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Over the last decade, numerous scholars have adopted and adapted neo-institutionalist approaches to inform their welfare state analyses. John Myles, Paul Pierson and Gøsta Esping-Andersen, in particular, have led the way in this regard. These pathbreakers have deployed “path dependency” explanations to bolster their contention that despite the rise and prevalence of neo-liberal projects from the late 1970’s onward, welfare states in the 1990’s have been marked more by continuity than by change (Pierson 1994, 1998; Esping-Andersen 1996, 1999; Myles and Pierson 1997, 2001). 

Proponents of path dependency maintain that historically constructed institutions and vested interests have proven to be very powerful, effectively staving off contemporary efforts to alter welfare state logics. The welfare state, the argument goes, has not experienced a major overhaul. Quantitative measures help to substantiate these assertions. Despite the claims and cuts of neo-liberalism, while we certainly have not experienced “more” welfare state, in terms of marked growth in expenditures, neither have we experienced substantially “less” with huge reductions in spending on policies and programmes.  As a result, Pierson portrays the welfare state as an “immovable object”  (Pierson 1998) and depicts a static politics of  “permanent austerity” (Pierson 1994: 5; Pierson 2001), whereas Esping-Andersen describes the “frozen” nature of welfare state arrangements. Granted, while the latter does acknowledge various reform efforts, he maintains that they still represent a far cry from “sharp welfare regime transformation” (1999: 172). Relatively limited modifications are underscored to justify the thesis that present realities reflect a certain amount of welfare state resilience and resistance to retrenchment (Pierson 2001; Myles and Pierson 2001).


Yet, as even Esping-Andersen has begun to recount (among others), discernible shifts in policy directives are becoming ever more apparent (Esping-Andersen 2000; Palier and Bonoli 1999). In a review of six new studies in the field, Diane Sainsbury concludes, “Taken together, …[they] document more variation in welfare state challenges…than earlier assumed” (Sainsbury 2001: 264). In this paper, we detail what we consider to be some fundamental policy developments in Canada and Britain. Here we go much further than the leading welfare state analysts, for we hold that their path dependency positions are no longer satisfactory or sufficient.  We submit that recent policy orientations are not a matter of “more or less”, i.e., quantitative change, but rather, they mark a significant qualitative transformation (Clayton and Pontusson 1998; Palier 2001a: 8; Saint-Martin and Dobrowolsky 2001). Further, it is our contention that the postwar social contract is in the process of being renegotiated by shifting socio-political coalitions. As a result, potentially paradigmatic changes are afoot. This is evidenced as we outline not only the Canadian and British governments’ politicization of new problems and the policy innovations and new institutions that go with them, but also the increasing reliance on different actors and discourses to legitimate such measures. In our view, then, path dependency cannot explain a string of present day anomalies and the specific political responses to them, precisely because a number of profound adjustments are taking place. 

Our paper has four parts. First, we set out to expose the theoretical limitations of path dependency à la Myles, Pierson and Esping-Andersen. Second, we propose a different approach. Unlike the accounts of neo-institutionalists and power theorists, where causal arrows run from the state and dominant interests or from structural determinants, our explanation features more complex forms of political, strategic and symbolic, interaction. Our approach, combines insights gleaned from the public policy, paradigm shift literature (Jenson 1991; Hall 1993), with feminist inspired analyses of the state and social movement organizing (Pringle and Watson 1992; Stetson and Mazur 1995; Briskin 1999; Watson 1999; Banaszak, Beckwith and Rucht 2002).  Here then, not only ideas (Hall 1993; Bradford 1998, 2000) and experts (Palier 2001a; Saint-Martin and Dobrowolsky 2001) but also the role played by diverse “civil society” actors is examined.
 We demonstrate that a wider range of political players than is commonly recognized has helped to promote, and even produce these new developments. These diverse actors, through their multiple socio-political interactions, are implicated in what identify as a child-centred strategy of welfare reform. 

In the third section, we provide grounded illustrations of the claims made in the first two parts of the paper.  We reveal the restrictions of path-dependency in practice, by tracing the new patterns taking shape in Canada and Britain. We fill in the contours of this contemporary canvas by highlighting the Third Way backdrop as well as foregrounding what we see as the materialization of a unique “social investment state” (Giddens 1998; Saint-Martin 2000). This state politicises distinctive issues and brokers different sets of interests and identities. More specifically, we observe how both the British and Canadian governments have made use of the rhetoric of the child in general, and child poverty in particular, to re-direct their social and economic and political priorities (Jenson 2000; Saint-Martin 2000; Dobrowolsky 2002). Finally, in the fourth section, we describe how various “civil society” actors have advanced and challenged these discourses, and, through their multiple interactions with the state, play a part in the evolution of the child-centred, social investment state. These concepts and arguments will be elaborated upon, but for now, suffice it to say that the crux of our position is that diverse “civil society” actors, can contribute to change as well as be subject to changes in the welfare state. Thus, state/civil society interrelations have helped to bring about new meanings, new policies as well as new roles for different groups. Taken together, all this amounts to much more than states behaving as usual, and may add up to a markedly different citizenship regime (Jenson and Phillips 1996; Jenson 1997; Beauvais and Jenson 2001).

Part I: Path Dependency’s Limitations

While an appreciation of institutional and policy precursors is invaluable and insightful, problems arise when devotees of path-dependency place inordinate emphasis on the past when it comes to shaping present and future policy possibilities. With such heavy handed-historicism, the early structuring of political institutions and the design of previous policy programmes quite clearly become determinative. For example, Paul Pierson writes: “policy feedback from previous periods frames current decision making…these policy structures influence the resources available to both retrenchment advocates and opponents, and also prospects for shaping viable political strategies” (Pierson 1994:9). These types of historical institutionalist accounts “impart huge inertia to the policy process because they have been formed over a long period and are very hard to adjust” (Gamble 2000:294). 

This not only stultifies the capacity for change, but also the capabilities of political interests and identities. Pierson contends: “Certain courses of development, once initiated are hard to reverse. Organizations and individuals adapt to particular arrangements, making investments in human and financial capital that render the costs of change…far higher than the costs of continuity. Existing commitments, then, often lock in policy makers” (Pierson 1994:181). The path dependency approach leaves little room for digression and challenge as current policy choices are over-determined by the perseverance of earlier organizational and institutional norms. Not only are prior “institutional practices…sedimented into the core of our modern phenomena”, but they become causal mechanisms (Somers 1998: 769). From certain perspectives, such mechanisms may reflect “contingent relational pathways”, as institutional determinants are complemented by other factors, such as structural forces, yet they are certainly not to be found “in the minds of self propelling agents” (ibid.768). Instead, political players are destined to re-enact past routines. They are compelled rather than compelling. There is little scope for new insights, creative thought and action (Elster 1987). Invention, experimental or improvisational ideas or techniques have no place in such a model.  

In addition, the actors that are featured in such characterizations tend to be limited to the usual political suspects. For instance, feminist critics of Esping–Andersen have noted that his “conceptualization limits the significant political actors and organizations to those with a base in the labour market and focuses on mainstream political organizations. Social movements…are excluded, as are the institutional responses of the state to these movements” (Cameron and Gonäs 1999:52; O’Connor 1993). The political struggles of “civil society” actors, charitable organizations, voluntary sector representatives, political advocacy groups and social movements, and the influence of complex socio-political coalitions are downplayed. As Ann Porter and Wendy McKeen point out: 

Myles, Pierson and others tend to define political agency in fairly narrow terms, as politician-constituent relations or as the activities of those who have been successful in establishing the…governing welfare state [model… However, it] is also important to have a sense of the strategies and political activities of the more marginal or non-hegemonic groups in their efforts to influence the welfare state agenda (2001:7).

Because the focus is on traditional political interests, the discourses and strategies of a range of actors and how they may be affecting state changes (posing challenges; offering up political alternatives; and even helping to construct a new governing policy framework) can be overlooked. This also forecloses the possibility that a wider array of political actors may not just be relating to the past, but can be constituted / constrained by the present, making choices that invoke the future (Emirbayer and Mische 1997).  Key individual and collective actors, as well as advocacy coalitions can gain momentum and support. Their ideas, interests and identities can serve as catalysts for moving issues onto the policy agenda of states and bringing about change. In contradistinction, advocates of path dependency are interested in institutionalist and/or structuralist imperatives, where: states are overidden by the past, preventing them from veering off set courses; political actors are few and confined; and socio-economic forces are consuming.  As a result, the potential for mutability and agency is lacking.

Increasingly, these dominant views are being questioned. For example, Alain Noël has critically assessed the “permanent austerity” thesis, arguing that with this approach “possible adaptations seem underestimated” (Noel 2000:7). Furthermore, Bruno Palier has effectively disputed Pierson’s notions of prevailing continuity, in light of country-specific developments within the European Union and an ideas-based, policy learning approach (Palier 2000; 2001a; 2001b). With a parallel critique to ours, Rianne Mahon, expresses her misgivings about Esping-Andersen’s work. By relying on the path-dependency, Mahon argues, Esping-Andersen has succumbed to a neo-institutionalist/rational choice political economy where his interest in politics and agency is superceded by an approach where national institutions shape majority preferences (Mahon 2001).  While his current work may hint at a possible paradigm shift, this is explained through structural factors that leave out the role of actors. Yet, as Fiona Ross points out, “[s]tructural forces alone cannot explain why reform has occurred”(Ross 2000:22). And, as Mahon reminds us, “it is important to analyze not only past patterns and the interest configurations associated with these, but also look for the emergence of new representations” (Mahon 2002:13).

Part II: An Alternative Approach: Political Change, Actors and Agency

Our approach draws on two literatures: first, public policy approaches that acknowledge paradigm shifts; and second, developments in feminist research with respect to the state, policy studies and social movement theory. As alluded to in the previous section, feminist research has worked on broadening the conceptualization of politics and recognizing diverse political actors. It has also problematized rigid structure/agency dichotomies.

In relation to the first literature, we believe that a series of marked changes are occurring, in contradistinction to path dependency, which cannot account for more than incremental change (Clayton and Pontusson 1998).  As Andrew Gamble cautions, while the “extent of change should not be exaggerated, nor its unity” for changes can have different logics, speeds, and can even conflict; nonetheless, “there is little doubt that together they are forcing a reassessment of the way in which [the state] is perceived” (Gamble 2000:290). In our view, when what at first blush may appear to a series of incremental changes are taken as a whole, it becomes increasingly apparent that a transformation is in the offing. Indeed, the post-war social contract may be in the process of being recast.  This means more than tinkering, but rather suggests a paradigm shift along the lines of those elaborated upon by Kuhn and Hall (Kuhn 1970; Hall 1993).  

Feminist research also informs this analysis. Developments in feminist scholarship suggest that states are not unchanging, unified, and uni-dimensionally determinative (Pringle and Watson 1990, 1992). Rather, because the state is mutable and multi-faceted, it can constitute a terrain of struggle (Evans and Wekerle 1997; Armstrong and Connelly 1999; Watson 2000).  Relatedly, when surveying feminist contributions to public policy, feminist scholars have sought to reconcile analytical extremes where on one hand, structures and institutions are all determining, and on the other, where through concerted action everything is possible (Jenson 1991; Lewis 1994; Briskin 1999; O’Connor, Orloff and Shaver 1999; Michel and Mahon 2002). While path dependency errs in terms of the former, we are not making the mistake of making claims that suggest the latter.  Rather, we see policy changes more in terms of a relationship between structural constraints and political possibilities.  In our view, striking a balance between the two helps to shed light on sources of change, expanded mobilization patterns and the strategic deployment of political discourses. These are pivotal considerations, which have so far been underdeveloped in path dependency models, in part because they have neglected the advocacy role of the third sector and the variegated contributions of social movements. Even ideas-based or policy-social learning scholars, who share with us a concern for political agency (and are critical of the assumptions underlying the path dependency approach) fall short in this regard. Ideas-based scholars, focus primarily on ideas-knowledge producers, i.e., experts (see Palier 2001a:21), whereas our account, draws from feminist understandings, that include both state and civil society actors and their interconnections (Dobrowolsky 2000b, 2002a).

Feminists’ concerns with an enlarged political, as well as the relationship between structure and agency, have also spurred efforts to merge opposing streams of social movement analysis (Katzenstein and Mueller 1987; Jenson 1989; Phillips 1991; Staggenborg 1991;Dobrowolsky 2000b, 2002a; Banaszak, Beckwith and Rucht 2002). Here we have seen attempts to combine the more quantifiable political institutional focus of political opportunity structure analysis (Tarrow 1998), with more qualitative, ideational and discursive contributions of new social movement theorists (Touraine 1988; Melucci 1996). For example, Myra Marx Ferree explores the “collective self-representation” of feminism. She writes: “Such a collective identity links an interpretation of the past…to an interpretation of the future…Collective identity is thus neither a reflection of past experience nor independent of it, but an actively constructed interpretation…” (Marx Ferree 2000:157; Taylor and Whittier 1992). 

We build on the foregoing as we recognize that diverse political subjects, in the context of both opportunity and constraint, have the potential to break with the past, be creative, and even foresightful. Our account calls for more attention to be paid to the interaction between institutions, ideas and agency.  Institutions are not considered to be unchanging and monolithic. Sites of power can alter and do shift. For example, it would be very difficult for states to impose dramatic changes without some semblance of popular consultations and/or broader political coalition building. In the current context, where concerns regarding “democratic deficits” are great, state/society engagement is necessary to legitimize transformations, especially substantial ones. Therefore, various political interests and identities are “perpetually constructed in the process of interaction with specific institutions and sites, and within particular discourses which can be challenged and shifted strategically” (Watson 2000:72). Forms of inter-relation are at once symbolic, strategic and they are political (Koopmans and Statham 1999:229, 247). Thus, our analysis acknowledges both the variable nature of structures and institutions, and the changing ways in which political actors, broadly conceived, respond to them, reactively and pro-actively. Lastly, we are also heedful of the fact that, while “civil society” actors may have the power to shape aspects of social policy discourse and politics, in so doing, they may have to change themselves, their identities, their organizations and their socio-political relations. The downsides of the changing nature of the state and more state/civil society interactions are discussed in the conclusion. 

Part III: New Discourses, Policies and Politics: The Third Way and Social Investment State 


In contrast to what one would expect from the theory of path dependency, in practice, many states, those of Canada and Britain included, are subscribing to new discourses, are adopting new social policy agendas, and are increasingly working in concert with different sets of actors. While details on the latter will be provided in Part IV, what we do in Part III is sketch the parameters of the Third Way context (for as Shields notes “All paradigms must popularize “big” ideas and counterpose them to the tendencies that have dominated political discourse in recent decades” (Shields 2001:159), and flesh out how this relates to the emergent state form. In our view, the priorities and policies of the British and Canadian Governments (outlined below), epitomize the preoccupations of a “social investment state”. 


Very briefly, the Third Way is a slippery, highly contested term, for it can be considered as either a pragmatic, policy rich, middle ground  (Green-Pedersen, van Kersbergen and Hemerijck, 2001) or more of a rhetorical, philosophical mediation between capitalism and socialism (Norton 2000: 442). It has even been portrayed as an attempt to accommodate competing individualistic and communitarian visions (S.White 2001:12-13), where a sense of community and social purpose forms a splint for the fractured individualism of the right. As a policy approach, the Third Way, according to Krieger, combines Keynesianism with business partnership (Krieger 1999: 5). The Third Way concept was arguably first articulated by President Bill Clinton in the US, and then was wholeheartedly adopted by Tony Blair, as it became an effective vehicle to remodel the Labour Party into New Labour (Studlar 2001:9). The Third Way rapidly caught on elsewhere (Power 2001-2002). In Canada, the New Democratic Party leader, Alexa McDonough, first tried to adopt the Third Way in her struggle to resuscitate Canada’s flagging social democratic party (Dobrowolsky 2000a), to no avail, and it was not long before Liberal Prime Minister Chrétien jumped on bandwagon. Chrétien asserted: “’We have established a distinct Canadian Way….A balance that promotes individual freedom and economic prosperity while at the same time sharing risks and benefits’”(Chrétien as cited in Tanguay 2002: 312, note 5).

Third Way discourse dovetails nicely with the social investment state.  While the Third Way draws on “what works” from both right and left to overcome the opposition between “new right individualism and the welfarist policies of the old left” (Franklin 2000: 138), the first striking feature of the social investment state is its pragmatism. State interventions and policy innovations are highly strategic. In Canada, political pragmatism is certainly not new, given its non-ideological, brokerage party system. Nonetheless, it is now heralded in different ways, in new agreements and arrangements. For instance, the federal government forged a new social union with all the provinces (save for Quebec), the Social Union Framework Agreement (SUFA), signed in February 1999.  It highlighted “ ‘doing what works for Canadians’ to remedy the maladies of Canadian federalism, rather than systematically settling jurisdictional responsibilities (Mahon and Phillips 2002:207). In Britain, the turn to pragmatism constitutes more of digression given its historically more programmatic, ideological parties. Tony Blair, in particular, has transformed Labour into “a brokerage party skilled at the art of voter accommodation” (Sheldrick 2002:134). Eschewing earlier ideological commitments, the new, New Labour, orientation is summed up by the slogan: “what matters is what works” (Lister 2001:67). 

What is notable and novel, in both Canada and Britain, is that this pragmatic orientation is given credence by wedding popular policy proposals to deliverable policy targets, quantified through various indicators (Bernard and Saint-Arnaud 2001). New policy is legitimized by varopis data (Sheldrick 2002:135).  Whitehall refers to this as “evidence-based policy-making” (http://www.bl.uk/information/news/h-t156-2.htm). Pragmatic promises (old and new) become measured, and are more closely monitored.  First, policies are developed in ways that project future outcomes in light of their productive potential: the choices being made now bank on benefits to be reaped later on. Second, not only are pledges made with future targets in mind, but also advancement on these goals is scrutinized. A range of indicators is enlisted to track progress. And so, Blair promised to eradicate child poverty, precisely, in two decades,
 and from this pledge flows a series of progress reports and measurements. For instance, the New Statesman reported,  “As a result of measures taken since 1997, the proportion of children in poverty should fall from 26% to about 20%, at a cost of…0.6%of the GDP” (Pay any price 2001:6). Similarly, steps have been taken in Britain to calculate gains derived from tackling social exclusion. In many cases, the two issues, child poverty and social exclusion, become intertwined (Tackling child poverty 2001). In Canada, the federal government justified its National Children’s Agenda with “strong evidence” that showed “what happens to children when they are very young shapes their health and well-being throughout their lifetime. Science has proven what we have intrinsically known all along- healthy children grow into healthy, successful adults who will shape future”(http//:socialunion.gc.ca/

nca/ncal_e.html). What is more, the Chrétien government has provided funding for organizations to help with the government’s selection of indicators, and to monitor the government’s measurement and reporting outcomes with respect to children (Phillips 2002: 27).

The social investment state’s policy priorities are neither purely neo-liberal nor are they Keynesian. As Pete Alcock points out in relation to Britain: 

Labour is not simply the new right in another disguise. For Blair the securing of genuine equality of opportunity is an over-riding moral imperative; and for his Chancellor, Gordon Brown, achieving some measure of social justice is an economic, as well as a social policy objective.  Both are strong supporters of social markets and welfare capitalism. These require changes in the direction of political debate and policy development…”  (2000:255). 

Furthermore, unlike neo-liberal states, the social investment state is not completely driven by the politics of deficit reduction and restraint, as some critics on the left would emphasize, although fiscal responsibility is undoubtedly a crucial consideration. The social investment state spends.  For example, in Brown’s 2002 Budget increases of ₤390bn in 2002, ₤420bn in 2003-04, ₤444bn 2004-05, and ₤471bn in 2005-06 were forecasted (Brown gambles 2002:7). As a result, the Financial Times described it as an “Old Labour budget” made possible by “New Labour fiscal discipline” (Groom 2002). Whereas neo-liberals call for a passive state divesting itself of its powers to market forces and familial controls, the social investment state is clearly more active (Jessop 2000), and engages in social spending.

Nonetheless, while the social investment state does not pursue unadulterated neo-liberalism, neither does it reflect a re-assertion of the classical welfare state, as path dependency proponents would hold.  As Thomson notes, “the provision of welfare services has become less about equity and justice…and more about financial accountability and management” (Thomson 2001:199). Although this does not necessarily mean spending cuts, the social investment state’s expenditures are seldom trumpeted (with a few notable exceptions, see below). When they are announced, they are rarely explicitly tied to redistribution. In the British case, this has even been dubbed as “redistribution by stealth” (Alcock 2000:255). For instance, Piachaud and Sutherland note that “[m]ost of the redistribution that the policy changes will bring about is being achieved – some would argue being concealed- by the use of new tax-style credits (2001:104).  

What does get publicized is a “Third Wayish” spin which acknowledges spending but terms it as spending strategically, investing in health, in education and in children. This is promoted as “ensuring ‘value for money” ensuring that the money goes where it is ‘most’ needed” (Thomson 2001:1999), and carefully and effectively managing new investments. It is dubbed “investing in success”, whereas “traditional social security is “investing in failure”” and again redistribution becomes “politically unmentionable” (Piachaud and Sutherland 2001:113).

Thus, new benefits and programmes are geared towards specific areas and are pitched as sound investments. Education or training, from early education to life long learning, the support given to innovation, and building a knowledge economy become priorities, because these contribute to a more competitive and an ultimately better off, economically and socially, country. This became quite apparent in the Liberal government’s mid 90’s Green Book: Agenda: Jobs and Growth. Here we find the contention that Canada must become “ “an investment magnet. Key to this is to overcome Canada’s ‘skills deficit’- to offer the best-educated, best-trained workforce in the world”(cited in McBride 1999:63).  Again, the presumption is that spending on education and training at present will mean that work and economic dividends will accrue in future which will bolster the country’s productive potential. Education, training, knowledge, all become strategic investments. 

Some attention is also paid to those who are most in need. However, when it comes to ameliorating the plight of the worst off, the social investment state becomes overwhelmingly pre-occupied with paid work, and employability (D.White 2001b). For example, in the mid  90’s, Canadian Human Resources Minister Lloyd Axworthy explicitly tied social security, labour market policy and education into the economy. According to Stephen McBride, Axworthy’s objective of social policy reform became that of removing:

perceived disincentives to individuals to seek or firms to create employment, promote the employability of those receiving various forms of assistance and of those who were in transition from school to the labour market, and maintain an essential social safety net, while searching for more efficient means of delivering programs

(McBride 1997:63).

Here  (re)commodifying  women (especially single mothers) welfare recipients and youth becomes a definite objective. In Britain, “welfare to work” becomes an answer to the poverty of many on benefit (Morgan and McDonald 2000:345).  After the 2001 election, New Labour even replaced its Department of Social Services (DSS) with the Department of Work and Pensions. The new department  was to: “tackle the legacy of worklessness” and all those  “who in the past have often been condemned to a life on benefits” (Department for Work and Pensions 2001:iii). Therefore, the social investment state is not unconcerned with societal welfare, but the way to achieve this is through education, training, work and economic productivity. In this understanding of the state, the bottom line for social policy should be human capital investment (Jenson and Saint-Martin 2001).

To reiterate, the social investment state is suggestive of a Third Way alchemy where elements of state welfarism and elements of neo-liberalism are mixed to come up with something different. This amalgam also means that what is considered fundamental to citizenship becomes re-aligned.  To elucidate further, when Anthony Giddens refers to the “social investment state” in his book Third: Way: The Renewal of Democracy he calls for a radical re-ordering of welfare functions (Giddens 1998). The idea is that economic prosperity will promote societal well-being, and yet, where the classical welfare state was committed to basic universal rights, the social investment state invokes more contingent rights and responsibilities. The state’s role becomes one of the “redistribution of possibilities’” (Yates 2002:125). When it comes to citizenship, the social investment state’s main priority is to focus on equality of opportunity now, for in doing so it strives to improve individuals’ life chances later on. Again, obligations are factored in, e.g., welfare becomes tied to work, and welfare is considered to be more “preventive rather than ameliorative” (Powell 1999:16). What follows is that, rather than address substantive inequalities, the social investment state’s concern lies with the consequences of social exclusion. 

Here we see the social investment state’s hybrid of individualism and communitarianism. The goal of greater equality is displaced by the goal of greater social inclusion. Once again, the latter is primarily achieved through expanded opportunities provided by education, training and paid work that, in turn, contribute to economic success. Individuals are encouraged to take up these initiatives. If they do, they help renew social cohesion. If they do not, then they are essentially responsible for their own inequality (Franklin 2000:139). And thus, it makes perfect sense that one of New Labour’s “cherished objectives” is an “opportunity culture” (Hirsch 2001: 30).  The Labour government’s new objective according to the Chancellor: “must be even more ambitious than the one Beveridge set us: not only to tackle disadvantage but to promote opportunity” (Brown 2001: iii). Again, in contradistinction to path dependency’s claims, this suggests a significant shift in the fundamentals of citizenship. As social inclusion is advanced and instrumentalized in these ways, a more welfarist social justice orientation is surpassed (Bradford 2002).

In addition, the social investment state also promotes public-private relationships. It does not simply revert to laissez-faireism and a belief in the market.  Rather, in Jessop’s terms, the state engages in both neo-statist, and neo-corporatist behaviour, as there is a continuing role for the state, but it also relies on the market, the family, as well as an array of complex “partnerships” that include the voluntary sector (2000). These partnerships and coalitions are the topic of the next section. However, here some clarification and an illustration of what is involved would be beneficial. 

In Britain, the discourse of  “partnerships” can signal diverse alliances. As Fairclough explains, relationships are forged between, for example, “central government, the new national assemblies, local government, business, the “third sector” of voluntary organizations, academic research and education, and so forth”  (2000:124).  He goes on to suggest that:  “[t]hese hitherto more autonomous domains are being drawn more tightly together into what is widely being called a form of ‘governance’ which transcends and makes partly redundant the old divisions between domains.” (ibid.,124).  This is evident in the Labour government’s rhetoric about getting closer to the people, which, in turn, has spawned a variety of consultative initiatives (Sheldrick 2002).

These trends are also apparent in Canada. For instance, we see enshrined in the 1999 Social Union Framework Agreement (SUFA) a commitment to co-operation and partnership between the federal government and the provinces (Bakvis and Skogstad 2002: 10-11). What is more, this discourse of partnership and cooperation extends beyond territorial identities and includes non-territorial identities as well. For instance, the government has begun to express more of an interest in “citizen engagement”. This was also evident in SUFA.  In fact, as Phillips points out, it marks:

the first time that the federal and provincial governments have made a joint commitment to engage citizens in the governing process. It not only is committed…to ensuring that Canadians have “meaningful input into social policies and programs,” but commits governments to report publicly on the outcomes of social programmes and to provide “effective mechanisms for citizens to participate in developing social priorities and reviewing outcomes” (Phillips 2001b:8).

To be sure, while this can be viewed as more rhetoric than reality, some concrete measures did reflect the Liberals promise to begin to “’work in partnership with the voluntary sector to explore new models…” (Brock 2001:210).  The government set up a Voluntary Sector Task Force (VSTF). Although this was housed in the less then open and inclusive Privy Council Office (PCO), its mandate, nonetheless,  was to work with the voluntary sector. By June 2000, the Liberals and representatives from the voluntary sector announced the creation of Voluntary Sector Initiative (VSI), a secretariat whose aim was to increase the public policy contributions of voluntary organizations. The federal government allocated $94.6 million over years, with $35 million going to build the capacity of the voluntary sector and $28.5 million to “support its involvement in departmental policy development” (Laforest 2002: 13).  In 2001, and additional $11.6 million was made available for projects that would help with federal policy development (ibid). 

Granted, the push for partnerships in Canada is often more about encouraging civil society organizations to provide more services, rather than engage in advocacy, and the discourse of citizen engagement has been criticized for being more about words than deeds (Phillips 2001b; Bakvis and Skogstad 2002; Sheldrick 2002). Still, these new commitments, mechanisms and funds signal a changing environment and indicate changing relationships. Already, Rachel Laforest identifies certain repercussions with a “reassignment of tasks that fall onto voluntary organizations in areas of consultation and research; the development of expertise within the sector and the external validation of policy by the sector” (2002:3). The nature of these state-civil society interactions will be outlined and evaluated below, but before examining these issues, it is important to elaborate upon one final and fundamental characteristic of the social investment state: its preoccupation with the figure of the child.

Discourses, policies and even institutions that pivot around the child form the centrepiece of the social investment state. They are equally significant in the Third Way, for as Myles and Quadango point out, “if the Third Way has a soft spot, it is for children” (2000:166). It is not surprising that children figure prominently in both. The child does not mesh with the market priorities of neo-liberalism, and is suggestive of a more communitarian ethos. Christa Freiler of Toronto’s Child Poverty Action Group comments, “Talking about children and poverty reminds Canadians that they have a collective responsibility for raising future citizens” (Poverty goes beyond children 1996:A8). However, a focus on children is also strategic, for it can conveniently avoid invoking specific collective identities, be they those of gender, race or class (Dobrowolsky 2002). This fits with the Third Way world peopled by “self-actualizing individuals…concern[ed] with individual freedom and choice”  and where there are “no women, no men, no people of colour, and no workers” (Yates 2002:125).

Children become the ideal subjects because they readily represent future works. This is highlighted by Gordon Brown’s statement that “Our children are our future and the most important investment we can make as a nation is in developing the potential of all our country’s children” (Brown 2001:iv). In Canada, children come to the fore, “not only because they have present needs, but also because of the consequences of actions taken now for the future of the society” (Beauvais and Jenson 2001:4). They are sound investments that can help to improve a nation’s productive potential. Thus, as we have seen, state investments are geared towards training and “employability” efforts, and many of these involve youth. And, as we shall see, a whole raft of child-centred policies and programmes has been established. Children become the target, for as Myles and Quadango explain: “Good education and health care for children are an investment in the future; [whereas] social expenditure on older people…is pure consumption.” (Myles and Quadango 2000:5).  Children are even economical, in the sense that there are fewer babies being born than there are aging baby boomers that can drain resources!

At the same time, a focus on children dovetails nicely with the other priorities of the social investment state. For instance, the equalization of resources early, beginning with children and youth can be promoted as an efffective way to combat social exclusion. Various measures can be enlisted (see below) to highlight that a focus on the early years will not only promote healthy child development, but will, in turn, ensure that children will be effective, future workers, consumers and citizens. The fact that investing in children must start with the eradication of poverty becomes a logical conclusion. In short, this concerted focus on children, households with children, and on child  poverty, constitutes a substantial shift in the thinking and policies of welfare states.
  While child-based strategies of welfare reform have deep roots, to be sure, what is particularly apparent from the mid nineties to the present, are new offshoots. That is, the focus on the child has been transplanted, and grafted onto the discourses, and priorities promoted by the Canadian and British Chrétien/Blair social investment states. In turn, this has cultivated new principles, policy instruments and even institutions.  And so, “A plethora of policy initiatives and review documents show the priority that the government now gives to reforming and modernising the welfare state in general and to tackling child poverty in particular” (Piachaud and Sutherland 2001:96). 

To illustrate, Canada’s Human Resources Minister, Lloyd Axworthy’s mid 1990’s Green Book pitch is, again, particularly noteworthy. The Green Book identified two fundamental challenges. The first was to make it easier for social welfare recipients to find work; and the second was to work at lowering child poverty (McBride 1997:63). Soon similar concerns were being highlighted in Britain. Just less than a year after its landslide victory, New Labour also published a Green paper (in March 1998) on welfare reform. Here Tony Blair outlined his Third Way option for the welfare state.  The central tenet was that welfare state would be rebuilt around work. The Labour leader maintained: 

“We have adopted this policy because we believe the UK economy needs the skills and energies of all those who can work (these are the UK’s biggest economic asset), and because we believe that for both individuals and families paid work is the more secure means of averting poverty and dependence” (Blair quoted in Fairclough 2000: 135). 

The emphasis was on building a new system which “combines public and private provision in a new partnership” (Powell 1999:13).  While the New Labour 1997 election campaign focussed on education, children were not a priority (Dobrowolsky 2002). This changed with the Green Paper, and with a growing number of measures premised on the child and lessening child poverty.  Thus, in Britain and Canada, a child-centred strategy of welfare reform became ever more prominent.  

In Canada, the ball started rolling in the late eighties, but it clearly picked up speed as the nineties progressed. For instance, in 1989, while the Conservative Government was still in power, all-parties committed to the eradication of child poverty by the year 2000 (Saint-Martin and Dobrowolsky 2001). A year later, Canada ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and in 1991, introduced a Child Development Initiative focussed on children at risk. Also that year, Health Canada set up a Community Action Program for Children.  However, when the Liberal government came to power in 1993 (marking the return of our “governing party” after 9 years out of office), and especially around and after winning the 1997 and 2000 elections, numerous child-related policies, both minor and major took the fore.  For example, single parents (mostly women) who had negotiated child support payments as of May 1, 1997, received somewhat of a reprieve: the paying parent could no longer claim a tax deduction for these payments, nor would the recipient have to claim the payment of taxable income. In addition, the child age limit for deduction of child care expenses was raised from 14 to 16 constituting another tax break (Burt 1997: 269-270), and in 1998, the child care expenses deduction rose (Covell and Howe 2001: 58). Notably, the Liberals shied away from welfare statist universalism, for instance backtracking on commitments to a national childcare programme (Mahon and Phillips 2002:204). Rather, in typical social investment state fashion, the Liberal government launched targeted initiatives related to tackling child poverty, getting mothers off social assistance, and child tax benefits.

Multiple child-centred initiatives, investments and policy innovations also took shape. For instance, in 1996, Liberal Prime Minister Chrétien and the provincial premiers agreed to make the reduction of child poverty a collective priority. The federal government committed funding to child development research and established programmes such as Aboriginal Head Start and the Community Action Programme for Children. It also began national consultations that culminated in the document Turning Points (Covell and Howe 2001: 59). By July 1998, a new child benefits programme, the National Child Benefit (NCB) became one of the most important reforms to social assistance in over 30 years. The NCB, is an income tested credit supplementing parental income for those low and moderate income families raising children under the age of 18. This was heralded as an important tool for fighting child poverty, as well as the “first substantive success of the new collaborative federalism established under the Social Union Framework Agreement” (Porter and McKeen 2001:15). 

In 1999, the Liberal government announced the National Children’s Agenda (NCA) (Phillips 2001:24). It had four goals: to ensure healthy children, physically and emotionally; to ensure children’s safety and security; to promote children’s successful learning; and finally, to ensure that children were “socially engaged and responsible” (National children’s agenda 1999: A5). At the time, the Human Resources Minister Pierre Pettigrew commented that having “fewer young people who are ill, in jail or drop out [of] school too young” would “definitely contribute” to “productivity” (ibid). As part of this Agenda, the federal government doubled the time period in which new parents could collect Employment Insurance (EI) benefits (Covell and Howe 2001: 59).  A few months later, Health Canada released a draft discussion paper that examined options for new programs for children, including universal daycare and parental leaves. (Canadians want 1999: A3).  

By February 2000, the federal government tabled what was presented as its “children’s budget”. Here Finance Minister Paul Martin announced a $2.5 billion increase a year on the Canada Child Tax Benefit, stated that the benefit would be fully indexed, and then outlined the Liberal government’s strategy for “investing in Canada’s children” (http: www. fin.gc.ca/budget00/bp/ bpch6_2e. htm #Children). The plan also recommended extending parental leave.  In the summer of 2000, the children’s agenda was “kick-started” by the new Human Resource Minister Jane Stewart. She indicated that the federal government would have up to $500 million allocated to the provinces for: “support for prenatal nutrition and infant care, improving parenting skills, and early childhood development and learning, which could include new daycare spaces or head start programmes” (Children’s Agenda 2000: A1). In September 2000, the government publicized its Early Childhood Development Initiative, a new joint federal-provincial measure (but one that excluded Quebec). 

Similarly, in Britain, a deluge of Labour policies epitomizes the child-centred strategy of welfare reform. Its first and flagship “New Deal” social policy was oriented to young people. This project, available nationally since April 1998, moved young people from welfare into work, but was then extended to various other groups: lone parents, disabled, 25 plus and so on.  Another child-related measure was the Working Families Tax Credit (WFTC). It was introduced in October 1999 to promote work and provide support for families with children, and was more generous than the Family Credit it replaced (Piachaud and Sutherland 2001:101). In addition, new Sure Start programmes were set up to deal with young children in poverty. According to the government, “Sure Start is building on the local involvement of parents and the community, investing in the early years learning and health of children under four. 500 programmes are planned by March 2004, reaching around 400,000 children at any one time” ((Tackling child poverty 2001:vii). From 1999, the Quality Protects initiative committed £85 million over five years to improve services for children leaving care. Then, by November 2000, a new Children and Young Peoples Unit (CYPU) was established. This was followed by a pre-May 2001 election announcement of the creation of a substantial Children’s Fund which allocated £450 million over three years from 2001 to 2004, to encourage local initiatives and community action to counter child poverty. In the government’s words, it “will provide £380 million to partnerships of the statutory and voluntary sectors to support  5-13 year-olds showing early signs of difficulty and a further £70 million directly to voluntary, community and faith sector groups to provide funding for local solutions to tack child poverty” (Tackling child poverty 2001:vii). Beyond these new programmes, the existing, universal Child Benefit has increased since 1997 “in real terms by 29 per cent for the first child and 5 per cent for second and subsequent children” (Piachaud and Sutherland 2001:101).

In terms of its upcoming plans, the British government has pledged to reform child support (http://www.number-10.gov.uk/news.asp?NewsID=4010) and increase childcare places with its National Childcare Strategy. Also in the works, a Neighbourhood Childcare Initiative to coordinate nurseries, out of school childcare and childminders. Other recent announcements include: making childcare support more accessible to low-income parents; the first ever childcare month, June 2002 (http://www.nationalchildcaremonth.com); and a new Child Tax Credit, from 2003, as well as increases in the child allowances in Income Support and Jobseekers’ Allowance by £3.50 a week from October 2002 (http:www.pm.gov.uk/news.asp?NewsID=4003).  The government is also in the process of developing a Children’s National Service Framework to improve child health  (Tackling child poverty 2001:vii).

On their own, the gist of many of these initiatives are not necessarily new: the focus on education, the turn to means testing, reducing “disincentives to work”; welfare to work, promoting “employabilty” and so on. As Desmond King rightly points out, promoting education and training as solution to unemployment and to improve competitiveness are by no means novel measures (King 1995).  What is different, is taking all these measures together, and not only portraying them as investments, but linking them to children and articulations of concern about child poverty and social exclusion. This particular combination suggests that new issues are being politicized. And, as we shall discuss below, new political relationships are being forged.

In sum, this wave of child-centred policies in Canada and Britain underscore social investment state imperatives and suggest a comprehensive programme of welfare reform. As one British commentator observes, the “current government is promoting radical reform in virtually every area of welfare state policy” (Taylor-Gooby 2000: 332). Unlike the incrementalism of path dependency, then, the social investment state represents a changing paradigm. It also advocates change. For example, Tony Blair, in a July 16, 2001 speech suggested: “In the end investment only works if it levers in change. Without the change, money is simply wasted on outdated practices” (British news release:reform of public services). Rather than look to the past, to “outdated practices” the emphasis is on creativity and innovation.
 Yet, the state is not the only actor at play here. Others have mobilized in relation to these concerns, and numerous socio-political coalitions also intent on change have variously promoted, propagated as well as criticized and challenged the child centred strategy of welfare reform.  Therefore, a range of “civil society” actors (of different kinds and with different levels of influence), have been active in this paradigm shift. Let us now examine these different actors, discourses and state-civil society dynamics.

Part IV: Shifting Political Interactions: The Role of Broader Political Actors  


In the context of current competing and conflicting global and local challenges, highly complex networks of political interaction have developed. States are not immune to these political realities. The social investment state and its changing priorities did not take shape in a vacuum. Many of these shifts respond to structural changes. In Canada, McBride outlines the paradigm shift wrought both by globalization and state actions/inactions (see McBride 2001). The claim has also be made that British and other capitalist liberal democratic states have had to turn to alternative forms, to think tanks, the voluntary sector and social movements for policy ideas, given that globalization has eroded states’ traditional policy making capacities (Jessop 2000).  New governance arrangements, and the turn to partnerships, serve to fill the state’s policy making void.  At the same time however, both the Liberal and Labour governments have had a certain degree of economico-political leverage. In Canada, the economy improved, and the Liberal government had succeeded where the Conservatives had failed in eliminating the deficit. In Britain, the Thatcher years left a legacy of socio-economic disparities and atrociously high child poverty levels.
 The Labour government, with its decisive electoral victory, had a strong mandate to address these issues, and fortuitously found itself in a situation where the economy was sailing on a relatively even keel. Such structural forces and state proclivities are significant, no doubt. Yet, the changes outlined in the preceding pages are not solely the result of top down forces and the consequences of structural and state imperatives. 

As feminist analyses remind us, the state is variable and influenced by an array of actors in a broader political realm.  Therefore, structural configurations that bring us the social investment state and child centred strategy of welfare reform are much more messy and contested than leading accounts would suggest. Ideas are generated widely by diverse political actors, in and outside the state. In fact, these inside/outside lines are becoming increasingly blurred with greater coordination and collaboration. The roles played by “civil society” organizations and actors must be examined to better incorporate both political contingency and agency. This part of the paper provides an illustration of the multi-faceted influence of such actors and networks that include not only “experts”, academics and think tanks, but also individuals and groups in the charitable and voluntary sectors, as well as in social movement organizations. They transmit ideas, engage in advocacy as well as provide services.  These broadly based political forces have promoted various discourses and strategies and, insodoing, have helped to transform institutions, their relationships and themselves. In short, these “civil society” actors challenge and engage the social investment state, are implicated in the development of its child focussed strategies, and thus play a central role in the profound adjustments that are taken place.

These considerations are especially crucial when considering the social investment state because it relies shifting relations between the state, market, family and on the voluntary sector. Civil society and the third sector are clearly part in parcel of the new welfare state reconfiguration (Sheldrick 2002; Jessop 2000). As Giddens stresses, the emergent welfare state operates on the basis of co-operation, and partnership with agencies in civil society (Giddens 1998:69). To be clear, the fact that the social investment state, draws on the ideas and increasingly relies on the activities of “civil society” actors, is not a new development. What is new is, first, the nature of the interests and identities involved. As Noël suggests:  “new actors emerge, old ones are displaced or rejuvenated, and social arrangements are remade. The logic at play is not causal but constitutive” (Noël 2002:21).  Typical vested interests are side-lined and new ones come front and centre. Put differently, the social investment state, reflects the “reinvention of brokerage in politics” (Bradford 2002:153). Secondly, what is new is the growing legitimacy of such partnerships and the changing nature of the interaction.

In terms of who’s hot and who’s not, in Britain, the marginalization of trade unions has been most explicit.  As Gamble has noted, “trade unions have not been reinstated as insider groups in the way in which they were in previous Labour and some Conservative administrations.” (Gamble 2000:301).  For New Labour, trade unions are relics of the “old left” and therefore invisible in its analysis of civil society (Yates 2002). Hence, Jessop suggests that the neo-corporatism that is taking shape does not include the typical state, business, union triad, but rather the private-public partnerships that embrace the third sector (2000).
  More specifically, in Britain, networks that involve key intellectuals, think tanks, and a range of research, service and advocacy groups as well as social movements that focus on the child are highly relevant.  Leading players in these networks interact with the state, and even become policy advisors. In Canada, social movement coalitions, along with academics and policy institute specialists, have monitored the government and provided it with crucial data, engaging in both research and advocacy. However, increasingly, the more grassroots advocacy groups, and radical coalitions made up of women, left-liberals and unions appear to marginalized, in favour of mainstream third sector organizations and more conservative think tanks and experts. What is more, the latter has become increasingly more involved in many aspects of the policy process from design to implementation (Phillips 2001a).


To outline these trends, let us start by examining the role played by “experts” and public intellectuals in Britain. For example, as noted earlier, first, education and then, social exclusion were stated priorities for Labour in 1997 and then the emphasis shifted to children.  Here it is interesting to note that on the same day that the Labour government announced the creation of the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) in the cabinet office, a group of 54 social policy and sociology professors, called FT54, organized a campaign with a letter written to the Financial Times. They maintained that insufficient benefit levels could undermine the Government’s anti-exclusion strategy, “Research suggests that the effectiveness of education reforms could be undermined by unacceptably high levels of child poverty and that impoverished benefits claimants are not the best recruits for “welfare-to-work.” (cited in Lister 1998: 15). Around same time, the Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion (CASE) was established at the London School of Economics to study the processes and institutions that prevent exclusion. Since 1997, numerous workshops and meetings have been organized between CASE researchers and policy makers. It was also not long before CASE released a paper entitled, Investing in Children.  Other research followed linking childhood poverty with social exclusion,
 with titles such as Childhood Poverty, Early Motherhood and Adult Social Exclusion (Hobcraft and Kiernan 1999).  Thus academic researchers contributed data on the child, which was tied to welfare reform proposals and social exclusion concerns. This information was proffered in both confrontational as well as collaborative manners.  For instance, research done by the Centre for Research in Social Policy at Loughborough University persuaded Gordon Brown was that the income support scale rates for under-11 year old children had to be improved.


Think tanks have also played a critical role in terms of both welfare reforms in general, and the focus on the child, in particular. Key think tanks, according to Gamble, began working “to forge a new consensus on the way ahead ” and these included: “ the Adam Smith Institute’s Omega project on the reform o the welfare state and public services; the [Institute for Research on Public Policy] IPPR’s Social Justice Commission which laid the foundations for Labour’s new ideas on welfare and redistribution; the Fabian Society’s Commission in Tax and Citizenship, and the IPPR”s Commission on Private/Public Partnerships” (Gamble 2000:307). In Gamble’s words:  “All of these combine thinking about principles and values, with clear specification of policy objectives and detailed policy design” (ibid).  IPPR is particularly noteworthy when it comes to planting the  seeds in relation to the child. This began in the early 1990’s, and a decade later, IPPR’s ideas were  instrumental in such New Labour initiatives such the Children’s Fund (Harker, Coote 2001).

The think tank Demos has also been quite influential. Fairclough writes, New Labour has been “heavily influenced by Demos, a “think-tank” which ironically [was] established by the former editor of the Communist Party journal, Marxism Today, Martin Jacques, together with Geoff Mulgan” (Fairclough 2000:123).  Demos has often been predisposed to more futuristic models, and calls to break with the past, refrains which clearly resonate with New Labour (ibid).  In fact, Geoff Mulgan, went on to become the director of the government’s new Performance and Innovation Unit (PIU). The PIY not only works closely with Number 10 Downing Street, the Cabinet Office and Treasury to generate new ideas, but its mandate calls for “extensive consultation.”  Moreover, reflecting trends outlined above, the PIY solicits: “expressions of interest from high calibre individuals with substantial experience in the public, private who could join a team working on strategic solutions at the heart of government, either on secondment or on a fixed term contract” (http://www.cabient-office.gov.uk/innovation/about/about.shtml).  


Joseph Roundtree Foundation funded studies are illustrative as well. Whereas in 1993, it was bringing together policy-makers, practitioners and academic specialists on the topic of the “family” (www.jrf.org.uk/knowledge/findings/socialpolicy/SP4.asp, page 1), by 1999, the Foundation funded studies specifically geared towards children. Research was published on children in poverty, assessing how putting money into helping them, especially through employability efforts, would be a societal investment. The following conclusion was drawn: “any measurers that successfully address child poverty, especially by giving more households access to jobs, are likely to have wide-ranging effects in the years ahead, that go beyond the improvement of the immediate welfare of poor children.”
 (www.jrf.org/uk/knowledge/findings/socialpolicy/389.asp, page 4)

Beyond think tanks and foundations, organizations with children as their raison d’être have had a multi-faceted impact with respect to providing research and services, as well as putting pressure on the state. In many instances, these roles are combined.  For example, Britain’s National Children’s Bureau (NCB) has a well-established research department which carries out consultancy work and policy evaluation studies on child related issues.  It offers “consultancy, evaluation and training to local authorities and other organisations working to develop their services for children and young people”  (http://www.ncb.org.uk). The NCB also provides regular advice and briefings to the All parliamentary Group on Children, a cross-party group of approximately 140 MPs and Peers that meets regularly to discuss children-related issues.  

There are notable children’s service providers that are also involved in research as well as advocacy.  For example, Barnardo’s published a key study in the early 1990’s Children Come First, and by the late 1990’s an organization of this kind found itself in “partnership” with New Labour. Numerous children’s organizations beyond Barnardo’s, such as Save the Children, National Children’s Home (NCH), National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty Against Children (NSPCC), among others, have also been enlisted by New Labour (Toynbee and Walker 2001:16).  Some of these groups go back a long way. For instance, the NCH was founded in 1869, and the NSPCC in 1889. However, recently, many of the older groups have joined forces with the newer groups like the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) to advocate for children, as is evident in the jointly published (CPAG, Barnardos and NSPCC) booklet, Our children, their future: A Manifesto.  What is more, since the 1997 New Labour win, representatives from a number of these organizations (Barnardo’s, NCH, NSPCC as well and National Council for One Parent Family’s) have commented on the warmer relationship between themselves and the government as compared to the chillier climate under the Conservative administration (interviews). Even Tony Blair’s spouse, the lawyer Cherie Booth, reflected the nature of the new relationship, as she became the President of Barnardo’s.


Realistically, relations have to be more cordial, given how heavily the Labour government relies on the voluntary sector to develop and administer its new projects. Recall how the New Deal programme, Sure Start and others, are carried out in “partnership” with these groups. The Children’s Fund’s programmes (parental education and parenting courses; support work in the home; befriending, counselling or advice centres; drop in centres; projects to provide structured out of school activities etc.) are run by voluntary organizations and local groups.  When the Department of Health announced the creation of a “Nation Service Framework (NSF)” for children, the objective was to break down professional boundaries and foster partnership between agencies to improve services for children.  Similarly, while the Department for Education and Skills designated June 2002 as the first National Childcare month, this event was to be organized by: Daycare Trust, Kids’ Clubs Network, National Childminding Association, National Day Nurseries Associations and pre-School Learning Alliance (http://www.nationalchildcaremonth.ca).  

This orientation fits in with New Labour’s community ethos. Gordon Brown has stated:

A partnership between Government and the voluntary, community and faith sectors is the best way to tackle poverty and support families…[S]ome of the most innovative projects of recent years have partnership with community organisations at their heart. From a large Sure Start programme run by a children’s charity to a parent and toddler group in a local church, families not only benefit from excellent services but also have the chance to feel part of a wider community (Brown 2001: iii)

Apart from providing research and services that contribute to the community, some of these groups are often also engaged in advocacy work. For instance, the NCB is a founding member of the End Child Poverty Action Group, a broad-based coalition of groups and citizens created in April 2001 to build awareness and support for programmes to end child poverty in Britain. In certain cases, the lines between state priorities, research, advocacy and social movement politics become blurred. For example, Gordon Brown was actually behind this coalition: he instigated it to put pressure on him to go further with the child poverty agenda. While the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) was wary of this state-sponsored initiative, and decided not to take part in it (Barnes interview), CPAG’s efforts are also illuminating.  

CPAG would be considered one of the more radical groups in question, and as a result of this, in the 80’s CPAG, along with others with more of a social movement orientation were excluded from the policy process (Sheldrick 2000:113-115). 1997 signalled a change. As Fimister writes, “CPAG was not naïve enough to expect, in 1997, the advent of an era of calm seas and plain sailing. Nor were we cynical enough to expect nothing to be different. We considered that our role was to press on with our arguments, to give credit where credit was due and to criticise as and when necessary” (Fimister 2001:2). Keeping with this role, CPAG widely publicized the fact that child poverty increased by 100,000 in the government’s first two years in office (Barnes  2000:1). And yet, CPAG must have been pleasantly surprised when the Blair government went so far as to praise the organization.  In a May 2001 speech, the Chancellor, Gordon Brown, began by paying tribute to CPAG’s work “that every day shines a spotlight on the needs and potential of our country’s children” (labour website ww.labour.org.uk). What is more, the Chancellor made his memorable pledge to eradicate child poverty at a CPAG conference, which would have been unheard of in the past. 

These kind words, in part, reflect the fact that CPAG’s research and advocacy helped to influence the policy environment. After Brown announced increased children’s tax credits and benefits in his 2000 Budget, a CPAG writer modestly suggested: “It would, of course, be too bold to claim that the Chancellor’s decision was a response to our press statements, but the fact that such increases are debated as realistic possibilities represents a very real change in the policy climate” (CPAG 2000:3). The Chancellor’s initiatives and commendations start to make even more sense given the knowledge that Brown, as a backbencher, worked closely with CPAG and its former Director, the respected academic Ruth Lister (Barnes interview).  As will become apparent, interpersonal connections are highly relevant. There is significant interchange between actors in civil society and those in the state.  In fact, changes in state discourses, institutions policies often take place through the influence of mediators who are, or have been, movement participants (Moore 1999), and then go on to work within the state. 

Consider Frank Field in this regard. Field was writing twenty years ago about improving social assistance rates for children. In the 1970’s he was the Director of CPAG, and he continued to advocate for children in the late 1980’s, calling for the “doubling of child benefit so as to ‘begin to reshape the welfare state’” (Field cited in Lister 1998:16).  Moreover, since 1979, Field was the Labour MP for Birkenhead. Initially, his “iconoclasm” i.e, his thoughts on making welfare work, made him “many conservatives favourite Labour politician”…[and therefore] distanced him from the mainstream of Labour thinking” (Deacon forward to Field 1996:2), until, of course, the election of New Labour. His centre-left position fit well with Tony Blair’s plans, and thus Field became Labour Minister for Welfare Reform 1997-1999. 

        Field was directed to “think the Unthinkable” (Powell 1999:11). The first prong of his strategy involved cutting welfare expenditure and this ultimately was translated into determining ways to limit single parenthood or at least develop policies whereby single parents had to choose education or training as a condition of benefit. But, his second prong became apparent with the launching of the Green Paper on welfare reform which promised, among other things, to tackle “the scourge of child poverty” (http:www/dss.gov.uk/publications/  dss/1998/pip/index.htm).  The Green Paper called for more spending on health, public transport and education, and emphasized making work pay through tax credits and childcare tax credits (Powell 1999:12). Field’s third prong involved partnerships. He stated:

I want to make one point crystal clear: the re-drawing of the boundaries between state and individual responsibility is not simply an exercise in downsizing state responsibility [but] crucial to the recreation of a civil society based on a partnership between individuals, organisations and Government. (Field in Powell 1999:20).

Field emphasized both “mutuality and investment ”  (Alcock 2000:245). Again, children readily reflect such priorities. According to some analysts, Field’s Green paper was not well received in the Treasury  “because of the perceived cost” (Morgan and McDonald 2000:342) and Field did not keep this posting. Nevertheless, by 1999, the Chancellor declared child poverty to be “scar on Britain’s soul” and explained that: “That is why Tony Blair has said we will not rest until we have banished child poverty from the face of Britain” (Brown 1999:8)

Beyond the example of Frank Field, there are other illustrations of key interpersonal connections.  Members of think tanks, representatives from the voluntary sector, and increasingly social movement contacts find themselves acting as advisors, or working on secondment for the Labour government.  In so doing, they can serve as conduits for the transmission of ideas between civil society and the state, as well as provide more policy-making capacity. To get a sense of this, consider this rather long quotation, but one that provides an indication of the interrelations involved, and how a focus on the family began to shift to that of one on the child:

Two main centres of thinking on the family have been created since Labour came to power. One is the Women’s Unit under Harriet Harman at the Department of Social Security; the other the inter-ministerial committee on the family, under Jack Straw at the Home Office. The first is advised by Anna Coote, deputy director for the Institute for Public Policy Research and advisor to Harman in the latter’s role as minister of women.  The second is serviced by Norman Warner, Straw’s senior adviser, and by Geoff Mulgan, an advisor to the Prime Minister and director of another think tank Demos….Harman and Coote are old friends and collaborators; Coote has written or edited a clutch of essays and pamphlets on the family over the past ten years for the IPPR, including one in 1990, The Family Way, with Harman and Patricia Hewitt…It is a careful piece of work…[and] makes clear that children come first…” (Lloyd 1997:12).

Jack Straw’s mandate created the National Family and Parenting Institute, an independent agency/charity to advise the government and others on policy issues. However, given the more extensive role played by various children’s organizations and the policies that unfolded, this family focus was soon overshadowed by that of the child. 

Here the overlap between children’s and women’s concerns becomes more apparent. For instance, Anna Coote is a long-time feminist academic and activist (Coote and Pattullo 1990; Coote 2001). In her view, children can provide a means to get at women’s issues (Coote interview 2001).  Moreover, it was women Labour MPs, including Harriet Harman whom Coote advised, who put pressure on the government to formulate what was dubbed the “women and children budget,” (Thomson 2001:201). Harman and Margaret Beckett  “steered through the policies that had the most impact for women- the national child care strategy and the minimum wage” (ibid).

Actors in the women’s movement also began strategically using the discourse of the child to make gains. For instance, the campaigning women’s organization, the Fawcett Society, viewed the child as another mobilizing strategy. Its Director, Mary Ann Stephenson explained that women’s groups could criticize this child focus given that it side-lines issues like the feminization of poverty which gives rise to child poverty, but a more productive approach is to present their arguments in the context of the child (Stephenson interview 2001). Fawcett and sister organizations like the Women’s Budget Group (WBG) even collaborated with the state in an effort to influence specific policy proposals and the budget in relation to children, in order to access women’s concerns. For example, Fawcett, WBG and CPAG along with some women Labour MP’s were opposed to the government’s original plan to have the WFTC paid through the pay packet. They “lobbied tirelessly” to direct the WFTC to the main carer, typically women, even if they were not in work (McLaughlin et al 2001:168). The argument was pitched in such a way as to suggest that if it was given to the main carer, i.e., the mother, then it was more likely to get to the child (Stephenson interview 2002).

These British examples clearly point to complex state-civil society interactions that have helped to mold the child-centred strategy of welfare reform. In Canada, while brokerage politics has been more longstanding, we nonetheless see a shift in terms of whose interests and what identities get brokered. For example, in Canada, unions were not pivotal players in the 70’s as they were in Britain. Conversely, Canadian women’s groups were more significant in 70’s and 80’s, but now are less so (Burt in Johnson and Stritch; Jenson and Phillips 1996; Jenson 1997). In Canada, while there are still significant coalitions that involve women’s groups and unions, the less confrontational  groupings, primarily involved with children, both voluntary associations and advocacy groups have become the preferable  “partners”. 


To elucidate, in Canada, coalition building has been a central feature in this process. Children’s organizations have worked with long-standing anti-poverty organizations and social movements. For example, the Canadian Council for Social Development (CCSD established in the 1920’s) and anti-poverty groups like the National Anti-Poverty Organization (NAPO established 1971) and Canada’s Child Poverty Action Group (based on the British model ) have worked in concert. Canada’s CPAG fostered the formation of the Child Poverty Coalition in 1988 which produced not only fact sheets but developed an active lobbying strategy directed at parliamentarians. Recall that in 1989, the House of Commons passed an all-party resolution to end child poverty in Canada by 2000. In 1991, the Child Poverty Coalition transformed itself into Campaign 2000, and committed itself to monitoring the government’s progress each year.

This coalition comprised of groups such as the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC), the National Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC) and the National Anti-Poverty Organization (NAPO) engaged in both public education and political lobbying.  For example, in August 1993 it “publicly demanded that [Conservative] Prime Minister [Kim] Campbell disclose her intentions on social security reform.” (Johnson 1997:174). This subsequently became a key election issue. As a result of the Liberal Party’s election promise, when the party came to power in 1993, it announced that $85 million would be given to programmes offering pre-natal support to low income women in order to produce healthier children (Women strive 1994).  Subsequently, in a background paper issued by then Human Resources Minister Lloyd Axworthy, the conclusion was drawn that Canada “can no longer afford the high personal and social costs associated with child poverty” (Paper tackles 1994:A10).  Furthermore, according to Johnson, Axworthy  “made every effort to appear to be consulting with possible interests on social security…[and] established a process of consultation with Canadians which set unprecedented standards for democratic involvement in a policy making process.” (ibid: 177). At first, this had little impact, in that the main goal was to cut as the priority was deficit/debit reduction. But soon there would be more movement.

In Canada, as in Britain, while there is a long history of reports and expert opinions that relate the issues of child poverty and welfare reform in Canada, these ideas certainly began to resurface in a different 1990’s context. The connections between child poverty and Canada’s social security system had been made much earlier, in a Report written by Leonard Marsh in 1943. However, when the Caledon Institute of Social Policy took up these views again in 1993, they started to be seriously considered by the government (Valpy 1997: A13).  Ken Battle, the director of the Caledon Institute, worked on revamping Canada’s welfare system (Battle and Torjman 1996). His idea to focus on getting children out of welfare was written into Llloyd Axworthy’s “ill-fated social security review [but Battle ] pushed it the final mile as a consultant to [subsequent] Human Resources minister[s] Doug Young and Pierre Pettigrew in late 1996 and early 1997” (Tearing 1998: A8).  

Key interpersonal connections mattered, especially when it came to individuals with social movement/coalition experience. For example, Senator Landon Pearson, a children’s rights activist and former head of the Canadian Council on Children and Youth, founding member of the coalition that gave birth to Campaign 2000, helped to make the Senate more open to child-related issues (Dobrowolsky and Saint-Martin 2001). Similarly, Chaviva Hosek (former president of the National Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC)), key Liberal government policy advisor, was “well aware” of the child care advocacy communities’ objections to the Conservative’s administration’s plans on this subject “and the kind of national child care policy [the child care network] sought instead” (Mahon and Phillips 2002:202).

During this period, the work of social movements continued a pace and their publicity grew. Indeed, the efforts Campaign 2000 pre-figured later state preoccupations.  In 1994, a Campaign 2000 source suggested that the overall message of its Report on Children and Nationhood was that “”If we neglect the next generation, we’re jeopardizing the future of our country” (Child poverty 1994:A8).  By 1996, Campaign 2000 called for: a quadrupling of child benefit; family care supplements for single parents who looked after children full time; maintenance payments for child support paid through a special fund; as well as comprehensive early childhood and day care programmes across the country (Children’s fund 1996: A2).  In 1997, it called for a minimum federal investment of $2.2 billion to make the national child benefit effective (Tax credit 1997: A9).  Such demands would typically fall by the wayside, but soon, a constellation of events made the federal government increasingly more attentive.  

First, the careful monitoring of organizations like Campaign 2000, made it clear that the Liberal government was not measuring up to the 1989 all-party pledge of eradicating child poverty. Campaign 2000 made it abundantly apparent that numbers of children living in poverty were increasing not decreasing. Second, the situation worsened in 1995 when the Liberals replaced the Canada’s Assistance Plan (CAP) with the Canada Health and Social Transfer (CHST). The CHST translated into fewer national standards, and less money being transferred to the provinces for social programmes, i.e., the provinces had less money to spend but more choice about where to spend it. This shocked the provinces into working more cooperatively with the federal government.  A good place to start to collaborate was the area of the child, as children were not clearly identified as either under federal or provincial jurisdiction. This meant that Ottawa and the provinces could “join forces against child poverty” (Are we seeing 1997: D5).

       Nonetheless, the impact of the CHST was devastating. Indeed, the National Council of Welfare (NCW), an advisory body to Canada’s Human Resources Minister, declared that the CHST was “the worst social policy initiative undertaken by the federal government in more than a generation.” (Valpy 1997:A13).  What is more, the NCW accused the “deficit conscious federal and provincial governments of ignoring…a growing stack of research showing the benefits of early intervention programs on the lives of disadvantaged children.” (Politicians ignoring 1997: A9). This data would prove to be an effective barb, especially given that 1997 was an election year.  As a result, organizations armed themselves with statistics and studies on child poverty to shame the federal government into action. For instance, the Canadian School Boards Association publicized the impact that child poverty had on long-term learning. Such research was strategically deployed by groups, along with the fact that it had been 8 years since the House of Commons had made its child poverty pledge (Trustees 1996).  This was certainly unwanted publicity for the Liberal government in the run up to an election.

Advocacy groups and social movements mobilized around these issues, launching various public education campaigns. They received added legitimacy as they touted various  “expert” opinions and academic reports. Numerous child development authorities gained public notoriety, such as Fraser Mustard, among others (Saint Martin 2000; Saint-Martin and Dobrowolsky 2001). For instance, psychiatrist Dr. Paul Steinhauer and the Toronto-based Voices for Children  “began barraging Canadians with data on the greater risk to low-income children of psychological disorders, stress, developmental handicaps and poor school performance” (Valpy 1997:A13). Thus, psychiatrists and early childhood education experts made connections between failing to stimulate a child’s mind early and later learning difficulties, or linking child poverty and the higher risk of abuse. (Poor children 1997: A14). Other studies played into government priorities. Najma Sharid and Shelley Phipps economics professors at Dalhousie University received media attention for their findings that the best way to reduce child poverty was  “to create jobs for parents, not transfer government money to families” (Aid children 1994: A6).

When it became apparent that there would be a budgetary surplus, expectations rose that new funding would be pumped into children’s programmes.  Again, groups like Campaign 2000 lobbied the government to set aside more money for social programmes that would help shrink Canada’s child poverty rates. This organization battled with others, such as the conservative think tank the Fraser Institute, in a war of indicators and measures of child-poverty (Harris 1999: A3).

As a result, a discernible shift in the government’s approach became apparent as the 90’s progressed. Even Katherine Scott, of the Canadian Council on Social Development (CCSD) who expressed her dismay that the situation for Canada’s children had not “improved appreciably”, admitted that “ “At this point, there’s certainly political attention and public will””  (Children worse 1997: A10).  A clear indication of changing relations came with respect to state sponsorship.  Whereas many children’s groups received federal funding in 1970’s and 1980’s, this funding was subsequently cut.  But then, as was noted above, circumstances changed.  For instance, by 1995, the Canadian Child Care Federation (CCCF) “was ready to close its doors due to lack of funding and was only saved by a large grant from the federal child care research fund” (Mahon and Phillips 2002: 205).   In this period, as the state began promoting partnerships it also began providing funds to various voluntary sector initiatives. 

Inroads had being made by coalitions, but it became increasingly apparent that organizational forms and practices were changing and certain groups were favoured over others. Susan Phillips recounts what took place:

In the mid-1990’s, following the failure of a second national childcare strategy and after federal funding had begun targeting “children at risk,” national organizations devoted to child and family issues saw that the only way to maintain support for the notion of universal access to services was to increase the bandwith of the message- that is, to establish a more collective and comprehensive position” (Phillips 2001b:27).

Moreover, beyond Campaign 2000, which consisted of over 70 national, provincial and community organized focussed on reducing child poverty, the National Children’s Alliance was formed comprising 30 organizations geared towards promoting a broadly-based children’s agenda (ibid.).  Not surprisingly, the latter, a “more conservative and professional coalition” (Laforest 2002: 16) oriented towards child development rather than child poverty, was the group preferred by government. Even the more contentious Campaign 2000 began to tone down its message. For instance, by late 1997, rather than focus on the elimination of child poverty by 2000, it began promoting “sound fiscal management” to advance children’s interests.  A discussion paper written by the organization concluded, “ ‘Strong fiscal stabilizers are an essential part of a sustainable social investment strategy for children and youth” (Child poverty lock 1997: A4). Longstanding organizations like the CCSD as well as the Child Welfare League of Canada, in order to capitalize on the new funding priorities outlined earlier, also geared more of their work towards policy research.

Concomitantly, an array of research institutes and think tanks continued to disseminate information in the late 1990’s. Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN) published several key documents with titles such as: Values and Preferences for the Best Policy Mix for Canadian Children, and A Policy Blueprint for Canada’s Children, as the federal government considered its options for a children’s agenda.  But by now, even the conservative C.D. Howe Institute contributed its spin on the child. According to a study it released in 1999, governments “should stop hiking cash benefits to working poor families and [instead should] concentrate their interventions on things such as early literacy programs and school nutrition for children in disadvantaged neighbourhoods” (Rethink 1999: A12).

Increasingly, then, as McKeen recounts, coalitions and experts with a professional and more conservative orientation were enlisted (McKeen 2000). Despite the fact that Campaign 2000 had modified its message, the National Children’s Alliance was favoured. The latter’s research and measures seemed set a more appropriate course for the government. It entitled one of its publications Investing in Children and Youth: A National Children’s Agenda (Jenson and Saint-Martin 2001: 11, note 9). As Phillips explains, federal funding helped this Alliance work within civil society and within the state: establishing a series of consultations, building country wide networks, and increasing the coalition’s policy and analysis capabilities. Furthermore, “over the next few years the Alliance intends to direct its energies towards having a voice in the government’s choice of indicators, holding the government to account on measurement and reporting outcomes….” (Phillips 2001b: 27).

In sum, a range of initiatives, from media campaigns to the publication of academic and polemical articles and books on child poverty and children’s well being, as well as community based and national grassroots campaigns have had an influence, and some have been enlisted. At the very least, this has helped to put issues onto the political agenda.  At most, civil society actors have played a crucial role when it comes to creating an environment that is conducive to policy innovations, and have influenced the child-centred welfare reform policies and the development of the social investment state.  Still, as various civil society actors gain more access to the state and become “partners” their roles and relationships are affected, and co-option becomes more of a concern.

Conclusions

Over the last decade, and particularly from the mid- 1990’s, what we have outlined is a series of path breaking developments. First, contrary to the claims of path dependency scholars, we have noted the politicization of new issues, such as social exclusion in general and child poverty in particular. Second, we have examined the formulation of new agendas, like the Children’s Agenda in Canada, and new institutions, such as the Children and Young People’s Unit in Britain. Third, we have detailed the establishment of new benefits (predominantly means tested) and new modes of financing in the form of tax credits, both typically linked in some way to children. These preoccupations are promoted as investments in the future. 

Fourth, in contradistinction to the proponents of path dependency who focus on traditional political interests, we have explored the influence of an array of civil society actors and coalitions.  Think tanks, public intellectuals, foundations, children’s charities, advocacy groups  and social movement coalitions are implicated in the child-welfare reform platform of the social investment state. Collective mobilization, both collaborative and confrontational, in the form of education and advocacy, as well as key interpersonal connections are crucial influences. They have all contributed to Canada and Britain’s child-focused future. In turn, when governments in both countries established new programs and attempted to forge new relations, this fuelled further mobilization and inspired different kinds of activism. Consequently, complex civil-society state interactions opened up different access points for a new constellation of advocates and different forms of influence. Path dependency, with its past and presentist concerns, cannot account for these transformed and transforming changing political circumstances.

With such winds of change, there certainly is potential for state-civil society interactions to swing open the door to innovative social policy alternatives. Social movements tend to be forward-looking, resourceful and creative. As a result, they can spark new ideas, policy instruments and even institutions. As Imig notes, activists point “to a direct line between public mobilization and progressive policy making” (Imig 2001: 12).  The neo-liberal state dismissed such contributions. In contrast, the social investment state builds partnerships on opens up spaces for collaboration and civil society contribution.

And yet, as with forecasts that predict fluctuating weather patterns, severe storm advisories may also be issued. And so, while civil society actors have helped to shape these new priorities and policies, given their significant interrelations with the state, they also run the risk of being affected by these representations. In the Canadian case especially, we have seen how coalitions have chosen to modify their approaches and sometimes their organizations, identities and interests. And thus, let us conclude with a number of storm warnings.   

While we have moved from a neo-liberal climate hostile to what were deemed “special interests”, there are nonetheless dangers associated with the new, more hospitable, political environment and what Giddens dubs a “state without enemies”  (Giddens quoted in Sheldrick 2002:138). The social investment state seeks out social cohesion and propagates a politics of consensus. Priorizing co-operation and consensual relationships over challenges and confrontation, may serve to ultimately work against civil society actors, especially social movements that are premised on more antagonistic relations (Mouffe 2000). As Jane Franklin observes, “Within the integrated politics of antagonism, translated into non-confrontational politics, oppositions are no longer clear-cut” (Franklin 2000:140). For “partners” the dangers is that dissent will be downplayed to maintain legitimacy. To provide greater policy capacity, there is also more pressure on groups to professionalize and to play into bureaucratic processes. This may mean watering down demands and even accepting a more conservative orientation, e.g., we may have more welfare spending, and more programmes but it is more targeted and conditional.

Additionally, as greater numbers of groups are enlisted, civil society actors may become too preoccupied with providing services to fulfill their watchdog roles. They have less time to monitor the affects of changes and to engage in advocacy. Laforest’s research attests to this. She notes that 10 out 12 organizations surveyed acknowledged that while they continue to exercise an advocacy role “the way that they advocated has evolved in response to the changing nature of their dealings with the state” (Laforest 2002: 19).  She concludes, “A major consequence has been that as organizations play an increased role in public policy and governance, it steers their activities towards a greater focus on public policy making and governmental priorities, away from traditional forms of advocacy” (ibid: 21). The risk here is that this will distance civil society actors from their grassroots support bases. As they become more politicized in terms of conventional politics, they become less politicized when it comes to unconventional politics.

In addition, with the “reinvention of brokerage politics” (Bradford 2002), and as the familiar pluralist critique reminds us, some groups get aggregated and others do not. Those actors and organizations that are less likely to whip up controversy are more likely to be part of formal consultation processes. And so, those who criticize and challenge inequalities of resources and power, unions and women’s groups for example, are not the preferred partners (Jenson and Phillips 1996; Yates 2002). Granted, in the name of civic engagement, while some more contentious groups may be given “a “voice” in hearings and discussion groups,” this may nevertheless result in little more than a situation where “government officials and advocacy groups [are] increasingly talk[ing] past each other”  (Banting quoted in McKeen and Porter 2001:25). 

And, of course, ultimately, the social investment state’s embrace of civil society may also translate into a kinder, gentler form of offloading.  As Sheldrick maintains, there is the ever present danger of  “community involvement becom[ing} a watchword for the downloading of responsibility to third sector organizations and the contracting out of services” (2002:138). 

Overall, the child as a rhetorical strategy for states and social movements alike, is also tension ridden (Dobrowolsky  2002). The figure of the child may result in the priorization of individualistic interests over collective identities. The state reinforces this with its preference to work in partnership with “individuals” (plucked from organizations) rather than representatives from groups (Laforest 2002:15 ). This is particularly problematic for social movements that are premised upon the mobilization of collective identities. With the focus on the child, many collective identities get short shrifted. For example, as the social investment state actively weaves together state, market, family and voluntary sector strands to eradicate child poverty, it under-emphasizes gender, race, class and so on. For example, women are not foregrounded in the social investment state’s new discourses (save for perhaps certain aspects of the employability drive), despite the fact that key child-welfare concerns involve women. Women are mostly responsible for child rearing and care work in the home. They are also over-represented in the third sector and in social movements, compared to their under-representation in formal politics. Concepts such as “worklessness” do not tend to factor in work done by women in the home.  With “employability” comes the promotion of flexibility, which translates, into low wage, contingent, often low skilled work, which clearly has gendered, and most definitely race and class implications. The complex, intersecting concerns of collective identities become overshadowed with a sun that shines ever more brightly on the child.  

To conclude, while the interactions of state and civil society actors that have promoted and produced the child-centred welfare reform strategy have certainly created opportunities, and civil society actors have both seized and shaped these opportunities, this paradigm shift is not free of constraints. Indeed, it may ultimately add to rather than detract from the social exclusion of certain, less favoured movements (Jenson 2000;Yates 2002). This is why a careful analysis of this emerging citizenship regime, the ideas and institutions involved, as well as the subjects that are both the targets of power and part of its articulation, are of critical importance.
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� The term “civil-society” actors is a short-hand way of referring to a range of political players discussed in this paper that include: charitable organizations, political advocacy groups, representatives from voluntary associations as well as social movements. As a preliminary caution, and as will become apparent, using this term can be misleading, for many  of these individuals and groups from civil society have engaged with, and even worked within the state. Nonetheless, we refer to “civil society actors” simply out of convenience, as an abbreviated allusion to an array “non-traditional” political actors who can draw on “unconventional” as well as “conventional” political strategies.


� “Our historic aim will be for ours to be the first generation to end child poverty.” Tony Blair, Beveridge Lecture, 1999. As cited in Brewer and Gregg (2001.


� The last few points are clearly articulated in http:/vandenbroucke.fgov.be/Europe%20conf2% 20report%20summ.htm 


� As one brief illustration, Blair established the Policy Innovation Unit (PIU) whose mandate is to produce “creative thinking to break out of the confines of conventional wisdom”” (http://www.cabient-office.gov.uk/innovation/about/about.shtml). 


� Post Thatcher/Major, the UK had one of the highest poverty rates in the European Union and the highest rate of child poverty.


� Of course, social movements for children are not new.  For example, in the United States, Douglas Imig outlines varies waves of  child-focussed social movement mobilization that had an impact on governmental action historically, including “child labour laws, support for child care, efforts to create mother’s pensions and prenatal programs…and the list continues (Imig 2001). Similarly, in Canada and Britain, movements on behalf of women and children laid the foundations for the welfare state. However, at the current conjuncture, these political relationships are being re-forged as perfect partners for the social investment state.	


� See, for example, J.N. Hobcraft (1998).


� Thanks to Ruth Lister for pointing this out. 


� The full report is  Gregg, et al. (1999).
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