested that Obama’s ‘plan represents the old ways of government. Mine trusts in the common sense of the American people.’ It was a classic ideological split on the nature of social problems in general, applied in this case to health insurance. Should government get involved, or get out of the way?


Arguments over problem definition never really end, but the winners of democratic contests get the chance to turn their view of the problem into policy action. President Obama got that chance by virtue of his election victory, and he was determined to make the most of it. He started by making sure the narrative for action was strong. Obama was always a good storyteller. He consistently looked for the exemplars that would add a human face to political issues. He understood that politics is about emotion as well as facts. On the night that he won the presidency, he delivered a speech in Chicago’s Grant Park in which he memorably invoked the story of Ann Nixon Cooper as a metaphor for America’s capacity to change. As Obama told the crowd, Cooper had seen the best and worst of American history because she was 106 years old. She knew that America could change because she’d witnessed it over decades. Her personal story carried Obama’s wider message about the type of country he was seeking to build.


He now looked for similar stories to carry the narrative for change on the US health-care system. He shared insights into the individual lives of doctors and patients, opening personal windows that could humanize complex policy arguments. He made the case for change by highlighting the poor results the current system was delivering: ‘It’s unsustainable for Americans like Laura Klitzka, a young mother that I met in Wisconsin just last week, who’s learned that the breast cancer she thought she’d beaten had spread to her bones, but who’s now being forced to spend time worrying about how to cover the $50,000 in medical debts she’s already accumulated, worried about future debts that she’s going to accumulate, when all she wants to do is spend time with her two children and focus on getting well. These are not the worries that a woman like Laura should have to face in a nation as wealthy as ours.’7 In that same speech, delivered to the American Medical Association, Obama named a doctor who had to spend time on insurance paperwork that he could be spending on patients. He named small-business owners who’d had to lay off staff because they couldn’t cover the health insurance for them. And, perhaps most powerfully of all, he recalled how his own mother had fought cancer whilst beset by fear that her insurer wouldn’t cover her treatment.


These were powerful stories with which to shape a policy narrative. The data and evidence were also undeniable. Nobody from either major party was suggesting that the health-care system was delivering perfectly good results as it was. The status quo was a broken system. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention released a report in 2008 stating that 43.8 million Americans were without health insurance.8 There were also millions more who had some insurance but were not covered fully.


So for Obama, the first three ducks seemed well aligned in that first year of his presidency. His election had secured the temporary primacy of his problem definition. He had no trouble turning that problem into a narrative of how the lives of everyday Americans were being damaged – medically and financially – by an out-of-control system. And there was little dispute about the data and evidence. What proved to be the most troublesome of the ducks on this occasion was to shape an intervention that could somehow navigate the extraordinary politics of health care in the US.


The vested interests competing in American health care are vast. From large insurance companies, to powerful medical organizations, pharmaceutical companies, and the employer groups who have to pay for the cover of employees, there was a cacophony of voices seeking to give their preferred shape to any health-care deal. This was coupled with the political belief that any lasting health-care solution would need some bipartisan support. So even with control of both houses of Congress, Obama’s first instinct was to seek some middle ground.


In September 2009, in his speech to Congress laying out his proposed law, Obama drew distinctions between the preferred plans of the left and the right as he saw them. The single-payer model on the left, and greater individual choice on the right, were the two options he canvassed. But he sought to paint them both as being too extreme: ‘either one would represent a radical shift that would disrupt the health care most people currently have. Since health care represents one-sixth of our economy, I believe it makes more sense to build on what works and fix what doesn’t, rather than try to build an entirely new system from scratch.’9 This had not necessarily been Obama’s preferred approach from the outset, but it was what he was left with after the political horse-trading of previous months. So there was a degree of misalignment locked in between Obama’s original narrative about the problem, and the solution eventually arrived at. The story had been about universal coverage and the unacceptable cost of health care. The solution was unable to deliver it in full. The ducks refused to get in a row.


The core of the policy seemed easy enough to spell out. People who liked their existing health plans could keep them. Those who didn’t, or who were uninsured, would be able to access a new insurance marketplace – the exchange – to get a private deal or take the public model. For those who couldn’t afford this insurance, tax credits would be available. Perhaps most controversially, opting out was not in the brochure. To broaden the base, Obama’s plan made it compulsory to hold insurance, so that all Americans would have some coverage.


The devil was in the detail. Once the policy started, surveys suggested that people weren’t signing up because they weren’t sure what the plan actually involved.10 When the insurance exchange website went live, it crashed; it was consistently unable to handle the volume of traffic. Some insurance companies refused to participate. These are all what you might call implementation problems, but they also link back to the nature of the intervention itself. It was – of necessity – an extremely complex piece of policymaking with lots of moving parts. It was an imperfect grab-bag of measures. The Affordable Care Act had to navigate decades of American suspicion of big government. It also needed to thread the needle of a federal system, in which some states decided to go their own way and offer their own insurance option rather than impose the national one.


The politics have been intense ever since. As hyper-partisanship has taken hold in Washington, Republicans have refused to play ball on Obamacare. It started with the passage of the Affordable Care Act itself. After some initial positive engagement from Republicans at the negotiation stage, the final bill was passed entirely along party lines, with not a single Republican vote in the Senate. The great bipartisan achievement that Obama had visualized became instead a byword for partisan division. What’s more, on the way through, he’d had to give up on the idea of the so-called ‘public option’ of a government-owned insurer, an idea he’d had to trade away in the search for Senate votes.


It hasn’t got any easier. On several occasions, court cases have progressed all the way to the Supreme Court, amidst blazing publicity, failing to overturn the law in its entirety but nibbling remorselessly at its edges. Republicans in Congress have tried on many occasions to repeal the ACA, but have never quite been able to muster the numbers, particularly in key Senate votes. President Trump’s rhetoric on the ACA was uncompromising throughout his term as he repeatedly expressed his determination to repeal and replace the legislation.


At the time of writing, a decade after the ACA became law, the results remain mixed. Tens of millions of Americans do not currently carry health insurance. The goal of universality has not been reached. Pharmaceutical costs are still up sharply, leading to extraordinary discrepancies between the price Americans pay and those paid in other advanced democracies. On the plus side, about 20 million more Americans than before now have insurance cover.11 The evidence suggests that poorer Americans and those from minority backgrounds in particular have benefited. Perhaps most importantly, the law has ensured that people with pre-existing conditions are given a fighting chance. So some things are undoubtedly better. But just as self-evidently, some serious issues remain.
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