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Abstract

Politicians play a key role in determining policgntent and outcomes for early childhood educatimh @are (ECEC)
(Brennan, 1998a). As a result, the quality of fdrnlB&EC provisions for children rests to a consitiraextent on the
policy decisions of politicians. Despite direct a@ndirect effects of politicians’ policy decisiofer the ECEC field, few
studies explore influences on politicians’ poligcisions, and fewer still pertain to ECEC. In ligiithe significant gap
in the research investigating how and why politisianake the decisions that they do, we presense foa a research
agenda to investigate politicians’ policy decisimaking processes in ECEC. A review of the litemtpertaining to
influences on political decision making reveals sgoossible influences on politicians’ decision magkgenerally, but
not for ECEC policy specifically. Using the poligphere of ECEC to illustrate the complexities otiab policy
development and implementation in a democratictipali system, we put forward a conceptualisatiorpolicy that
generates a wide range of questions to inform theldpment of a research agenda. We conclude wdibcaission of
the possible implications that a research agendsstigating politicians’ policy decisions in ECEQgit have for the
early childhood field.

Introduction

In April 2008 the Australian Government held anrdvat Parliament House known as the 2020 Summi:. dilm of
this initiative was to draw on 1000 carefully sééetpeople’s ‘big ideas’ for the future of Austealin an interview
transcript published as a media release, Juli@a@ilthe Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Edtion, Workplace
Relations and Social Inclusion, discussed ‘new’vledge that had been referred to by a participanthe 2020
Summit:

[tihe new thinking that I'm talking about and thewthinking the Prime Minister is responding tatie new
scientific research about the way children's braflevelop. And a doctor in my session yesterday.,.gaid
you take a child, obviously their organs grow asytigrow, your heart grows, your lungs grow, thosgaas
grow, but the only way the brain grows is if itsdn environment that is stimulating its grow{Media
release, Julia Gillard, 2008a)

In the above extract, Minister Gillard’s statemabbut early brain development provides an examfgh@w politicians
can play a key role in framing and/or determinidjqy content and outcomes for ECEC (Brennan, 1R98aucially,

the quality of formal ECEC provisions for childreso rests, to a considerable extent, on the pal&gisions of
politicians.
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Although Minister Gillard uses the phrases ‘newnkitig’ and ‘new scientific research’, brain resdaes a field of
enquiry has existed for over two decades (Brue919During that period, it has been used by maaslye
educationalists and ECEC advocates (for examplé&ait & Mustard, 1999) to advocate for increasecstiment in
the early years. Furthermore, the Rudd Governmeti®7 policyNew Directions for Early Childhood Education
(Rudd & Macklin, 2007), clearly references braisearch, suggesting that the Rudd Government wasawake of
brain research prior to the Summit.

In the media release, Ms Gillard's interviewer digg®d the source of the Government’s new intérebtain research
by alluding to different models of ECEC provisioaity implemented in the state of Victoria as wsllTany Blair's

policies in the UK, as being potentially influettidinister Gillard dismissed the interviewer's @tiening about
influence and attempted to redirect the focus tbatke implications of brain research and the Aalistn Government’s

policy:

Look, | think around the world, whether it's TongiBin the UK, Maxine Morand and in my home stafe
Victoria, Kevin Rudd on behalf of the Australiartiaa, politicians and decision makers around theldo
are looking at this new scientific research andisgy'Gee, we used to think about health being dwae

and education being over there and child care beiomewhere else. Now we're going to have to think
about putting it togethefMedia release, Julia Gillard, 2008a)

The extracts from Minister Gillard’s interview typithe types of statements that have piqued owerest in the
possible influences on politicians’ policy decissollany interesting questions worthy of consideratoise from the
two excerpts, for example: Why did Minister Gillacde a ‘doctor’ as the source of ‘new scientifiinking’ when
educationalists have been promoting brain resefarciome twenty years? How did politicians becomara of this
research, and why has it taken decades to infoenptiicy sphere? Are politicians aware of braireegsh critiques
that highlight the potential dangers of relying tueavily on the findings (see for examples Bail®302; Bruer, 1999;
Mac Naughton, 2004) and will the critiques conttéto future policy decision making in ECEC? What the reasons
for politicians choosing not to utilize alternatixationales, such as Children’s Rights (Smith, )98 investment in
ECEC?

Many influences potentially affect how politiciansake decisions for ECEC policy, yet few studiesehawovided
insight into politicians’ decision making. By ‘infences’ we mean possible factors that contributegolitician’s final
decisions for ECEC policy. By ‘policy’, we mean rjost a written document but a series of processegotiations and
transformations (Taylor, Rizvi, Lingard, & Henry997) that can be represented in a variety of téXtwmats, such as
official policy documents, legislation, regulatiomedia releases, blueprints, speeches, photograehsites, reports,
memoranda and correspondence.

Current Australian ECEC policy does not adequatelgress significant policy problems facing the EQEERI. Some
of the more pressing concerns that warrant politgntion include fragmentation across jurisdictigereventing

common policy agreement (Press, 2007); poor workorglitions and low remuneration for those emplayetthe field

leading to problems with staff recruitment and métan (Pocock & Hill, 2007); difficulties in measng and achieving
quality (Sims, 2007); poor access to and the unddtale cost of high quality ECEC for many childamd families
(Pocock & Hill, 2007); and the impact of a high centration of corporate ECEC services, given peeckiensions
between maximising profits and providing high qyaéducation and care (Sumsion, 2006). In lighthefse current
policy concerns, we argue the need to understamd galiticians develop awareness of ECEC policy éssthow
politicians make decisions for policy on these é&ssand what informs politicians’ decisions. Whhéstarticle focuses
on the Australian context, the issues raised mdhiicle are likely to have relevance elsewhere.

The article consists of three main sections. Infitlsé section, we review literature pertaininginfluences on political
decision making, generally, and note the lack tdrditon to early childhood policy specifically. the second section,
we conceptualise and theorise policy to illusttaiecomplexities of social policy development amgliementation in a
democratic political system. The last section cotet with a discussion of the possible implicatisnsh a research
agenda could have for the early childhood field.
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What do we know?

Our review of the literature confirms the observatof Neal (1995) a decade earlier concerning theeity of social
science research conducted with ‘powerful’ indidtbu or groups that investigates policy developmantd
implementation. Few studies have actually investigahe perceptions of politicians and their decignaking role in
the policy process. Even fewer studies have ingattd early childhood policy. Initial searches iforestigations of
influences on politicians’ policy decision making ieducation or early childhood education in Ausdrand
internationally, recovered only three empiricaldéés [1]. The search was subsequently widened|tbetds, with
limited results.

Empirical studies involving politicians and ECEC/edication

This section examines the three empirical studves,relating to ECEC and one to education, idesdifinitially. The

two early childhood empirical studies sought totaegp the perspectives of various groups on ECE® Suady was
conducted in Ireland (Duignan, 2005) and the otineiSweden (Sandberg & Vuorinen, 2007). In both istsid
politicians and policymakers participated alonghwitther stakeholders in the ECEC field. Both stsidieught to
explore stakeholders’ perspectives and percepiionglation to quality (Duignan, 2005) and futurigedtions for

research in ECEC (Sandberg & Vuorinen, 2007). Thied tstudy by Gunter and Forrester (2008), explottes

construction and implementation of school lead@r&hiowledge in education policy in England, whichswne aspect
of a large empirical study.

Duignan (2005) conducted a total of six public edtadions with 387 participants who were considestakeholders’

in the development of ECEC policy, including “paigguardians and families, teachers and carersypudkers and
practitioners from a wide range of professions disgiplines” (p.212). Of the participants, 11% itiéed as policy

developers, although Duignan does not clarify tbmposition of the policymakers group. Similarly,n8berg and
Vuorinen (2007) used focus groups to investigatepbrceptions and beliefs of 46 stakeholders imetudoliticians,

managers, principals, lecturers, teachers, paegmtshildren, about future directions for reseamstieavours in ECEC
in Sweden. Four of the participants were politisiaGunter and Forrester (2008) also sought theept@ons of

stakeholders but in education, rather than eanicatibn, and conducted 33 in-depth, semi-structuredviews with

various stakeholders (including three former Secies of State for Education).

Neither early childhood study reported participeggponses by stakeholder category. Duignan (2008)df that a
majority of participants agreed on issues of guaktssessment and support for high quality ECE@ tBkrefore
argued for a stronger commitment to cross-sectodbéboration. Sandberg and Vuorinen’s (2007)ifigd indicated
that politicians did not seem to have distinctlffetient perceptions and beliefs to the other pipdiats in the study.
Neither study investigated the influences on, @soas for, participants’ particular beliefs abougtlgy or future
directions for research endeavours in ECEC. Guatet Forrester (2008), in contrast, distinguishetivben the
responses given by different categories of paditip. Their insights into the role of consultamtshie policy decision
making process will be discussed later in the lartiEorthcoming papers from Gunter and Forrestey pravide
greater clarity on politicians’ perceptions of irdhce on school leadership issues in educationypoli

The Duignan (2005) and Sandberg and Vuorinen (280K)ies are the nearest equivalent of researakeceto our
proposed research agenda in ECEC. Although theye warly childhood focused and involved politiciams

conclusions can be drawn about influences on pialits’ policy decisions in ECEC. Hence, there igaldr scope to
investigate more closely influences on politiciadetision making in ECEC policy.

Literature exploring influences on politicians’ policy making decisions

Ten areas of influence were identified from the literat and are discussed below. The influences, pesén no
particular order are: policy advisors and bureascnaoliticians’ personal beliefs and convictiomsher politicians;
public opinion and polling; the media; the positimirthe politician (government/opposition); lobbyogps; consultants
and academics/research; gender discourses; andreitopolicy. For each area, we examine literathet luminates
influences on policy decision making. We then peotitise the potential impact of each influence iwithe early
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childhood field. For a summary of empirical studisse Appendix 1. For a summary of additional raht\iterature,
see Appendix 2.

Influence of policy advisors and bureaucrats

Policy advisors and bureaucrats who work closelh yplicy and often with politicians directly, alikely to have a
substantial amount of influence in policy decisinaking (Weller & Fleming, 2003). An empirical stutyAustralia
(Muller & Headey, 1996) and a paper drawing on @eas experience in the USA political system (Niskan1986)
provide insights into how policy advisors and buerats influence policy.

In Australia, Muller and Heady (1996) found thatdaucrats and public servants have the most irdluewer policy
agenda setting compared to other ‘influentialsttiBigpants in the Muller and Heady study were ast@dientify the
most influential people in the state of Victoriadix policy areas: health, education, environmengnomic, welfare
and transport. Of particular interest is that pwhis received just over 16 percent of the nononat— significantly
less than bureaucrats and public servants. Thénfisdoossibly indicate that participants perceiegtier (a) policy
agenda-setting decisions are often being madeeimltisence of politicians, or (b) politicians weighly influenced by
the policy advisors or bureaucrats working for thémterestingly, their study suggests that polidieghe fields of
health and education are more likely to be infl@ehby policy advisors and bureaucrats than weriipslin any of
the four other areas. This finding may be significir early childhood education, which tends tongthin the policy
domains of both these fields.

Drawing from his experience as a policy advisothia USA, Niskanen (1986) argues that policy adgisame in a
potentially powerful position to “shape how thosithwdirect political authority think about issue.242). Niskanen
explains that politicians expected him to providlee ftypes of information on a policy area, namedtatistics to
describe the conditions in the policy area; infaioraon the implications of both static policy adldanging policy;
predictions of the impact of a particular policgtiument on the area of concern; other policy mstimith potentially
superior outcomes to the policy changes proposeamthsrs; and the views of other experts on eatheoprevious four
points. While these five types of information couyddtentially enable rigorous analysis to inform idiem making,
Niskanen cautions that in his experience, politisianly value the advice if two conditions exidtstf that the
politician is significantly committed to good polioutcomes for the area of concern; second, treapttitician does
not have a clear sense of conviction based on palrbeliefs or information available from other sms, in relation to
the policy.

Niskanen (1986) also notes that the training andtaiibn of the policy advisor has implications fioe analysis of the
five abovementioned types of information. How pypliadvisors source information, synthesise infororatand
construct arguments for politicians, particularlynem there are recognised gaps in research, is @ortiamt
consideration for the research agenda proposedtisnarticle. For example, in the early childhooeldj there are
significant gaps in research resulting from differes in how data is classified and gathered (Reeldayes, 2000),
making an accurate and thorough policy issue aisatijficult to achieve. Furthermore, if policiespresent discourses
about “what can be said, and thought, but alsotavba can speak, when, where and with what autfiditall, 2006,
p. 48), the decisions made by the policy advisoembynthesising and framing the information plagsgaificant part
in shaping discourse.

Influence of politicians’ personal beliefs and coiotions

Although Niskanen (1986) acknowledges policy adwsman play a significant role in influencing pigliéns’ policy
decision making, he argues that politicians makepdecisions based on personal experiences, ateddformation
and/or personal beliefs in relation to the poliogaaof concern, irrespective of the advice of aggyadvisor. Similarly,
when investigating the key economic policy decigioakers of the Hawke/Keating Labor governments ustéalia,
Goldfinch (1999) found that politicians relied mare their own strong policy ideals, even when ceumtdvice was
provided. Likewise, Muller and Heady (1996) foundlipy advisors were likely to be overruled if theliician held
strong personal beliefs or attitudes about thecgaliecision in question. Goot (20089ints out that when politicians
follow their own values or beliefs on policy ageaddespite the majority of public opinion, they aften lauded and
even rewarded for their unwavering resolve by tleeterate. That is, voters may initially disagreéhva politician’s
policy position, but if the politician shows an uswering and committed resolve, voters may revérsi bpinion and
end up supporting the politician's choice. The wualictable nature of electoral responses to pditi€i personal
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convictions was also explored by Lammintakanen ldimthunen (2004) who investigated health care poliggnda
setting in Finland. They found that even when [m#ihs maintained particular attitudes in their iden making
processes (often in direct opposition to the vieivshe public), their decisions were “interpreteiffedently at the
operational level” (Lammintakanen & Kinnunen, 200475).

Influence of other politicians

Politicians may ignore policy advisors’ advice fother reasons. Although politicians may respecitr thdvisor's
wisdom, they may act against the advice if theree&son to suspect considerable opposition frorarqgtbliticians
(Niskanen, 1986). When policy issues are debateskhior ministers in the Cabinet, the end decisiay not always
be the favoured option of all Cabinet members. @&ltfh politicians may oppose a policy decision ibi@et, they are
obliged to show support for the policy decisionthia public sphere (Weller & Fleming, 2003).

Influence of public opinion and polling

Public opinion and polling also play a role in uéhcing politicians’ policy decisions. While Niskam (1986),
Goldfinch (1999) and Muller and Heady (1996) aljuwe that personal beliefs often influence politisiapolicy
decisions, Goot (2005) is concerned with the imtetien of politicians’ personal beliefs and theubpc stance, and
explored how these two potentially conflicting pimsis are reconciled in the political climate. Rawving mainstream
media and anecdotal data from key policy advisndsspeech writers of Australian politicians, GA&R(5) identified a
range of potential influences on politicians’ demis such as institutional constraints, interesupgs, pressures within
the party, politicians’ personal beliefs, and paldpinion and polling. In a democratic politicaksm, re-election is a
vital concern for politicians. Niskanen (1986) aguhat re-election may rest on how the policy slens are framed
and presented to the public. Politicians are awsatthey are more likely to be rewarded “if thaitions are perceived
to benefit their constituencies, whether or noytfie fact, do so” (Niskanen, 1986, p.236).

Demagoguery is a tactic used by politicians toiketthe nerves of their viewers and listeners” kBing imagery to
enhance messages (Lichtman & Most, 2007, p.6).tidah and Most's (2007) exploration of demagoguesyaa
campaign approach used by politicians highlights plotentially influential effect such tactics caavl on policy
framing. Lichtman and Most (2007) suggest thattjpidins may be more inclined to conduct a demagoggciia
campaign in order to reflect a particular approtuety are taking in policy. A related but less séingalist strategy is
the use of ‘spin’ to portray contentious policy @@ms in a positive light. Using an excerpt fromlia Gillard’'s
(2008a) media release referred to at the beginoirthis article as an example, we highlight theitfal spin being
utilised to appeal to the public’'s sentiments aberitical periods in children’s development, desgitrain research
critiques illuminating the potentially sensatiosakffects (Mac Naughton, 2004). Other media reledy Julia Gillard
regarding ‘critical periods’ in the early yearsutwpotentially ‘strike the nerves’ of people whie &arers or teachers
of young children: “if we don't invest in those Bayears then tragically some kids do go off thissrand [...] are
headed to a lifetime of welfare dependency or gestsomething even a bit worse” (Gillard, 2008b)iaJGillard’s
reference to ‘something even a bit worse’, maydat# that politicians are motivated by emotionagdesgts in policy in
order to capture the personal sentiments of voters.

Influence of media

Linked closely with public opinion and polling ik role the media plays in influencing politiciamsilicy decision
making. In a study of mainstream media coveragkustralian politicians’ private lives, Muir (2005)und that male
politicians have more freedom to promote their ggvfamily lives in political campaigning than femaooliticians,
who are more constrained in public debates abouk wod family balance due to the “continuing depheyt of
traditional signifiers of femininity in politicaleporting of women’s performance in politics” (p.7B)uir argues that
“[wlomen politicians are attacked variously for hgitoo feminine, for being insufficiently feminingnd/or not
performing motherhood in a way that fits convendibitealised images of mothering in the white sblarnuclear
family” (p.84). While some media practitioners able to recognise the “complex and contradictoritepa of
reporting women politicians” (p.86), Muir (2005) ggests that the stereotypes persist for both made famale
politicians, and are likely to increase with ‘thergonal’ becoming of greater interest in media repp.

Muir's research suggests that the sex of the paliti responsible for the ECEC portfolio may havelioations for
ECEC policy. If male politicians are able to shamsitivity and emotion for family responsibilitiesore freely, and be
rewarded for it, does this also affect how they alée to speak publicly on ECEC issues, a tradilignfeminine
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vocation? Conversely, are female politicians canséd in the way they feel they are able to speddtigly on ECEC
issues, particularly if there is a threat of misesgntation in the media? Do these gendered ‘afleagagement’ in the
public sphere affect policy decision making? Domindiscourses operating in mainstream media ar@andnting
responsibilities, gender norms, family structurel @areer commitment, might affect the policy apphes taken by
male and female politicians. Hence, gender stepestyand prejudices portrayed and reinforced in anediuld
potentially influence the policy approaches of fickns.

In contrast to Muir, in a review of the literatuaad media sources, Barker (2005) argues that tldgaimeole in policy
processes depends on the policy in question antheththe government has a confident stance ondhleygoncern, a
sentiment also voiced by Niskanen (1986). Bark&0§2 suggests that often the media is used byyoéikers to ‘test
the waters’ of media and public sentiment in oftdeguide policy direction, if a policy stance ist ye be established.
Headey and Muller (1996) however, found the medid purnalists to be the least influential of diletpolicy
‘influentials’ identified in their study. Thus, iegtigations of the influence of media on policy é@voduced somewhat
conflicting results.

Influence of position in the parliament (governmemwt opposition)

Politicians’ policy decisions may be affected byatlter they are in or out of government, in otherdsotheir position

in parliament. In a cross national study, Bowleonbvan and Karp (2006) used surveys to investitjetenotivations

of national level members of parliament and candgléor parliament, when assessing proposals tegehthe electoral
institutions in four countries: Australia, Germartlge Netherlands and New Zealand. In particulay #aeplored the

influences of self-interest, values and ideologynagortant motivations for politicians’ decision kiag. Bowler et al

(2006) found that in Australia overall, “personkdatoral self-interest is a powerful determinanpofiticians’ attitudes

towards institutions” (p.444). Although Bowler éf%(2006) focus was reforming electoral instituts and rules, their
research provokes some considerations for the ndsegenda proposed in this article. If a correfathetween being
elected to Government and subsequent reluctanaegi@ment dramatic changes is relevant to reforngtagtoral

institutions, will it also be relevant to other gyl areas, such as ECEC policy? The current Auatradolitical climate

might suggest otherwise, as a raft of ECEC polibgnges have been promised by the newly electedraliast

Government, indicating there can be a relationbleigveen occupying government and introducing siganit change
in policy.

Influence of lobby groups

Lobby groups aspire to influence politicians’ pglidecisions. Muller and Heady (1996), whose studyg wdescribed
previously, found that lobbyists were the secondtniequently nominated group of policy ‘influerd§ia receiving
20.4% of nominations. While Muller and Heady (199&)e unsurprised by this figure, it was interagtio note that
the lobbyists were perceived to be the most adtivevo of the six policy areas: welfare and envirmmtal policy.
Education policy was dominated by academic and wtats/e ‘influentials’. Muller and Heady (1996) dad that
women had far more impact in the welfare sectaantm the other five fields. Although lobby groujpdluenced
welfare policy, Muller and Heady (1996) do not speevhether they positioned ECEC in the welfareegiucation
policy area — a distinction that might have prodide interesting insight into the effectivenessviaftorian ECEC
lobby groups in the 1980s and 90s, when their stualyconducted.

Influence of consultants and academics/research

Two studies, one conducted in the UK and the otheAustralia over a decade apart, explore the arfie of
consultants and academics in education policyfiierdint contexts. Gunter and Forrester (2008) sgpdrthe roles of
consultants and academics in influencing politisigpolicy decisions in educational leadership, hilluller and
Heady (1996) conflated the categories of acadearidsconsultants as the one group.

There are some differences in the findings repobedvuller and Heady (1996) and Gunter and Forre§2608).
Muller and Heady (1996) found academics, partidyildce-chancellors and individuals, and consubkidotbe the most
influential in education policy while other idendifl ‘influentials’ dominated the other five fiel@lsealth, environment,
economic, welfare and transport). Gunter and F@re@008) however, distinguished between considtand
academics, defining consultants as persons who @mptoyed in private companies or who were selfleygal, and
who had “advised on strategy at the highest lewklgovernment, undertaken research and producedypadivice
reports” (p. 146). They found that consultants weften considered apolitical by politicians. Conants regarded
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themselves and were regarded by others as trarssttoesearch, capable of interpreting and tréinglaesearch into
practical solutions and evaluating practical impdatation of research recommendations. Furthermmresultants
were considered connected and current, while usities and local governments were considered ‘ummodand

“positioned as disconnected from practice” (Gutdrorrester, 2008, p.159). Whilst no definitive ctusions can be
drawn from these studies, they do raise relevaastipns for investigations of influences on palits’ policy decision
making concerning ECEC in Australia. For examplewhdo politicians determine currency of knowledged a
experience when choosing consultants and acaddoridey policy issues? How do politicians perceitie ECEC

academy in Australia and what role does the acaftesgarch play in influencing ECEC policy? Assumthg

academy represents a broad range of views andeutinggs, as is the case with respect to brain relsehow do

politicians decide which views and perspective$ wfluence policy?

Influence of gender discourses

Muir (2005) highlighted that gender discourses Ugblie the media and also by politicians, potengialifluence the
way politicians discuss and debate policy issuée &ntends that conservative voices often agisasiges such as
family breakdown, childcare, maternity leave andhdstic violence into moral panics, where feministspectives are
blamed for exacerbating social problems. The p@temtf conservative gender discourses to influettoe way
politicians make policy decisions has relevancéhinvestigation proposed in this article, asdkeisions made by
male politicians to publicly relate to children amdmen are “examples of performing particular,tsgac masculinities
that suit the requirements of media-influencedtpsliat given points in time” (Muir, 2005, p.82)sAhe provision of
ECEC has long been associated with women'’s rigleihter and remain in paid labour, conservative gatons with
particular social agendas may be deterrents @cdittns for politicians to pursue publicly, depergdon how the media
will position them.

Influence of economic policy

Economic policy has been found to have a signifidgampact on government policy models and investmertdther

portfolios (Goldfinch, 1999). Of the 16 types ofbaomic policy identified by respondents as infli@nin Australia

during the Hawke/Keating period (1983-1996), Galdfi (1999) found that neo-classical economics veckthe top
nomination of 19 votes, with Accord/Labourism irceed place receiving 9 votes and the Free Marlativing 8

votes. Economic policy during the 80’s and 90’sfiparticular importance to ECEC. Brennan (1998iguas that the
Hawke government had “prevailing ideas about redygiublic expenditure and the size of governmedt@omoting

small business” (p. 94). That is, a shift from dypgde subsidies to demand-side subsidies wasestjigharticularly
when the Hawke Government reduced operationaltaesis for centres by around 50 percent in a drants@EC

policy shift, extending demand-side subsidies te phivate sector (Brennan, 1998a). Goldfinch’s ifigd are an
important reminder that economic policy has fachérzg ramifications, which is also evident in therent positioning
of ECEC in the productivity agenda of the curreos#alian Government.

To recap, in this section we have outlined tensacganfluence on politicians’ policy decision magi drawn from the
literature, that are potentially relevant to theeistigation proposed in this article. Although @amitis needed when
generalising from the studies, they offer pertineotsiderations for a research agenda in ECEQidméxt section we
provide an analysis of policy using theory and emts that have not been raised in the studies peAgix 1.

Conceptualising policy

A common weakness of many of the empirical stud@sewed in this article is the lack of a strongdtetical
underpinning. A new wave of policy research habzeti theory to engage questions and possibiliiser than to
determine practices for coping with and implemeantiolicy (for example, Ball, 2006; Ozga, 2000) this section we
discuss the complex and often paradoxical natupmldy processes, and begin by providing a brigffework for our
definition of policy.

Defining policy

This article is premised on an understanding ttdicies are developed in response to the valuesbatidfs of
particular people, politicians and communities giagticular point in history and reflect ideologiasheir construction
and implementation (Taylor et al., 1997). Estalifigha social policy is a complicated process, Uguadministered
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and controlled by policy makers at senior governnherels (Yeatman, 1998). While the policy procissdescribed by
some political scientists as a cycle involvingaatl decision making (Althaus, Bridgman, & Davif08), the cyclical
model often fails to capture the complexity of hpeople in communities struggle over ideas (Stol®22 Ball

(2006) reiterates this critique, suggesting poticiee:

representations which are encoded in complex waig gtruggles, compromises, authoritative public
interpretations and reinterpretations) and decodedcomplex ways (via actor's interpretations and
meanings in relation to their history, experiencsslls, resources and context) (p.44).

Like Stone (2002) we contend that groups are aiaraomponent of the policy process, and that tireyv on loyalty,
cooperation and influence to assert their poliograigs. Through this struggle, groups “coalescedarnde over policy
proposals” (Stone, 2002, p.27) resulting in a polimix containing “cannabalised products of multiplleut
circumscribed) influences and agendas” (Ball, 2@045).

Conceptualising policy

Drawing on these critical definitions of policy, wélize Stone’s (2002) model of the polis to explthe complexities
of policy in communities, and acknowledge that offilicy is paradoxical in nature. While commonipplgoals
require public interest followed by community conses, interest and consensus are difficult to nreaeod represent
fairly in policy (Stone, 2002). Public interestsasf conflict with personal interest, for examphlanflies may agree with
having qualified teachers employed in early chilohcentres as a public interest and good, while \aknting to keep
childcare fees low as a personal interest. Motiepfieople to sacrifice immediate personal bengdiish as low taxes)
for longer-term social benefits (such as increastimgquality of early childhood education) is didiflt task. Likewise,
motivating politicians to prioritise investment IBCEC over other budgetary spending is a challengask,
complicated by the paradoxical nature of policyuéss For example, the metaphor of the ‘double-edyeatd’ has
been used to describe the liberating and constigieffects of mandatory state requirements andraliss national
quality assurance system on teachers’ professautahomy (Fenech, Robertson, Sumsion, & Goodfel20@8). In
this way, policy often has conflicting implicatioirs practice. By conceptualising policy as paradakiwe are able to
then conceptualise influences on politicians’ poliecision making in a more complex way than simgig step in a
policy cycle. For example, even if politicians améormed about research, such as that by Feneah(8008), would
such findings be deterrents or motivations for timéins to make change in ECEC policy? Given thaitipie
perspectives and agendas are inscribed into paticlyding those of politicians, how do politiciamske decisions for
policy when contending with personal views, puldiginion, ‘evidence’ and ideology? How can ECEC wavith
politicians on the complexities inherent in polinyorder to devise better outcomes for children?

Theorising policy

In this section we explore the possibilities ofngstheory to analyse influences on politicians’isienn making in
ECEC. We have drawn on the work of Chantal Moulifichel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu to theoriseepbtél
influences of democracy, power, discourse, cultfieidls and time on politicians’ policy decision kirag. We contend
that these theorisations have implications forraadyesis of politicians’ policy decision making irCEC.

Democracy and ‘the political’

Democracies are not free from conflict and dissérdeed, Mouffe (2005) describes ‘the politicahdttheoretical
essence of politics) as a “space of power, cordiict antagonism” (p.9). Antagonisms are a resuth®imultiplicity of

subject positions of politicians; the subject cioshg a “decentred, detotalized agent, a subjectstructed at the
point of intersection of a multiplicity of subjeptsitions” (Mouffe & Holdengraber, 1989, p.35). Tha, people

identify with multiple subjectivities through whidiney enact their politics. Politicians’ subjectsfiins might also
comprise parent, citizen, colleague, voter etc. aBee policies are “cannabalised products of maltifbut

circumscribed) influences and agendas” (Ball, 2@045), we argue that politicians’ multiple subjeities increase the
complexity of ‘the political’ for ECEC policy devepment. Not only is the Australian ECEC field fragmed, but
individuals within seemingly homogenous groups maaiscribe to multiple positions on ECEC policy. \dmtend

that politicians’ multiple-subjectivities may aftethe way they conceptualise and understand thé&dwslipping and

changing in and through subject-positions.
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Power and discourse

We theorise power as not necessarily a negatipesitive force, but productive in nature, in thdfroduces things, it
induces pleasure, forms of knowledge, producesodise” (Foucault, 1994, p.120). Following Ball (B)Q@herefore,
we contend that policies, either individually orllectively, “exercise power through production of ‘truth’ and
‘knowledge’, as discourses... are about what caralik and thought, but also about who can speaknwhkere and
with what authority” (p.48). The excerpt from thesdia release at the beginning of this article mamnahstrate the
dominance of health discourses (represented ipehgpective of the doctor) over education discaurSamilarly, the
discourses of medicine, health, brain research“amsting in human capital” (Rudd & Macklin, 200%,2), are
seemingly more powerful than discourses of tramsédive curriculum approaches or the children’s tsgimovement.
We argue, therefore, that disciplinary power rebesaccess to the “bodies of individuals, to tlaaits, attitudes, and
modes of everyday behaviour” (Foucault, 1994, p1@en Minister Gillard explained in the mediaeaede referred
to at the beginning of the article, that previously government saw “health being over here andathin being over
there and child care being somewhere else” buthave thinking about “putting it together” (Media ealse, Julia
Gillard, 2008a), we can see that the governmenbhgisup an argument to fuse health, education‘amittl care’ into
a new state apparatus that increases disciplirtagsa to individuals’ bodies. Foucault argues tttstate apparatus is
a function of technology that oversees “the govesmimof individuals, the government of souls, theegament of the
self by the self, the government of families, tlmveynment of children” (Foucault, 1994, p. 364).theorising the
policy directions of the Australian Government'®guctivity agenda, we assert that the state apmalets clinched a
tighter hold on the individual by positioning thdild under the gaze of health, education and eahijdhood
discourses. By theorising policy as a form of disse, we are able to ask questions that seek ttrexphich
discourses are dominant and which are silence€BEpolicy.

Cultural fields

The notion of ‘cultural fields’ is relevant to tlexample above in which Minister Gillard combineg @gendas of
education, early childhood and health in a powesfate apparatus. Bourdieu (1992) describes cufialds as sites of
struggle for domination where competition for diffet kinds of capital are played out within the gmaeters of
particular rules, rituals, and discourses (Bourdebagleton, 1992). ECEC could be considered otieirad field and

politics another. Within these two fields a furth@ange of cultural fields can be identified. Foaewple, although
developmental psychology is subject to heavy ar@iin parts of the ECEC cultural field (Miller, 280 the political

cultural field uses developmental psychology redyla a variety of policy texts, seemingly unawanfe unconcerned
with or dismissive of the critiquelhe concept of ‘cultural fields’ provides a valuahlibol to question what ‘truths’
result from the intersection of ECEC and politielaw does the political cultural field source infation from a

variety of ECEC stakeholders to inform policy? Waed the interactions between institutions, rules @gractices in the
ECEC and political cultural fields? What discoursesl truths are produced in the overlapping ofucaltfields?

Understanding the rules, rituals and discoursesach cultural field will provide greater insightanpolicy processes
and perhaps give a sense as to what is promotgiténced in a policy agenda. By exposing the dissgsiappropriated
and championed by politicians in their decisions ECEC, the question as to how and why politicidgaise up

particular discourses in their policies warrantslesation.

Time

Time is also a possible avenue for consideratioenvbontemplating the influences on politicians’ipplmaking

decisions, as Bourdieu (1977) argues that thesggisficant power in the act of delaying a messiagerder to keep
‘others in the dark’. Bourdieu (1977) describes ipalation of time and space as “strategies intensiesply to

neutralize the action of time and ensure the caiitirof interpersonal relations...the ‘little presgnsaid to ‘keep
friendship going™” (p.7). Similarly, Foucault argaéhe state aims to permanently increase the “gtamuof something
new, which is supposed to foster the citizens'’ difel the state’s strength” (Foucault, 1994). Treesssful timing of a
political ‘gift’ from a politician to the public,ich as the announcement of ‘new thinking’ and ‘sevwentific research’
(Gillard, 2008a) at a nationally publicised polieyent, may be a strategy utilized by politiciansné is understood
then, as an important aspect through which poweulates in and between cultural fields. Politigatiming is crucial

to success and can be observed in the daily condpciiticians. From the release of policy docuthsesnd the rolling-
out of election campaigns, to the prediction ofdhaublicity’ issues and responses to another p@itis or political

party blunder, timing is potentially an importanflience on politicians’ conduct.
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In this section we have argued that policy develapims a complex and often paradoxical processtHggprising
policy, we have illustrated the productive natuf@awer in producing discourses or ‘truths’ in ECR@licy. We have
also explored the possible influences of cultudté and time on politicians’ policy decisionsairemaocratic political
system. These theorisations have generated a g rof questions to inform the research agendaoped in this
article.

What don’'t we know? Discussion and Conclusion

In this article we have argued that there is angtrmase for a research agenda to investigateqiatis’ policy decision
making in ECEC. The literature existing providemsansights into influences on politicians’ polidgcision making.
Influences include policy advisors and bureaucrptditicians’ personal beliefs and convictions; ettpoliticians;
public opinion and polling; the media; the positiohthe politician in parliament (government/oppiosi); lobby
groups; consultants and academics; gender dissyuasel economic policy. There are however, cleg@sga the
literature that suggest an investigation of inflces on politicians’ policy decisions specificalyctised on ECEC is
needed. We speculate that there are other poténfiiaénces that, to our knowledge, have not yetnbexplored or
uncovered in the literature. Furthermore, we cainatv accurate conclusions about the early childHadd from the
literature available — there are no studies thawide information about how politicians are infleed on early
childhood issues specifically, locally or intermetally. A research agenda that investigated infleeron politicians’
policy decision making in ECEC in Australia coukpkore questions such as:
» What are politicians’ understandings and beliefaiad the role of early childhood education and gare
contemporary Australian society?
» What are politicians’ understandings of quality;rimulum, teacher qualifications, and teacher aatf pay
and working conditions, and how did they come teehthese understandings?
» Do politicians’ personal beliefs, gender, upbrirggand values influence their decisions for ECEGcp@l
» Do official political media (media releases, speestofficial photographs, websites, commissionedtaiphies
etc) give us an indication of how politicians anéitienced for ECEC policy?
* Why are some discourses/ constructs taken up and sot taken up by politicians to inform policyelCEC?
* Which groups have greater access to policy decisi@king processes and which do not? Why?
* What do key ECEC professionals believe to be thstimdluential people/circumstances in ECEC policy
processes?

While this article has focused on the Australiantest, the case for such a research agenda hasatitmal relevance.
Moreover, we anticipate that such a research agetiil@nable early childhood activists and advosaie see with
more clarity the complexity of political processaffecting their everyday lives, and how they catervene more
effectively in these processes to achieve theiiraspns for ECEC. In the words of Mickelson (1994) envisage
such a research agenda will “[d]emystify powerfabple and reveal their feet of clay, and ... putkhewledge [we]
extract about the powerful into the hands of thes Ipowerful” (p.149). The need for empowerment &fEE
professionals is reiterated by Press and Skatt@@fl7) who urge ECEC advocates to “be aware of policy is
played out in their communities, and collectivelyild the alliances and knowledge bases that all@mmtto locate that
knowledge in a broader social and political corit¢xt189). We foresee that such a research ageiideontribute to
policy dialogue between ECEC advocates and bet&€HrC advocates and politicians. By bringing inceelaslarity
to the policy process and the influences respamddal particular policy agendas in ECEC, we enwéstgs research
agenda could facilitate increased participatiortezfchers and other early childhood professionalseiting policy
agendas.

Gilliam and Bales (2004) discuss the need to ‘re&acurrent understandings of ECEC in the socidl pwmlicy arenas.
They advocate for strategic communications whenetirdy childhood field is attempting to presenttigatar images
and ideas around ECEC. By highlighting for poldits, the dominant frames of reference in ECEC ypaliaking and
suggesting possible alternatives that have nottiwadlly informed policy, we anticipate the resglaagenda proposed
in this article could be potentially informativedanhallenging for politicians too. Ideally, an oortee of this research
would be politicians critiquing their own policy qaresses and considering alternative policy design€CEC in
contemporary Australia.
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In this article we have argued that because State Rederal policy in Australia has not adequateldrassed
entrenched issues such as the fragmentation ofidlie the ongoing achievement, measurement antlatian of

quality practices; difficulties in accessing antbeding high quality ECEC; the market oriented feaf some ECEC
providers; and the difficulties in recruiting anetaining ECEC professionals, an exploration of hmiticians are
influenced when making decisions for ECEC policyeranted. Understanding how and why ECEC polay dften
impeded high quality provisions is essential inesréb improve policy in the future. Investigatingfluences on
politicians’ policy decision making could make duable contribution to the improvement of curreatiqy strategies,
and consequently, for improvement in the qualitfEQEC provisions. Minister Gillard proposes an imaot question
for the ECEC field: “So how do we join up Governmeo that we are delivering the best possible anésfrom

children from nought to five? And it does requireew way of thinking” (Gillard, 2008a). This is tlehallenge for
ECEC - to work with politicians and decision makénsorder to ensure early childhood issues arerpngéeéed,

understood and acted on, not just with the beshtidns, but with the best possible outcomes fddidn, families and
early childhood professionals. Developing a batteterstanding of how and why politicians are inficed on ECEC
issues is one way forward.

Notes

[1] The literature search utilized databases inolgdVorldwide Political Science Abstracts, Acader8igarch Premier, Australian
Education Index and the online search functionalftyGoogle Scholar. Boolean operator terms wereifiedddepending on the
database search requirements, but generally thmesteised were: politician* AND policy AND “decisiomaking” AND
“influences” AND *“early childhood” OR education @hsearch terms “education” or “early childhood” eveemoved when the
search was widened to all fields).
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Appendix 1 — Table of empirical studies identifyingnfluences on politicians’ policy
decision making

Authors(s) &
Country

Aim of study

Data Source &
Methods

Methodological
Frameworks

Focus/Findings

Bowler, Donovan
& Karp (2006)

Australia,
Germany, the
Netherlands and
New Zealand

To investigate the
motivations of
national level
members of
parliament and
candidates for
parliament, when
assessing proposals
to change the
electoral institutions

Surveys were completed by
national level politicians in
the four countries over three
years (1999-2002) with a
response rate of between
51% and 58%.

Quantitative analysis of
survey data.

In Australia “elected MPs were
twice as likely as losing
candidates to be satisfied with
democracy” (p.440) and that
overall, “personal electoral self-
interest is a powerful determinant
of politicians’ attitudes towards
institutions” (p.444).

Goldfinch (1999)
Australia

To identify the key
economic policy
decision-makers of
the Hawke/Keating
Labor governments

Interviews and
guestionnaires with 93
‘institutional elites and
officials’ who held the
positions of Public Agents
(18), Public Servants (25),
PMO/Ministerial Officers
(6), Politicians (6),
Academics (12), Business
People (15), Union
delegates (5), Media
representatives (3) and
other positions (1)

Qualitative Study. Content
analysis of data, no explicit
theoretical underpinning.

Central agencies were nominated
as playing a key role in economic
policy decision making including
the OECD, the RBA, the ACTU,
the Industry Commission, Cabinet
and various interest groups and
think-tanks.

Goot (2005)

To explore the
intersection of

A review of mainstream
media as well as anecdotal

Qualitative data and analysis.

Content analysis of data, no

In addition to politicians’
decisions being influenced by

Australia politicians’ personal data from key policy explicit theoretical polls, many other influences could
beliefs and their advisors and speech writers underpinning. be at play, including “pressures
public stance and  of Australian politicians. within the party, interest groups,
the effect on institutional constraints, or even
decision making because it matched the personal

beliefs of the politician involved;

and they ignored every decision

made despite the polls” (p.191)
Gunter & To investigate the  Critical analysis of policy  Qualitative Study. Rejection The model currently being utilised

Forrester (2008)
England

construction and
implementation of
school leadership
knowledge in policy

texts (speeches, white and
green papers, legislation)
and 33 interviews with a
selected sample from
parliament (Whitehall),
universities, schools and
private sector consultancies
(3 interviews with former
secretaries of state)

of positivist reporting of
research. The authors are
reporting on one aspect of a
larger study which, in this

in education policy in England is
the “single person as
organisational leader” (p.159).
The policy developments are

paper, seems to be grounded merely ‘old ideas’ of leadership

in critical realism (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005).

repackaged as systems and
training.

Lammintakanen
& Kinnunen
(2004)

Finland

To investigate
whether elected
politicians’ attitudes
influence policy-

A combination of empirical

Largely a quantitative study

data of 1,133 questionnaireswith statistical analysis of

from Finish politicians
(which included senior

making processes in bureaucrats) and statistical

terms of social and

data collected from the

health-care resource national social and health-

allocation

care database.

guestionnaire data.

Spending on primary health care
was not consistent with either the
politicians’ attitudes in 1995 or the
national guidelines on health
policy. Local politicians may have
made one decision during the
policy making process, but the
decisions were interpreted
differently at the operation levels,
so that the attitudes of politicians
and the reality are not consistent.
The authors recommend that
“analysing the actual decision-
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making processes rather than
investigating attitudes to priority
setting may prove more useful in
gaining a better understanding of
priority-setting processes” (p.69).

Muir (2005)
Australia

To explore ‘the
reporting of family
care in relation to
Australian
politicians’
campaigning
strategies and
personal lives'.

Analysis of mainstream
media coverage of
Australian politicians.

Discourse analysis.

Male and female politicians are
reported on differently in the
media, specifically in relation to
family care. Male politicians tend
to be ‘lauded for their enactment
of fathering’, while female
politicians ‘are still at risk of
being reported in ways that
diminish their skills and
credibility when reported in
relation to their family
responsibilities’.

Muller & Heady  To analyse the

(1996) dynamics of

Victoria, Australia 2genda-setting in a
parliamentary
system by
identifying
influentials’ impact
on six policy areas:
health, education,
environment,
economic, welfare
and transport

‘Influentials’ were

identified using a snowball/
reputational method starting
with journalists. 356
interviews were held with
nominated ‘influentials’
(n=214) over a three year
period (1991-3). In all
fields, there were five to
twelve individuals who
were nominated by nearly
all their peers as influential.

Mixed method study.

Politicians sit amidst a grofip
individuals who significantly
influence policy across a range of
disciplines. Politicians seemed to
have the most influence in
economic policy issues. Education
was influenced heavily by
academics and consultants, more
so than the other fields.
Specifically, in the education
field, educational administrators
dominated policy influence,
particularly vice-chancellors and
individual academics.

-15-

BOWO081095Influences on politicians’ decision making for gachildhood education and care policy



Appendix 2 — Table of additional literature identifying influences on politicians’ policy
decision making

Authors(s) &

Aim of study Data Source &

Methodological/

Focus/Findings

Country Methods Theoretical Frameworks
Barker (2005) To identify which Areview of the literature  Use of policy literature to The media’s role in policy
Australia policy issues will be and media sources conceptualise policy as processes depends on the policy

most effected and
which least effected
by media coverage

complex and multifaceted.

in question and whether the
government has a confident
stance on the policy concerned.

Lichtman and
Most (2007)

USA

To explore the role  Review of literature and

of emotional media sources
appeals and

passionate politics

as influences on

how politicians

conduct their

campaigns and

advertising,

particularly during a

pre-election period

Experimental cognitive
science — cognitive
psychology.

Emotion is an important factor in
the use of visual advertising and
other visual media, and is
“integral to the decision making
process” (p.15). As a political
strategy, politicians often use
demagoguery to influence public
perception during media
campaigns.

Niskanen (1986)
USA

Personal account and
reflections

This paper reports
on the personal
experience of the
author, who was an
American policy
advisor

Personal account with little
referencing. Personal
narrative. No explicit
theoretical underpinning.

Policy advisors can play an
important role in how policy
issues are researched, reported on
and framed for politicians.
However, if politicians have
strong personal convictions about
policy areas, the politicians’
decision may be based more on
their own personal views rather
than the advice of the policy
advisor.
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