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Abstract

Until the late 1980’s social policy in Scotland was clearly targeted towards poverty as the primary source of economic disadvantage.  Within this framework, geographical areas were identified which exhibited low income and high unemployment levels, and both social and regional policies were used in order to encourage economic growth in these areas.  During the last fifteen years, however, Scottish social policy has changed in order to reflect the European tradition of looking beyond these two criteria.  The term “poverty” has been replaced by “social exclusion” which in turn has been replaced by “social inclusion” and, more recently, “social justice”.  

The purpose of this paper is to identify the extent to which the European social policy agenda has been embraced by social policy practitioners within Scotland.  The paper presents the results from a survey of key players operating within the Scottish social policy framework, and examines the extent to which they have changed their practice in the light of the Europeanisation of social policy.

( Napier University 2005
1. Introduction

During the last fifteen years, the United Kingdom (UK) has seen a significant shift in terms of the way in which the relatively disadvantaged sections of society are classified.  Since the signing of the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 and the Treaty of Amsterdam in 1997, there has been steady progress towards the harmonisation of social policy across the European Union (EU).  Within the UK, and specifically the Scottish, context, this has resulted in a refocusing of the language used in social policy with traditional notions of “poverty” having been replaced in turn by “social exclusion”, “social inclusion” and “social justice”.  The principal issues discussed in this paper surround the extent to which both the practice and co-ordination of social policy have changed as a result of this shift from national to EU policy.

Section 2 explores the theoretical differences between these terms.   Section 3 then describes how the new policy agenda has been rolled out across Europe. Section 4 analyses the initial impact of this policy change in Scotland via the presentation of the results of a survey of key social inclusion partners. Section 5 then summarises these findings and identifies a number of areas for further research.

2. Changing Terminology: “Poverty” to “Social Justice”
2.1 Poverty

Two types of poverty are identified in the literature – absolute poverty and relative poverty.  Absolute poverty is defined in terms of a person’s inability to achieve a subsistence level of income in order to satisfy their basic physiological needs (Rowntree, 1902).  In contrast, relative poverty is defined in terms of what is “normal” for the society in which the individual lives.  Consequently the “poverty line” using the relative poverty definition is somewhat higher, and more upwardly mobile, than is the case for absolute poverty (Townsend, 1979).  As a result of the adoption of the relative poverty definition, the key focus for UK social policy in the past has been on individual or family income, and by implication purchasing power, relative to the average level of income across the country as a whole (MacDermott, 1998). While these measures are still in use throughout the UK, the focus of both the literature and policy initiatives has recently been shifting towards the use of more wide ranging measures.  This in turn has been reflected in the changing terminology pertaining to this subject area, which has largely been driven by the European social policy agenda.

2.2 Social Exclusion

Social exclusion, while overlapping in some respects with the definition of relative poverty, concerns more than just income and expenditure levels.  Specifically, it focuses on the role that an individual can (or rather can not) play within society given the resources at their disposal.  Julian Le Grand, of the Centre for the Analysis of Social Exclusion, makes this link as follows: 

“A (British) individual is socially excluded if:

a) he/she is geographically resident in the United Kingdom, but

b) for reasons beyond his or her control, he/she can not participate in the normal activities of the United Kingdom, and

c) he/she would like to so participate.” (Spicker, 1998, p.11)

This definition is much more strongly aligned to the European idea of social exclusion than to the Anglo-Saxon notion of poverty, although lack of money will usually be a contributing factor to social exclusion.  Indeed this is recognised by the European Union, which has attempted to reconcile these ideas:

“… ‘the poor’ shall be taken to mean persons, families and groups of persons whose resources (material, cultural and social) are so limited as to exclude them from the minimum acceptable way of life in the Member States in which they live.”  (Council of the European Communities, 1984, Article 1.2, cited in Golding, 1986)

Within this definition, therefore, ‘the poor’ appear to be a sub-set of ‘the socially excluded’, although there is likely to be significant overlap between the two groups.  The difficulties involved in producing a definition which could operate effectively across all EU member states was articulated by Root (1995) when discussing the differences between the Anglo-Saxon and European traditions:

“ The mutual incomprehension highlighted the very different theoretical paradigms which these two traditions for analysing poverty and social exclusion appear to involve.  The notion of poverty is primarily focussed upon distributional issues: the lack of resources at the disposal of an individual or household.  In contrast, notions such as social exclusion focus primarily on relational issues; in other words, inadequate social participation, lack of social integration and lack of power.” (Root, 1995, p.105)

Despite these difficulties, however, the move towards greater harmonisation of social policies across the European Union has continued.  Agreement on what constitutes social exclusion has, however, proved to be only part of the process and the somewhat negative connotations of the term social exclusion have since been superseded by the more positive terminology of “social inclusion”. 

2.3 Social Inclusion

Agreement regarding exactly what constitutes social inclusion is somewhat difficult to achieve, but the following definition appears to be reasonably representative:

“Social inclusion is the process by which efforts are made to ensure that everyone, regardless of their experiences and circumstances, can achieve their potential in life.  To achieve social inclusion, income and employment are necessary but not sufficient.  An inclusive society is also characterised by a striving for reduced inequality, a balance between individuals rights and duties and increased social cohesion.” (Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion, 2002)

In arriving at this definition, they note that:

“In the UK context the government has used their definition of social exclusion to define social inclusion as its opposite: ‘Social inclusion is achieved when individuals or areas do not suffer from the negative effects of unemployment, poor skills, low income, poor housing, crime, bad health, family problems, limited access to services and rurality, e.g. remoteness, sparsity, isolation and high costs.’” (Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion, 2002).

This definition appeared, at least in Scotland, to have as short a lifespan as its predecessor, however, with the introduction of the notion of “social justice” as a foundation for social policy.

2.4 Social Justice

As was the case for its predecessor, an agreed definition of what is meant by “social justice” is difficult to identify.  One definition currently operating within the Scottish context, however, appears to be reasonably representative, and also has the benefit of comparing social justice with its predecessors:

“Social exclusion describes a lack of, or exclusion from full citizenship (this includes civil, political and social rights).  Factors usually considered include income, poor housing, poor health, etc.  Social justice and social inclusion describe changing systems and shaping culture to guarantee full citizenship.  The idea of social justice is founded on the principles of equal worth of all; entitlement of all to income, shelter and other basic necessities; opportunity and life chances for all; and reducing/eliminating unjust inequalities.” (Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations, 2003)

Thus this definition seems to move another step further towards the incorporation of a range of wider social and political factors into the social policy framework, although as yet the precise nature and extent of these has not been fully defined.

2.5 Summary

“Poverty” has therefore given way to “social exclusion” and then “social inclusion” and “social justice” as the key framework of reference for European, UK and Scottish policy.  As a result of these changes, there has been an increasing focus on wider social and community related issues rather than just income and expenditure related criteria.  The emphasis throughout is on increased participation in society by relatively disadvantaged individuals, and an increasing emphasis on ‘the family’ as the unit of analysis is also apparent.  The move towards social justice appears to imply a ‘right’ to inclusion, although whether this is enforceable is another question entirely.  Similarly the balance between “rights” and “responsibilities” and “participation” and “non-participation” does not appear to be clearly defined at present.
3. The European Social Policy Agenda

As stated previously, the principal driver for change within the social policy framework has been the European Union agenda, which is designed to more closely align such policies across the member states of the EU.  Articles 136 and 137 of the Treaty of Amsterdam clearly identify the importance of reducing social exclusion.  This was reinforced by the Lisbon European Council of March 2000 which identified the establishment of a more inclusive European Union as an essential part of its ten year strategic goal of “economic growth, more and better jobs, and social cohesion.” (http://europa.eu.int).   In order to achieve this, it was also agreed that member states should co-ordinate their policies for combating poverty and social exclusion by: agreeing common objectives; establishing common indicators; the development of National Action Plans; publishing analyses of these plans; and establishing a Community Action Programme to promote policy cooperation and the sharing of good practice.

The agreed common objectives are: facilitating participation in employment; facilitating access to resources, rights, goods and services for all; to prevent the risks of exclusion; to help the most vulnerable; and to mobilise all relevant bodies (Council of the European Union, 2000).  Each of these objectives has a number of associated actions and indicators that were revised in 2002 (Council of the European Union, 2002).  The related National Action Plans and analyses stating the extent of the progress made towards achieving these objectives were to be completed on a biennial cycle – 2001-03 and 2003-05.  All fifteen member states submitted their first plan in June 2001 and their second plan in July 2003, while the ten new member states submitted their first plans (for 2004-06) in July 2004.  Work on establishing the Community Action Programme began in 2002 with a budget of 75 million euro being assigned to promote related developments over the period 2002-06.  The principal objectives of the Community Action Programme are: to improve the understanding of social exclusion and poverty with the help of indicators that allow for comparisons; to organise exchanges on policies which are implemented and to promote mutual learning; to develop the capacity of actors to address social exclusion and poverty effectively; and to promote innovative approaches, in particular through promoting networking and dialogue with all the stakeholders. (www.europa.eu.int).  As a result of this process, the European Commission produces an annual joint report on social inclusion that highlights the progress being made and areas where more action is needed both collectively and by individual member states.

The UK Government contributes to this process by submitting a report based on the activities across the UK as a whole.  Scotland in turn contributes a “Social Justice Annual Report” which informs the UK submission to the EU reporting process.  The most recent European reports (Commission of the European Communities, 2004 and 2005) identify six key policy priorities that have emerged across the EU as a result of this process.  Specifically these are: increasing labour market participation, especially for those who have greatest difficulty in accessing employment; modernising social protection systems; tackling disadvantages in education and training; eliminating child poverty and social exclusion; ensuring decent housing; improving access to quality services, including health care; and overcoming discrimination and increasing integration of disabled people, ethnic minorities and immigrants.  All of these areas already feature to a greater or lesser extent in recent UK and Scottish policy statements.

4. Case Study – Social Policy in Scotland

4.1 Background
Since Scottish devolution in 1999, there has been a split in the implementation of social inclusion policy between the UK and Scottish Parliaments.  For example, social protection policy is a reserved power of the UK Government, while other areas relevant to the social inclusion agenda such as education, health, economic development and housing are devolved to Scotland.  Policy in this area is co-ordinated by the Scottish Executive’s Social Inclusion Division, which influences the activities of a range of government and other bodies in delivering the social inclusion/social justice agenda within Scotland.

In addition to those policies implemented by the Scottish Executive itself, a range of social inclusion initiatives are carried out at local government level.  These include partnerships with the voluntary sector, community groups, and private and public sector bodies; and the provision of both statutory and non-statutory services (Higgens and Ball, 1999).  At sub-governmental level, voluntary organisations, regeneration partnerships and social inclusion partnerships have also played a key role in delivering the social inclusion agenda in recent years (McQuaid, 2000).

At the time of the research, perhaps the key role in terms of the delivery of policy was being played by the Social Inclusion Partnerships (SIPs).  These are local umbrella bodies whose membership includes local authorities, health boards, the voluntary sector, community representatives, universities and colleges, and representatives from the private sector.  Their common remit includes the need to prevent further exclusion from happening, the need to co-ordinate approaches to tackling social exclusion/inclusion (including focussing on the sustainability of initiatives), and the need to look at innovative new approaches to regeneration (Scottish Executive, 1999).  Within this remit there are a number of different types of SIP whose focus is slightly different depending upon the area in which they are operating and or the particular social group which they are targeting.  Some, for example, target rural and others urban areas, while some target young people and others ethnic minorities.   In total, there were thirty SIPs operating across Scotland.

4.2 Methodology

The results presented in this paper are derived from a series of in-depth interviews with a number of key players in the field of social inclusion.  In-depth interviews were used in order to gain detailed insights into the experiences of practitioners across a range of issues related to social inclusion.  Although the actual research was more wide ranging, the focus here is on the views of the participants regarding the changing terminology of poverty, social exclusion, and social inclusion; and on the coordination of policy at the different levels.  At the time the research was undertaken, the term “social justice” was only just beginning to be used in policy circles so that the survey participants’ knowledge of it was likely to be limited.  Moreover, European policy regarding the co-ordination of social inclusion policy was in the early stages of its development, so that a limited awareness of the issues surrounding it might also be expected. Analysis of the data obtained from the interviews was undertaken using qualitative content analysis with inductive coding.  The interviews were transcribed and analysed to provide a series of codes, and these codes were applied to the text to provide an ordering of the responses around the key emergent themes.  

In order to encourage participation, prospective respondents were given prior information regarding the purpose and nature of the research, allowed to comment on and amend the transcripts of the interviews if they wished, and were given assurances of confidentiality.  Despite these measures, however, a number of those approached declined to be interviewed.  As a result, it was not possible to obtain the intended balance in terms of the representation of the five groups of key players in social inclusion which had been identified – funding/policy, policy, evaluation, programme and project – which correspond to the different levels of activity within the area, ranging from strategic to operational.  Specifically, those organisations operating at the most strategic level – funding/policy - were under-represented compared to those operating at ground level.  In total, thirty-six interviews were undertaken.  Of these 36, 7 organisations were in the funding/policy category, 6 in the policy category, 4 operated in the area of evaluation of social inclusion initiatives, 6 were programme SIPs undertaking a range of initiatives, and 13 were single project based SIPs.  The latter two groups were representative of a much wider range of SIPs which were sampled by geographical area in order to give a balance between urban and rural SIPs and by project/programme type in order to ensure that SIPs focussing on a range of client groups were covered.

In terms of the people who were interviewed, a significant number had been working in the poverty/social inclusion field for many years and so had experienced at first hand the changing terminology being used.  Six had worked in the field for over 20 years, 3 for 15-20 years, 5 for 10-15 years, and 6 for 5-9 years, thus spanning at a minimum the change in emphasis from social exclusion to social inclusion.  Nine of the respondents had job titles that reflected their front line coordination and management roles, with another five having fieldwork related job titles.  Nine respondents had titles relating to non-front line management positions, and four had research-based titles.  The areas their respective operations/areas of expertise covered were: learning (18); employment and childcare (15); information (14); young people (14); community (13); strategic outputs (13); health (8); isolation and confidence building (7); equality (6); housing and environment (5); income (4); community safety (3); and volunteers (3).  Thus the respondents had a wide range of experience, roles and responsibilities in the field of social inclusion.

4.3 Participant’s Views on the Terminology

Perhaps unsurprisingly, as social inclusion was the term at the forefront of contemporary use at the time of the research, most participants viewed this term as being highly relevant to their work.  Twenty-eight of the 36 respondents (82%) were positive about the use of the term social inclusion as a description of what their programmes and projects were trying to achieve.  Disaggregating these responses revealed that the specific positive comments made regarding the applicability of the term social inclusion could be sub-divided into three categories.  Firstly, with respect to the concept of social inclusion, 5 respondents agreed that the term recognised the importance of individuals’ ability to participate in society, while a further 4 stated that it described their client group appropriately.  Secondly, with respect to the usefulness of social inclusion as an approach to the type of work which they were undertaking, 2 respondents (both SIPs) stressed the value of the term in bringing together different agencies.  In addition, a further 3 respondents (all policy organisation members) stated that the term suitably described voluntary sector activity; and another 2 identified the value of using the holistic approach to tackling deprivation which the term implied.   Thirdly, in relation to the terminology, 4 respondents explicitly stated that social inclusion was preferable to poverty and social exclusion as a term for describing the work that they were doing.  These 4 respondents were spread across the spectrum of interviewees, being a funding organisation, a policy evaluation body, a policy organisation and a project SIP member respectively.  The funding organisation thought that social inclusion was an improvement as it brought both social and economic strategies together. The policy evaluation representative similarly noted that social inclusion recognised the social, as well as the economic, aspects of deprivation.  The policy organisation representative commented that social inclusion was preferable as a term to social exclusion, although did not explain why, and the project SIP member thought that social inclusion was a more descriptive term than its predecessors.

A number of negative comments were also made about the usefulness of the term social inclusion in relation to the participants’ work.  Although only 8 of the 36 respondents (18%) were classified as wholly negative about the concept, each of them identified more than one major issue in relation to it.  Specifically, while there were only 5 negative comments regarding the concept of social inclusion and just 2 regarding social inclusion as an approach to work, a total of 17 negative comments were recorded regarding the terminology.  All of the comments made relating to the concept of social inclusion were based on the respondents’ views that the real problem was poverty and jobs rather than social inclusion/exclusion.  In the case of those comments relating to social inclusion as an approach to work, the criticisms expressed solely focussed on the geographical targeting of social inclusion initiatives.  Specifically, it was argued that geographical targeting ignored a significant number of socially excluded people living outside of the designated areas.  In contrast, there were three groups of criticisms relating to the use of the term social inclusion, some of which came from those respondents who took an overall positive view of social inclusion.  Ten respondents stated that social inclusion was jargon and/or was not meaningful to client groups; 4 stated that social inclusion was a wide, imprecise term; and 3 stated that social inclusion was inherently subjective, being interpreted differently by different people.

With respect to the negative comments made regarding the concept of social inclusion and its failure to tackle the fundamental issues of poverty and unemployment, the following comments were made by different respondents – a policy maker, a project SIP worker, an evaluator and a funder respectively:

“… I think that poverty is a more helpful concept at the end of the day.  Social exclusion and social inclusion are interesting takes on it, but I think at the end of the day, what we’re talking about is poverty in its widest sense, and that’s people’s – the poverty of wealth, influence, material possessions and the poverty of their quality of living and I would use, I prefer to use the wider term poverty. It’s not fashionable, although it is becoming more fashionable, and I suppose that if people find that poverty is too, has a particularly narrow meaning by thinking it’s about financial poverty, as the Scottish Exec. would use, then I think the social justice concept is a more useful one and more, and probably better understood, and also related to issues of power and rights, and the reality of the influences that actually affect where people, you know, whether people are experiencing financial poverty or poverty of living conditions or poor health.  So, yes, I prefer those two terms.”

“When we’re talking about young people not taking part in education, young people taking part in crime, you know, people then  tend older adults not to take part in education, you know  why are those things happening and I think you look to there where it  where it comes from and it does  it comes from poverty and unemployment.”

“work is a way of plugging people into all sorts of distant and close networks, and eh, so it’s actually, what you are getting in these communities is you get quite tight knit communities, and people say I’m not socially excluded at all, you know they wouldn’t say that, but they are actually excluded form the bigger, wider world , of work, and leisure, and shopping, and activities, and so on in all sorts of ways, unless they are working, and, eh, I think there is quite a danger of forgetting the centrality of work.  Not just because the government places a great focus on it and funding is now increasingly being linked to work outcomes, but also because the reality for many people living in deprived communities is that it is a way out.”

“I prefer to see economic and social together as a term, so either using the term community economic development or economic and social regeneration cohesion or something.  Because I think the key thing is that European funds have been able to do is to bring together economic and social strategies.  If you go back 10 years or so, there would be people that would argue you’d have separate economic strategies and social strategies and the term social inclusion in a sense takes you back, I think, a stage in people’s thinking.”

It is apparent from these comments that there is some debate regarding the relative merits of poverty, social exclusion and social inclusion as terms to describe the type of work being undertaken by the survey participants.  Two of the above quotes indicate a clear preference for the use of the term poverty, although in one case in its widest sense, beyond merely financial poverty.  In addition, two of the respondents – from the funding and policy organisations respectively - view all of the existing concepts as being too narrow to be of use.  At the policy level, a preference for the term “social justice” was expressed, perhaps being indicative of the shift in terminology that was about to take place in Scotland shortly after the survey was completed.  It is interesting to note, however, that this did not yet appear to have filtered down to those working in the field, or at least was not explicitly mentioned by them within this context.  In contrast the representative from the funding organisation argued that the use of the term “social” was problematic in itself as it focussed attention away from some of the key economic issues involved in this area of work.  Consequently they expressed a preference for a term which highlighted both the economic and social aspects of what they were trying to achieve.  

There is some overlap here with the issues which were raised with respect to the terminology of social inclusion.  The criticism that social inclusion (and/or social exclusion) is a broad, imprecise term was expressed by one of the project SIP interviewees as follows:

“I suppose the limitation for our project is social exclusion is quite a broad term and we’re actually working in the area that we’re looking at quite specific things in relation to exclusion.”

With respect to the subjectivity of the term social inclusion, one of the programme SIP representatives stated:

“I think one of the problems is that it [social inclusion] has different meanings for different people.  Certainly some of the other SIPs that we have spoken to, they really are a true regeneration package…. and that is very different to the type of work that we are doing.  We are concentrating on young unemployed people, so what impact we are having on, say, elderly retired people in SIP areas is minimal.”

The fact that the term can mean different things to different people was also borne out by a comment from an interviewee connected with a project SIP:

“Social Inclusion Partnerships can be a bit confusing in places because the assumption is, for example, in [name of local authority area], that anything to do with social inclusion came to the SIP.”

This confusion relating to the work that some of the organisations do, or are expected to do, may be linked to the issues raised regarding the terminology of social inclusion.  The comment that the term social inclusion was jargon was made repeatedly.  One interviewee from a programme SIP stated that:

 “I think social inclusion is another word for equal opportunities, tackling poverty.  It’s all within that.  It’s just a redefinition of that through, em, New Labour.  I mean, the term has come largely through that political agenda.  Em, so, yeah, (its) absolutely vital to us.”

A second interviewee, from another programme SIP described social inclusion as a buzzword:

“I think people don’t really understand what social inclusion or social exclusion is.  It is quite a new buzzword, and I think it is difficult for people to understand the terminology of it, I do.  I don’t know what else they would call it now, so it seems to be the right buzz word.  I think it’s, for us I think it’s a bit about regeneration and anti-poverty work.”

Consequently there appears to be a potentially serious issue relating to the meaningfulness of the language of social inclusion to both practitioners in the field and, perhaps to an even greater extent, their clients.  With respect to the latter, the relevance of the concept to target client groups was explicitly questioned by some of the respondents.  One of the project SIP respondents replied:

“I don’t think it is relevant necessarily to the people we are working with. It is relevant to the people that fund us, I suppose, because that is the term they invented, and the term they use, and perhaps they understand.  So, in terms of, em, getting funding we have to speak the language which uses these words.  But I don’t think….its not words that members of this community use about themselves, or about their friends.”

The above statement may of course identify an implicit reason for the level of support for the term social inclusion by the interviewees, that it is necessary to use the “right” terminology in order to secure the necessary funding to carry out their work.  One of the programme SIP representatives made a similar point:

“It’s just the nature of largely white, largely middle class, largely well educated, driven, caring professions in the public sector that need to create, em, words like social inclusion to bring their strategies round and actually it has very little meaning to people in the community in a direct sense.  Em, obviously social inclusion is a massive agenda in the Scottish Executive and good on them for doing that.  Em, I wouldn’t say that social inclusion per se, em, is it central to what we do?  Yes, but it’s not grasped by the community.  It’s not grasped.”

This raises the issue of whether individuals who do not understand the terminology will be able to, or will even try to, access the support on offer if they do not believe it is relevant to them.  The same can also be said to be true of previous poverty and social exclusion initiatives, however, and indeed the stigma attached to the former may have been instrumental in the failure of previous initiatives.  This highlights a particular gap in this research, that it’s focus on the professionals operating in the field of social inclusion means that the views of the users of the projects and programmes in question were not canvassed.  This would be an interesting area for further investigation.  

To return to our immediate focus, however, what else did the interviews conducted tell us about practitioners’ response to the changing terminology?  The key outcome for many of the respondents was to increase the participation in society by socially excluded individuals.  Only four respondents identified tackling poverty as a primary outcome, although the importance of education and employment (which in turn of course reduces poverty) were cited by a large majority of them.    Confidence building was also seen as important while the importance of other factors such as improving relationships was deemed to be minimal.  Consequently, the key outcomes identified by the interviewees correspond, perhaps unsurprisingly, to those mooted by the Scottish Executive, and by proxy the EU, indicating a degree of “buy-in” to the social inclusion agenda.  
4.4 Participant’s Views on the Co-ordination of Policy

In terms of the co-ordination of policy, it is obviously necessary for policy to be co-ordinated within countries before it can be said to be truly co-ordinated at European level.  This is clearly articulated in the requirement for member states to submit National Action Plans in order to inform the development of the Community Action Programme.  Within this context, Scotland’s Social Justice Annual Report is designed to inform the overall UK National Action Plan.  The extent to which it does so effectively is another possible area for further research that lies outside of the remit of this paper.  What is explicitly considered here is the extent to which policy is co-ordinated within Scotland itself.  The Scottish Executive’s reluctance to participate in this research means that it is not possible to give a full picture of the extent of this co-ordination as obviously it has a key role in this regard.  The interviews conducted during this study did, however, raise some interesting points regarding, at the very least, the participants perception of how policy was, or was not, being co-ordinated.

One of the more negative comments in this respect was provided by one of the SIP project interviewees who raised the issue of whether there was any link between local and national initiatives at all in terms of co-ordination and feedback:

“I feel that sometimes our figures we’re asked for figures in the annual reporting process and never receive feedback very seldom say, are these figures being used?  Cos I would suspect they’re not unless they’re put in a top figure some place.”

Another respondent also suggested that there was a significant gap in the extent to which local policy feeds back into regional and national policy:

“What we’d like to see is almost like some type of annual report type thing for the sector as a whole which is highlighting where organisations are doing really well but in a collective sense, say across (a region), the type of things happening.  Because it’s public money that’s going into these organisations, although they’re doing their annual reports separately, it would be good to maybe say in this area of service provision, here’s what’s happening.  In that area, here’s what’s happening, here’s the good news.  Or here’s the things we’ll need to do to make things better in future.”

If these two quotes are truly representative of the wider picture then there do appear to be gaps at the Scottish level.  Each of the social inclusion projects and programmes provide reports to the Scottish Executive, which may make differential use of the information contained within them.  In addition, there appears to be relatively little in the way of overt formal mechanisms to allow similar projects to compare their activities within a particular geographical region or social inclusion project area.  This aside, however, it was apparent that informal mechanisms existed for comparison of projects, if not for the actual co-ordination of them.  In total, 14 of the 36 respondents said that it was possible for them to learn from other projects.  One respondent, who worked for a funding organisation, took this a stage further by stating that there was in practice a “cross-fertilisation” of ideas between projects:

“When people are assessing the projects they say oh that’s a good project, then there is a cross-fertilisation of ideas, you know, in the next round all of a sudden that organisation now has a similar project to what previous organisations had in the previous round.”

A project SIP respondent specifically articulated the importance of comparisons between projects:

“ I think we’ve all got something to learn from each other in the way we’re approaching, what kind of service we’re delivering within our project.  It’s absolutely useful.  I think it’s necessary.”

Another of the project SIP respondents stated that this was especially the case for new projects, which could find the experience of other projects reassuring:

“Where it is helpful, is when you are starting up a new scheme, and you can compare, you can talk to more experienced co-ordinators, and more experienced workers, in schemes that have been going on for years, and you can be immensely reassured by the difficulties they had back then, are probably very similar to the difficulties that you encounter when you are setting up a new scheme.”

This was, however, qualified by one of the policy respondents who stated the importance of comparing like with like:

“From a public policy maker’s point of view, it’s probably useful because, you know, you’re trying to … work out what works and what can be applied in different areas.  I suppose one of the problems with doing that is that different areas can have different sets of, em, you know, you could be working with different problems or problems that manifest themselves slightly differently or whatever.”

This was not the only reservation expressed about the feasibility of direct comparisons between projects.  In total, 17 respondents highlighted difficulties between projects that made comparisons difficult.  These were cited as: geographical/demographic differences (3 respondents); differences in client group (3); differences in users needs (2); differences in user’s expectations (2); differences in funding (2); differences in management structures between projects (1); and differences in job descriptions between project workers (1).  These were generally not seen as a reason for avoiding comparisons, however, just as indicative of a need for caution in doing so, on the understanding that no two situations were likely to be exactly the same, and that the differences between them needed to be clearly identified.

One of the funding organisation respondents argued in favour of a more standardised framework for project/programme reporting, however, which might also serve to facilitate comparisons between projects:

“If you could get something that is standard then it makes things a whole lot easier.  Because ultimately, we’ve got to report back to draw down money from Brussels, and we have quite a rigid framework to operated within.  Yeah, so if there was something standard then we could incorporate that within our formal reporting.  What happens at the moment is what I had described to you there about the myriad of different approaches, it’s not as extensive, I mean we’re not talking hundreds, but they are all reporting on something that we probably don’t have to formally report back to Brussels.”

This suggests perhaps that there should be a clearer link between the reporting, comparison and evaluation processes than currently exists, although there may be an issue here surrounding what these processes are for and whether they should be driven by the requirement to obtain EU funding.   This could be an argument for a two-stage reporting process with part one of the process being targeted towards the requirements of the funding organisations, and part two providing supplementary material to allow a wider comparison of projects.

Some support for this idea can be drawn from a comment from one of the programme SIP respondents regarding the completion of the annual report:

“whenever we’ve got money through (the) Council or the Executive… I don’t get a sense of what we’re doing is consistent with the others.  They give us the general headings but the rubric, the framework isn’t tight enough to enable comparison, any meaningful comparison.”

The different information requirements of different funding organisations was also seen as an issue by one of the project respondents:

“ I think it could be standardised so that the different funders could agree…OK, within parameters if you’ve got an over-arching policy that you’re trying to measure.  Then there’s no point in having 25 different ways to measure because you’ll get no comparison or it would be very difficult to get to a comparison…..Cos there aren’t generally projects that are funded by one source of money nowadays unfortunately”

It also appeared that some of this work was already being done as a respondent from one of the funding organisations noted that they had been working on ensuring consistency in the monitoring of information between the different European programmes.  He also noted that social inclusion projects could get funding from up to fourteen sources of public money.  In these circumstances, standardisation of forms and frameworks would obviously be advantageous to all those concerned. 

Within the European context, improved co-ordination is precisely the role that the Community Action Programme is designed to fill with its remit of promoting the sharing of information and good practice between countries.  This assumes, however, that this information will trickle down to sub-national and individual project level.  If there is indeed a question mark over the upward flow of information from project level to Scottish Executive to UK Government to EU, then there is a similar possibility that the reverse flow of information may also be less than optimal.  If, hypothetically, this pattern were to be replicated across a number of member states then potentially serious problems could arise in terms of the co-ordination of EU social inclusion policy.  This is merely speculation at this point, however, as without more data relating to the issues surrounding policy co-ordination in Scotland and the UK, and comparative information for other member states, it is impossible to identify the extent of the problem at present.

5. Conclusion

From a theoretical perspective, the shift in terminology away from poverty to social exclusion and then to social inclusion has had the effect of moving the emphasis away from purely economic to a wider range of social factors.  Indeed as implied by some of the respondents, and as noted by the Council of Economic Communities (1984) definition, poverty and ‘the poor’ can almost be considered to be a sub-set of the wider social inclusion and/or social justice issue.  

Changes in EU social policy are on-going and are to some extent driving changes in the domestic policy of member states, although the speed and extent of this obviously depends upon their original starting point.  The common objectives and indicators have been established and, in the case of the latter, subsequently revised; two sets of National Action Plans and EU wide analyses of them have been filed; and the Community Action Programme is in the process of further development.

The findings of our case study on the operation of social inclusion policy in Scotland are both positive in some aspects and negative in others.  Most of the survey respondents appear to have broadly accepted the social inclusion agenda, although this was by no means unanimous, with some respondents continuing to prefer a more direct focus on poverty as the key issue.  It is interesting to note, however, that there appeared to be a perception that the shift in both terminology and policy was being driven by the Scottish and/or UK Governments rather than by the EU, which tended to be seen merely as a source of funding.  This would be an interesting area for future research in order in order to assess why this is the case, or alternatively whether it is indeed the case more generally at all, as this may in part be a function of our relatively small sample of social policy practitioners.  

One particular issue to emerge is the perceived lack of co-ordination of social inclusion policy at Scottish level.  A number of the interviewees made negative comments in this area suggesting a lack of “joined up thinking” in the way in which the implementation of policy and its effectiveness were being measured.  Similar concerns were raised regarding the lack of formal dissemination of information regarding the work of social inclusion projects and the sharing of good practice between those working within the field.  It was also apparent, however, that informal mechanisms did exist, and that this was being translated into changes in proposals between funding rounds.  The difficulties in making direct comparisons between what are often very different projects were noted, and this in itself might explain the apparent lack of formal exchange of information at the lowest level of disaggregation.  While in practice, the Scottish Executive collects a great deal of information in this area, the need to present it more concisely within the framework of the Social Justice Annual Report leads to a loss of detail that might be useful to those operating in this area.  Some additional or improved mechanisms for sharing good practice at Scottish (and by implication UK) level may therefore need to be found.  It may be that such mechanisms already exist to a degree, but that they need to be strengthened and/or better publicised in order to increase awareness of them.  This would also facilitate the transfer of information from Scotland to the rest of the UK and to the other member states of the EU.  The new EU framework provides a mechanism for this, but similar work needs to be undertaken in parallel at all levels.

In summary, therefore, changes to the European social policy agenda have had quite a significant impact on the delivery of social policy within Scotland.  Changes in terminology have led to some changes in practice, although this is more evident in some cases than others.  More recent changes in policy, for example in terms of the mechanisms for co-ordination and the sharing of good practice, do not as yet appear to have fully filtered down to operational level.  It is relatively early on in the process, however, for this to have happened but there does appear to have been some progress.  The pace and extent of this change is another area for future research. 
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