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Welcome to the School of Social Sciences at Cardiff University 
 
The idea for this conference was formed at the Social Policy Association (SPA) conference 
last July in Lincoln. Time and time again, over the three days, key note speakers, presenters 
of papers and huddled groups of delegates, chewed over the new policy era we find 
ourselves in. Inspired by these individual and collective reflections we recognised that as 
PhD researchers we are among the first group of social investigators encountering the Big 
Society at the coalface, (an appropriate metaphor for a conference taking place in south 
Wales!). Kindly assisted by an initial grant from the SPA, the idea of this conference took 
shape. 
 
Our aim has been to create an opportunity for post graduate researchers to reflect on this 
emerging era in social, welfare and health policy. The assembled papers highlight both the 
perennial issues of public policy, including for example issues of citizenship, motherhood 
and governance whilst also drawing our attention to how seemly ‘stable’ concepts, such as 
time and work can be re-appropriated in contested re-workings. 
 
The conference provides an opportunity for newer researchers to present their work and 
explore their ideas in a peer-led and supportive environment. We hope that the day will 
generate healthy, respectful, and stimulating discussion, and invite you all to participate fully.  
Finally, we would like to thank both our keynote speakers Prof. Janet Newman and Prof 
Gareth Williams; the researchers that have agreed to present papers; our funders and Cardiff 
University Support Staff that have assisted us in the organisation of this event. 
 
Conference Organising Team 
Aimee Grant, Lee Gregory, and Christala Sophocleous   
January 2011 
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Contestation and Continuities: Health and Social Welfare in the Big Society 

 

TIME Session Location Session Location 

9:30 – 10:00 Registration Council Chamber 
Main Building 

  

10:00 – 10:10 Conference Open  
Prof. Gareth Rees 

Council Chamber 
Main Building 

  

10:10 – 11:10 Key Note Speech:  
Prof. Janet Newman 

Council Chamber 
Main Building 

  

11:10 – 11:30 Coffee Break Main Building   
11:30 – 12:40 Paper Session One: 

Families, Children and Health 
Council Chamber 
Main Building 

Paper Session Two: Time, 
Work and the Big Society 

0.65 Main 
Building 

12:40 – 1: 25 Lunch Main Building   
1:25 – 2: 45 Paper Session Three: 

Accessing Welfare in the Big 
Society 

Council Chamber 
Main Building 

  

2:45 – 3:00 Coffee Break Council Chamber 
Main Building 

  

3:00 – 3:50 Key Note Speech:  
Prof. Gareth Williams 

Council Chamber 
Main Building 

  

3:50 – 4:00 Close Conference:  
Prof. Malcolm Williams 

Council Chamber 
Main Building 
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Key Note Address 
 
Gender agendas, social policy and the Big Society 
 
Janet Newman, 
Emeritus Professor, Faculty of Social Science, The Open University 
 
It is widely acknowledged that current governmental programmes of cuts and retrenchment are 
likely to have a differential impact on women and men. Not only will public service cuts impact 
severely on women delivering health and social care services, but the gendering of the Big 
Society will be pernicious as responsibilities are devolved from public to private and state to 
community and civil society. Can the present, then, be understood in terms of the denial and 
erasure of the embedded links between feminist politics and social policy after 40 years of 
comparative success, at least in mature welfare states? This paper offers a response to this 
question by drawing on an empirical study of the relationship between feminist inflected activism 
and social policy innovation from the 1970s to the present. It suggests a number of reasons why 
we should be cautious about reaching for such a conclusion too quickly. But it also points to 
processes of erasure and of appropriation as ideas and practices generated by social movements 
were taken up in social policy innovations and service provision, especially as `new Labour 
turned towards strategies of ‘governing the social’.  
 
What, then of the Big Society? The paper points to three ways in which it might be understood 
as gendered. The first concerns the retreat of the Big State and its gendered effects. The second 
focuses on the Big Society as a space of gendered labour – and not only the labour of care 
needed to fill gaps in welfare services. The third opens out a discussion of the moral and 
communitarian framings of the Big Society. The paper ends with some thoughts on possible 
futures for feminist politics. 

 

Incapacity and work: what kind of society do we want? 
 
Gareth Williams,  
School of Social Sciences, Cardiff University 
 
The purpose of this lecture is to put some of the current debate over incapacity and work into a 
broader context.  A great deal of the recent discussion has focused in a rather narrow and 
instrumental way on the political problem of non-work and the policy solution of re-defining 
eligibility for benefit.  I will argue that the debate over incapacity provides an important focus for 
viewing the relationship between health, work and worklessness, and the ways in which 
governments and citizens perceive and respond to what has been called the ‘spectre of 
uselessness’ in ‘the new capitalism’.  In my conclusion I will comment on the possibilities for 
more imaginative civil and political solutions to the ‘problem of incapacity’, and the relevance or 
otherwise of recent ideas about ‘broken Britain’ and the ‘big society’. 
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Presentation Abstracts 

 

Paper Session One: Families, Children and Health 
Chair: Amiee Grant 

 
Hannah Zagel  
Social policy, women’s work and family transitions: Single motherhood as a life course 
experience 
 
For many decades single motherhood has been, and continues to be, perceived as a social 
problem in the UK.  In recent years, single mothers became one of the groups explicitly targeted 
by activation policies introduced as part of larger welfare reforms. Increased labour market 
individualisation has implied a shift from focusing on the citizen’s right to social benefits, to the 
individual’s responsibility to work. Only very rarely is the dynamic character of single 
motherhood recognised, and less so is it discussed in a life course perspective.  
 
Policy frameworks regulate individuals’ work and family life options by providing varying 
support to their economic and social independence, i.e. producing different degrees of de-
familisation. These mechanisms can be viewed as institutional channels for individual life 
courses. In the case of single mothers, policies are mainly aimed at reducing child poverty by 
preventing mothers’ (long-term) dependency on welfare benefits. This policy aim suggests the 
need for a life course perspective since single motherhood is viewed as an episode that involves 
an increased risk to enter a ‘path of welfare dependency’.  
 
Consequently, this paper conceptualises single motherhood as biographical experience 
interacting with institutional frameworks. It investigates the role specific UK policies play in (de-
)familising single mothers. Variations between women of different occupational statuses and 
partnership trajectories will be recognized. In particular, the case of the UK will be situated in an 
international perspective to illuminate particularities of its specific policy approaches.  
 
In an analysis of British Household Panel Survey data, this paper will account for variations in 
career trajectories of women in the context of a changed social policy framework. It will be 
suggested that policies focusing on economic de-familisation of individuals lock certain groups 
of single mothers into particular work life trajectories. Only those who simultaneously achieve 
social independence will be able to successfully respond to work ‘obligations’. 
 
Catherine Rose Stocks-Rankin 
Contracts for Care Homes Services for Older People in Scotland 
 
In Scotland, like many other welfare states, care home services are organized by the local 
government and provided through a mix of for-profit, not-for-profit and public providers which 
compete for government contracts for care. In Scottish Local Authorities, these contracts take 
two forms. First, the Local Authority contracts directly with care home providers for service 
provision within its political boundaries. Second, the Local Authority brokers the individual 
contracts between services users and their care home. 
 
In each case, the contract as a conduit; it facilitates the exchange of cash for services in the care 
homes market. As a result, it has a dominant role in defining those services. This construction is 
done overtly through the descriptions of the type of service which the purchaser expects the care 
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home to provide, and then obliquely by situating those descriptions in the broader discursive 
landscape of the text. 
 
This presentation will reflect on this discursive landscape by focusing on the ways in which 
gender is represented in a template of an individual care homes contract. It will situate these 
findings within a discussion of the Scottish commissioning processes for care homes services. In 
order to reveal the power differentials which surround contracting for care services, this 
presentation will use the standard economic rationale for contracting for services as a starting 
point for its discussion. It will gender this analysis in order to enhance our understanding of the 
social cultural implications of social care policy in the UK. 
 
This analysis is particularly important given that care in Scotland, both in terms of who provides 
it and who receives it, remains gendered. This gendering occurs across the formals and informal 
sectors of care. In other words, care in the home, the community and residential care facilities, 
whether paid or unpaid, is overwhelmingly provided by women, to women. 
 
Anne Crowley 
Getting the Measure of Children and Young People’s Participation 
 
In recent years there has been an unprecedented requirement within the fields of social welfare, 
health and latterly education to develop policy and practice around the engagement of children in 
decisions that affect their lives. The growth of children’s participation can be traced through a 
number of developments including pressure from young people’s user groups (in particular 
young people in care) and the rise in the idea of the ‘consumer citizen’ in government policy over 
the last 20 years (McNeish and Newman, 2003).  
 
While there is a fast growing literature on how and why to involve young people in health and 
welfare policy decision making, there is to date very little research about what impacts can best 
be achieved and identified (Kirby with Bryson, 2002). Current evidence can tell us little about 
whether the outcomes for children are better as a result of their engagement or whether 
children’s participation results in any changes to policy or practice (McNeish and Newman, 
2002). Arguably, until we have more persuasive evidence about the benefits (or not) to children, 
organisations and communities, the full potential of participatory approaches (and their 
institutional support) will remain largely untapped. There is a need to demonstrate the efficacy of 
children’s participation to get the investments in the necessary legal, social and economic 
supports to enable it to become a reality for children (Lansdowne, 2006). 
 
This paper focuses on how the constructions of childhood operating in four case studies (a local 
authority youth forum and primary school council in Wales; an children’s advisory group of an 
large international Non-Governmental Organisation and neighbourhood children's parliaments 
in Tamil Nadu, India) are fundamentally shaping the objectives for children and young 
people's participation in these contexts and in turn, how these constructions of childhood 
influence the understandings and 'measurement' of outcomes.  
 
The paper raises questions about whether the absence of data on the outcomes of children's 
participation in public-decision making i.e. what policies, services, or community provision have 
changed or been influenced as a direct result of children or young people's participation in such 
decisions, reflects 'benign neglect' or whether it is really more to do with the fact that such 
changes were never really intended. Rather the paper explores the possibility that the dominant 
objectives for children or young people's participation ensure that formal participation structures 
and mechanisms established as a result of policy drivers in the UK, have been much more about 
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providing opportunities for children to practice 'good' citizenship, develop a responsible attitude, 
and to learn about the complexity of public decision-making than about user involvement in 
designing public policy or holding service providers or policy makers to account.  
As such the paper is an exploration of contested continuities in welfare as far as children’s 
citizenship is concerned. With young people/children perceived as being apprentices on a 
journey to full citizenship but also about contested continuities and transitions in the way that 
young people/children are conceptualised as citizens-in-the-making, in transition to future 
citizenship. 
 
 

Paper Session Two: Time, Work and the Big Society 
Chair: Christala Sophocleous 

 
Ruth Naughton- Doe  
Delivering the Big Society: Time banks and co-production in Public Services 
 
The Conservative Government’s vision of ‘Big Society’, where citizens are encouraged to be 
increasingly active in society, has captured public imagination.  A potential method of delivering 
this vision is through Time Banking, which has been selected by Lord Wei as an exemplar of the 
Big Society. Time banking is a community currency as well as a form of volunteering 
underpinned by the concepts of self-help and reciprocity. It is seen as an alternative, empowering 
form of social support within communities which has the potential to increase social capital and 
reduce social exclusion.  
 
Recently a new ‘person-agency’ model has developed in which service users help an organisation 
to realise its goals and are rewarded with time credits which can be used to access leisure 
opportunities. The main aim is to encourage a cultural change within the agency so that staff see 
themselves as facilitators of ‘co-produced’ services as well as service providers and users 
participate actively. 
 
The research presented in this paper investigates the implementation of person-agency time 
banking in a hostel for homeless people.  
 
The research found that the experimental nature of the project made the time bank susceptible 
to interpretation and vulnerable to contextual challenges. The institutional setting of the hostel 
and environmental barriers to implementation meant the time banking project was subsumed by 
the culture of the hostel. Time banking was incorporated into the institutional practices of both 
controlling and supporting residents and the intended values of increasing participation and 
facilitating co-production were lost.  Ambiguities in the project’s aims and methods of operation 
allowed for a translation of time banking into what was in effect a ‘token economy’ whereby 
residents were rewarded for engaging in normatively desirable behaviour. Co-production and 
increased participation were not very evident. 
 
 
David Frayne 

The Will to Happiness: Pleasures, Problems and Alternative Moralities 

 
The theorist, Kate Soper, has pointed to the emergence of a culture of ‘alternative hedonists’ 
who are coming to experience materialism as a detraction from their well-being, and demanding 
non-material goods such as time-wealth, autonomy and a more relaxed pace of life. This 
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presentation draws on an ongoing PhD project which explores the attitudes and experiences of 
people who, in the pursuit of non-material goods, have made a conscious choice either to work 
shorter hours or to terminate their employment altogether. 
 
In the presentation I aim to briefly introduce the literature and theories that have fuelled my 
interest in this area.  I then move on to contextualise participants’ attempts to decentralise 
employment from their lives.  It can be argued, for example, that participants are attempting to 
withdraw from employment in a society that places primordial importance on paid-work as a 
source of well-being, identity and respect.  This ideological emphasis on paid-work is evident in 
the political rhetoric surrounding workfare policies and can also be traced within sociology itself, 
in which there has been a tendency to valorise formal employment as a means by which the 
individual orientates themselves in the world.  In the presentation, I aim to use my data to draw 
out three criticisms of the ideological significance attached to paid-work.  Not only can it be 
argued that there has been a systematic failure to address the efficacy of available work to 
provide meaning and esteem, but the ideological emphasis on employment also fails to account 
for other moralities around which a day-to-day ethic of living might be structured.  Furthermore, 
the ideological emphasis on employment causes clear problems for those without jobs.  The 
political significance of my participants may be in their demonstration that another way of life is 
in fact possible. 
 
 
Lee Gregory 

Neo-liberal compensation or radical alternative: time bank supported co-production in 

the big society 

 
This presentation brings together a recently published Working Paper at Cardiff University by 
the author with some theoretical insights currently being developed and pursued.  It argues that 
recent economic recession and governmental response to the crisis have created a number of 
problems for social policy provision in the UK. One potential solution to this problem of social 
policy is time bank supported co-production. This term, co-production, is defined before its 
relationship to the big society is explored. With this context set a more critical account of the big 
society and time banking is developed to set up a debate.  Is time banking a tool for neo-liberal 
welfare retrenchment, or does it offer a radical alternative: an alternative which can be uncovered 
in its relationship to time. Some discussion of the temporal dimension is brought out at the end 
of this presentation which concludes that the tension between these two possible arguments 
results from the original construction of the time banking idea and that the radical potential is 
both understated and overlooked.  
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Paper Session Three: Accessing Welfare in the Big Society 
Chair: Lee Gregory 

 
Ruth Patrick  
The conditional welfare state: welfare reform in 21st century Britain 
 
This paper will critically explore the most recent proposals for welfare reform emanating from 
the coalition, with a focus on welfare-to-work measures aimed at encouraging benefit claimants 
off welfare and into work. Cameron’s government promises a ‘new approach’ to tackling 
worklessness which will include more support for those out of work as well as greater sanctions 
for those refusing to take appropriate steps to find and secure paid employment.   
 
The Government’s new Work Programme will be summarised, as will the overarching regime of 
carrots and sticks which characterises their approach. In particular, the reforms affecting disabled 
people will be highlighted, which include the migration of all Incapacity Benefit claimants onto 
the more work-orientated Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), and measures announced 
in the Comprehensive Spending Review to time-limit contributory ESA.   
 
These reforms will be considered in relation to New Labour’s legacy and it will be argued that a 
welfare settlement now operates with Labour, the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats in 
broad agreement over the central objectives and tools of effective social welfare policy.  The 
dimensions of the current welfare settlement will be explored and related to ongoing research 
into the theoretical defences of welfare conditionality variously employed by governments from 
1979 – 2010 when arguing for welfare reform.  This research demonstrates the dominance of 
theories of welfare contractualism in political cases for conditional welfare over the past three 
decades.  
 
In concluding, the possible consequences of the reform agenda – which prioritises paid work as 
the primary marker of adult citizenship – will be considered and related to questions of both 
citizenship and fairness.   
  
Jenny Ceolta-Smith, Sarah Salway and Angela Tod 
Taking the back to work journey together? Personal Advisers' and claimants' views of 
health related support interventions: a realist review 
 
In spring 2011 the new Work Programme will start to replace all existing welfare to work 
programmes.  As it is generally believed that the role of the Personal Adviser is instrumental in 
supporting claimants back to work, it is likely they will have a key role in the delivery of this new 
programme. Many individuals who access this programme will have health conditions. Therefore 
Personal Advisers will need to be equipped to provide adequate support to those individuals 
with health conditions, who would benefit from addressing any barriers to employment. 
 
The aim of this paper is to explore the role of the Personal Adviser: to understand if they are 
effective at supporting people with long- term health conditions back into work. Drawing on 
findings from a realist review it explores how health related support interventions have been 
managed by Personal Advisers. Implementing a realist approach was useful because it 
highlighted what had been offered, for whom, and in what circumstances. The findings suggest 
that Personal Advisers may offer different types of health related support interventions and that 
there are variations in how they approach this and make decisions. This has resulted in some 
individuals being excluded from health related support interventions and to experience 
differential treatment. The paper highlights how Personal Advisers appear to engage in some 
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activities that would be typically associated with a health care professional's role. Gaps in 
Personal Advisers' knowledge and training, particularly for mental health, suggest some would 
struggle to achieve this effectively. Implications for future policy and practice are discussed. 
 
 
Martin Jones  
Continuities and Contestations abstract: Governance and ‘sustainability’ 
 
This paper draws on empirical data collected at a multitude of  scales concerning the governance 
approaches of  the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) and its partners in relation to the 'Let's 
Walk Cymru' (LWC) scheme in Wales – a nationwide, regionally-delivered scheme aimed at 
developing local, community-based walks and walking opportunities. The paper centres on the 
meta-narrative of  'sustainability'; a governance device that seek to configure the roles of  multiple 
actors at a multitude of  scales; and which is aimed at simultaneously empowering and governing 
active subjects. The paper comprises a consideration of  the spatialities and practices enrolled in 
this form of  governance, and centres on tensions between power and 'ownership', and focuses 
on scalar ‘ruptures’ and tensions between hierarchical and networked modes of  governing to 
argue that the overarching discourse of  ‘sustainability’ is neither as meaningful nor universal as it 
purports to be. 
 
Dave Sayers  
Speeding up or reaching out? Efficiency and unmet need as policy priorities in Wales 
 
The Welsh Assembly Government (WAG), a devolved authority within the United Kingdom, 
has been noted for the intensity of its commitment to equality - emphasising universality, and 
placing weighty obligations on public services. This paper critically considers this approach to 
equality by reviewing three policy documents published by WAG since the UK Government of 
Wales Act 2006. A discourse-historical approach is used to highlight a mismatch. On the one 
hand these documents suggest universality by articulating ‘everyone’ (or variants of) as their 
target group. On the other hand, there is an implicit focus on fairly mainstream sections of 
society, sidelining deeply excluded individuals at its periphery, who will not benefit from help for 
‘families’, ‘communities’, ‘schools’ and so on. This is a preliminary study, designed to open out 
questions for further analysis, not least of implementation and practice downstream of these top-
level policies. 
 
 


