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1 Introduction: Relationality in the Policy Domain

The central theme of this Element is the relational dimension of policy life. How
does the web of relationships among policy actors affect the construction and
conduct of policy? How might we approach the task of conceptualizing, then
discerning, the nature and action of the relational?

One can dismiss the task by simply saying that relationships are everything
and everywhere. You might as well study how molecules influence policy,
somebody might say. But other concepts used for analysis are similarly ubiqui-
tous and unbounded, for example, beliefs, narrative, discourse, and rationality.
The ubiquity and unboundedness of the relational should not dissuade us from
building policy theories around it and crafting new ways of studying it. What is
needed is to operationalize the concept of relationality for the purpose of
deepening policy analysis. Scholars and practitioners both should begin the
task of discovering aspects of relationality that can be analyzed and that are
useful for their theory and practice. As importantly, we should be accumulating
a store of case studies that illustrate relationality in policy life, building an array
of examples of analysis.

One reason (but not the only one) for formally addressing the relational is to better
understand policy anomalies. Anomalies abound in policy life, where things are not
as they are intended to be (e.g., Carstensen, 2015; Wilder and Howlett, 2015). In one
city, a formal schedule of property taxes is routinely deviated from, and payments are
instead negotiated with assessors on a case-to-case basis. In another, a public-school
charter that aims for a consistent level of quality everywhere gives way to a system
where differing communities, with differing levels of income and influence, lobby to
get better schools. In one state, a blanket public health measure requiring face masks
is embraced in some districts and flouted in others.

The analyst can classify these as anomalies, call for better implementation,
and leave it at that. But it is much more informative to take a more phenomeno-
logical view. This entails letting go of the urge to classify policy situations as
normal or deviant and, instead, to describe and analyze them as they are. The
early phenomenologist, Husserl, described a mode of description that brackets
away strong assumptions about what a thing is or should be and, instead, returns
“to the things themselves” (Husserl, 1900/1901, 168). This can require attend-
ing more faithfully to the complexity of a situation, what Geertz referred to as
“thick description” (Geertz, 1973, 5).

One conventional way to view policy is as prescription — that is, as a plan for
achieving good public ends." This is corollary to a conventional view of policy

! The authors wish to assure the reader that there is no intent to evoke an instrumental/purposive
notion of policy. In fact, it is always tempting to use the straw figure of the rational model as an
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as problem-solving (as noted by Turnbull, 2006). As Wildavsky wrote early on,
“Policies are goals, objectives, and missions that guide the agency. Analysis
evaluates and sifts alternative means and ends in the elusive pursuit of policy
recommendations” (Wildavsky, 1964, 29). But, as Wildavsky and others later
demonstrated, there may be gaps between the plan and its enactment because of
the vagaries of implementation. Often, policy seems to invariably obey a different
logic, repurposed if you will. Some suggest that policy actors behave according to
a logic of appropriateness (March and Olsen, 1989), but the question is:
Appropriateness to what? Some allude to a more informal, transactional policy
of “nondesign” (Howlett and Mukherjee, 2014) but, again, we wonder: What is
the logic of nondesign? We need to better describe these logics or mechanisms
that seem to drive public policy in opaque, unintended, or informal ways. In this
Element, we propose to trace these inner logics to relational phenomena. We will
refer to this as a model of relationality in public policy (Lejano, 2021).

Within the realm of public policy research, the term relationality pertains
to the generative role that relationships have in shaping and enacting
policy. Relationality is the condition in which policy, in its meanings
and practice, emerges not just from formal, prescribed rulemaking and
institution-building but also from the working and reworking of relation-
ships among a network of policy actors.

In this Element, we will elaborate on the model of relationality and demon-
strate how a relational framework can be used for policy analysis. A relational
approach, as will be discussed, is useful not just for analyzing anomalies in
public policy but in conventional policy situations as well. Later in this discus-
sion, we sketch the outlines of how the relational approach might be useful in a
prescriptive sense, in addition to its use for analysis.

In this provisional definition, we describe relationality not only as a condition
but also as a set of processes. Relationships are mechanisms, operative among a
web of policy actors, that generate policy. A relational analysis should aspire to
a thick description of these mechanisms and their effect on policy.

1.1 Filling Gaps

A focus on the relational addresses gaps in several lines of research. We
previously pointed to the literature on implementation as a body of knowledge
built around policy anomalies — that is, when policy as realized departs from

ideological construct from which the relational perspective contrasts (as a pedagogic strategy).
For those scholars who are wont to delineate orthodoxies within the field, the relational perspec-
tive could readily be considered as part of an interpretive turn in policy studies.
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policy as intended. This dovetails well with a parallel literature on how imple-
mentation revolves around decisions made by “street-level bureaucrats,” refer-
ring to agents of the state in the field who directly implement policies and
interact with policy recipients (Lipsky, 1980). This discussion does not rest on
the rather artificial boundaries drawn, historically, between policy formulation
and implementation, but the focus on implementation (as a mode of coproduc-
tion of policy) is a useful pedagogic tool for illustrating the value of a relational
perspective. So being, we enter into the discussion of relationality initially from
a previous literature’s focus on the street-level agent. Otherwise, the notion of
relationality is a more general concept that is not particularly tied to the idea of
or literature on implementation.

An open question in the scholarship around street-level agents is how to
understand (and characterize) the kinds of decisions made at this level and how
to account for the variation in patterns and outcomes of policy implementation
(e.g., Winter, 2001). A body of literature has emerged around trying to explain
decisions by the street-level bureaucrat as rational, involving maximizing
individual utility or program outcomes (see the discussion in Chang, 2021).
A variation of this involves an embedded assumption of bounded rationality,
where the street-level agent adopts coping strategies, where policy targets are
aimed for while dealing with organizational and resource constraints found at
the field level (e.g., Ellis, 2011). These perspectives often view the street-level
bureaucrat as an autonomous agent, making decisions and taking actions based
on an individualistic logic operating under local constraints. But variations in
decisions and outcomes are wide, and the literature attempts to explain this by
correlating with individual-level characteristics such as demographic variables,
self-perception, values, and so on (e.g., Wilkins and Williams, 2009).

However, as we will discuss in Section 2, there is considerable evidence by
now, from fields such as social psychology and experimental economics, that
decision-making has a strong relational component — that is, people make
judgments not just as the rational individual but also as the connected individual
responding to connections to the other. In short, to fully explain how street-level
bureaucrats (and other policy actors) implement policy, we have to add the
motivating factors induced by their being embedded in a web of relationships
that guide their actions. Often, these decisions and actions depart from any
semblance of individual rationality. March and Olsen characterized modes of
decision-making that operate outside the rational agent model as the “logic of
appropriateness” and characterize the latter as a fitting of decisions to rules and
roles (March and Olsen, 2010). But, again, missing in this promising line of
inquiry is an appreciation of how “appropriateness” also includes a fidelity to
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the relationships that one is a part of. Role and identity, as we will discuss in
Section 2, are wrapped up in one’s web of relationships.

Not that the importance of relationships has evaded scholars’ attention. Every
so often, the value of the relational will be mentioned. Lipsky’s original treatise
on street-level bureaucrats discusses the importance of the agent’s relationship
and interaction with the client. For example, Van Parys and Struyven recognize
how relationships matter by trying to classify interaction styles in simplistic,
categorical ways such as supportive, controlling, and so on (Van Parys and
Struyven, 2018). As Hill and Hupe suggest: “it is relevant how street-level
bureaucrats deal not only with rules (the substantive dimension) but also with
other actors (the relational dimension)” (Hill and Hupe, 2021, 226) — and yet,
there is so far no concerted attempt to analyze relationships between policy
actors in detail.” At the same time as scholars acknowledge the importance of
the relational, almost none attempt to analyze and describe relationship in
enough richness and use such rich description to better understand policy
processes and outcomes. One exception is Peake and Forsyth (2022), who call
for a wider use of ethnographic interviews with street-level agents to understand
how their interactions and programmatic contexts intertwine. As we will discuss
in Section 4, this approach is one effective way of getting at the nature of
relationships that influences the policy agent’s thinking and action. It is likely to
be an important route to adding to our knowledge of what constitutes logics of
appropriateness.

One promising route runs through the literature on network governance (e.g.,
O’Toole et al., 1997). This scholarship promotes the important idea that policy
emerges not simply from individuals enacting it but from social networks of
interconnected individuals (and groups) whose interactions construct policy. In
trying to connect the characteristics and dynamics of the network to policy
outcomes and program effectiveness, the literature has largely focused on two
aspects: first, the structural configuration of the social network and, second, how
the heterogeneous, often nonformalized, network is managed. In doing so, the
network literature primarily depicts network ties in terms of presence or absence
of connection (i.e., classic social network analysis amounts to characterizing a
network as a matrix of ones and zeroes). What is lacking is a deeper knowledge
of what constitutes a tie — beyond presence or absence, how can we describe
such ties (which, in this Element, we will refer to as relationship)? So, a more
explicitly relational analysis will allow an understanding of network processes
that go beyond the structure of switch-like ties and into the nature of these

2 Some notable examples (such as Nisar and Maroulis, 2017) often employ quantitative approaches
to social network analysis.
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connections, which may differ from node to node. This takes us beyond macro-
level insights into the importance of actor centrality and into questions about
what constitutes centrality and how it functions. Interestingly, when the network
literature does look at how processes work up close, it mostly revolves around
the same assumption of the individual actor engaging in strategic behavior (e.g.,
Klijn, 1997, 29). As we will discuss in Section 2, our knowledge of individual
decision-making is deeper now, and we know that individuals also act in a more
relational way. Moreover, focusing closely on the nature of relationships moves
us from the what (which actors are central) to the how (why and how their
centrality matters).

The scholarship on policy networks arose because of the complexity of
processes by which many policies are enacted. As Klijn describes it: “Policy
processes in networks are unpredictable and complex ... Many authors have
tried to define these processes in typologies of strategies” (Klijn, 1997, 32). But
these meta-level approaches to characterizing relationships in networks (creat-
ing typologies, describing the structure of the network) do not allow us to
explain what happens with each particular actor interacting with another. The
idea presented herein is that describing exactly what these interpersonal (and
interorganizational) relationships are, using richer modes of description, can
help us explain what policy outcomes emerge and why.

Close examination of the relational allows us to go beyond typological
descriptions of how policy is implemented in ways varying with context. For
example, the literature on clientelism and policy networks usually concentrates
on one mode of relationship where certain clients are favored (or capture the
state) so that they receive disproportionately more benefits from a policy. But
there is a much richer spectrum of possible relationships between client and
state (including adverse relationships that detract from the client’s welfare,
cooperative relationships where clients participate in policy interpretation,
etc.), and we need to better describe exactly what these relationships are, how
they function, and how these affect policy outcomes.

Relational phenomena are often found in the inner workings of policy — that
is, behind the scenes and in ways not acknowledged by formal or codified
policy. Such phenomena are relevant to all aspects of policy formulation/
enactment. They blur any notion of stages in the policy process and their
recognition perhaps blends well with constructivist perspectives on policy-
making that eschew the autonomous subject (see Barbehon, 2022, for a review).
In this Element, we use the concept of relationality as a general framework for
policy analysis, especially in evaluating how and why policies emerge and
effect change (e.g., Lejano, 2021).
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Across the broader landscape of policy studies, one can view relationality as
part of the interpretive turn in policy scholarship. This can be understood in the
same spirit as other studies’ attempts to describe how policy is constructed
through the interactions of multiple policy actors (e.g., Durose and Richardson,
2015). Focusing on relationality means understanding these interactions as, in
part, expression of relationships among these actors. This draws inspiration
from a related literature in the area of relational sociology, in which society is
analyzed not as a static constellation of things or properties but dynamic,
unfolding relations (e.g., Emirbayer, 1997; Powell and Dépelteau, 2013). As
Donati writes, “society is conceptualized as a network, though not a network of
objects or of individuals, but as a network of relations” (Donati, 2011, 226).
Crossley (2011) suggests that, while conventional (sociological) analyses focus
on individuals or societal “wholes,” the most appropriate unit of analysis is
instead social relations.

If we understand policy to emerge from interactions (i.e., relationships) among
a network of policy actors, then policy analysis should be better able to account
for the relational in explaining how and why policies work in the world. In
Section 2, we conceptualize relationality and then discuss the implications of
such conceptualizations for how we analyze policy.

As we will see in the empirical case study taken up later in this Element, a
closer analysis of relationships gives us an understanding of how and why a new
policy did not lead to expected outcomes in richer ways that, as seen in this case,
can lead to fresh ideas for policy reform.

1.2 Goals of This Element
The goals of this Element are to

» provide a rudimentary definition of relationality in public policy,

* describe examples of how relationality is manifested in real policy situations,
+ offer some initial ideas of how relational policy analysis can be done, and

* discuss how the relational lens can help us craft new ideas for policy reform.

We will use a case study to illustrate how a relational approach to analysis can
be conducted, and how this leads to fresh insights into policy reform.

1.3 Relationality in Practice

Sometimes policy outcomes differ from that intended when the rationale for the
policy, as designed, does not match those that motivate policy actors in the field.
What is the logic of appropriateness that governs the decisions and actions of
the actor in the field? Pierre Bourdieu (1977) probes into this complexity in his
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work on logics of practice (i.e., how patterns of action and reasoning at the field
level may differ from that conceptualized by an external observer or an author-
ity). His account of practice highlights the governing influence of relationships
(e.g., dyadic relationships) on institutions.

Bourdieu, writing about things remote from public policy, gives a vivid
description of how relational mechanisms work, using the example of gift
exchange among the Kabyle of Morocco (Bourdieu, 1977). Gift giving among
the Kabyle is a refined institution. It can never be a simple tit-for-tat exchange
because that would make the interaction seem perfunctory. Rather than an
objectively fixed obedience to social rules, the gift exchange has to operate as
if it were spontaneous and improvised.

“If it is not to constitute an insult, the counter-gift must be deferred and
different . .. opposed on the one hand to swapping, which ... telescopes gift
and counter-gift to the same instant, and on the other hand, to lending, in which
the return of the loan is explicitly guaranteed by a juridical act and is thus
already accomplished at the very moment of the drawing up of a contract”
(Bourdieu, 1977, 5).

Gift giving is more art than science, something that expresses a finely working
relationship between parties. The gifts cannot be identical or even equivalent,
since that would suggest the two parties were identical. It may differ between two
peers or an elder and junior, for example, between two longtime friends and two
chance acquaintances, between persons who share an interest in food and those
who cherish books. Actors exchanging gifts must show care for the relationship.

The analogy to policy is that, just as with gift exchange, sometimes a policy is
enacted in a way that cannot be prespecified or codified into a set of rules. The
actual outcome is something inherently dependent on context, who the parties
are, and what their relationship was, is, and will be. It is a particularly apt
analogy for policy situations where:

» notwithstanding a codified or formalized set of rules or procedures that
constitute a policy, its actual implementation, or embodiment varies from
context to context in a way not captured by the formal policy;

* the formalized policy acts as a guide to policy action, but does not well
circumscribe the action, as the latter is of a complexity that cannot be even
approximately codified in a policy text;

» sometimes the formal policy acts as a facade, disguising the actual policy
process that actors cannot acknowledge in any formal way.

If the last point seems extreme, note that such situations are more common-
place than one might think. For example, in 1964, California formally ended its
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bracero program, which had allowed the transient entry across the border of
temporary farmworkers from Mexico. But the movement of migrant workers
continued beyond 1964 despite never being sanctioned by official policy
(Gonzalez and Loza, 2016). In part, this was due to the continuing relationship
between growers in Southern California and willing farmworkers in Mexico. In
every context, we should be able to find examples of policies that work in ways
not reflected in the official text.

Sometimes policy is crafted on a level that is (purposely or not) general,
abstract, or ambiguous, and policy actors then have to translate this into working
policies on the ground (Brugnach and Ingram, 2012). This situation, which
might be likened to interpretation of a policy text, inherently brings into play
relationships found in context. We may end up with a situation where policy is
not isomorphic (i.e., not simply diffused) but polymorphic in that it varies from
context to context (Lejano and Shankar, 2013). Current ideas about policy
design are amenable to policy as something malleable, framed, and reframed
by a network of policy actors continuously (e.g., Peters et al., 2018). The
essential quality of a realistic, adaptable policy prescription process is that of
openness (Dryzek and Ripley, 1988). Relationality is a lens for understanding
how and why policy translation occurs (e.g., Alta and Mukhtarov, 2022). As
Warne Peters and Mulligan suggest, problem-solving in the field is relational
work (Warne Peters and Mulligan, 2019).

Admittedly, sometimes policy really does work in anomalous and divergent
ways (e.g., Carter et al., 20154). But, we suggest, more often, the life of policy
inherently proceeds nonanomalously in accordance with, and supported by, the
relationships that are maintained among policy actors. A pattern of public action
becomes an institution because it reflects and is supported by the everyday
relationships found in that context. Take the simple example of an informal
street vendor selling oranges on the corner. If this activity is maintained day in
and day out, then we can say that it has become an institution. But to be an
institution, it has to be supported by a web of relationships that actively maintain
it — relationships between the vendor and orange-buying commuters and pedes-
trians, with officers who choose not to enforce vending permit ordinances, with
building owners in that area, and so on. A relational approach seeks to make
plain, and subject to analysis, the way relationships influence and even deter-
mine policy. One way to deal with this is to acknowledge that, yes, of course,
relationships always matter, and leave it at that. The more interesting way is to
explicitly analyze it and explain how.

In subsequent sections, we will be more explicit about what relationality is.
This will require that we also attempt to be more analytical about just what a
relationship is and how we might analyze it. We cannot hope to completely
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formalize the idea of relationship, since this broad concept defies definition.
Relationships need not be dyadic, since they can inhere between many people
or groups of people. Interpersonal relationships are never just individual-to-
individual ones, and their meaning often goes beyond the immediate interaction
(Bourdieu, 1977, 81). These can be multi-scalar, as relationships can inhere
between persons, organizations, and institutions. They most often go beyond the
material, as one can have a relationship with a cause or a concept (consider the
idea of love for one’s country). But we need ways to operationalize the idea of
relationship to a degree that promotes policy analysis.

2 Conceptualizing Relationality

Policymaking is often portrayed as a rational activity — that is, a deliberate
fashioning of policy to best achieve predetermined ends. The exercise is all the
more rational to the extent that such fashioning of policy is done in a way that
reasonably optimizes the chance of a policy’s success. Understood in this way,
policy is seen as ostensibly purposive; a prescription for achieving public
goals.

In the discussion that follows, we set aside the complexity of policy for a
moment and (artificially) draw a distinction between a rational model of policy
and a relational one. This artificial, and somewhat playful, juxtaposing is
pedagogical as, at some point, we return to the real world of policy where
there are no clear-cut models, only the things themselves. The rational ideal is
not the alpha and omega of policy thought as early writers might have once
proposed, nor need it be the anathema of collective engagement that critics
might charge; it is but one of many modes of description, all of them partial and
incomplete. What it is, is a way of describing what policymakers and practi-
tioners often aspire for and direct their activities toward — but it is not the only
way. In our use of the word, rationality, we do not refer to the narrow idea of
reason as instrumental/purposive (or the narrower idea of it as utility maximiza-
tion) but the broader idea of applying the best of our knowledge, abilities, and
multiple disciplines toward prescribing solutions to the problems of society,
which is what Lasswell meant by introducing the idea of a policy science
(Lasswell, 1970).

The most dominant notion of what rationality is, is conjured by the Cartesian
ego, the autonomous individual (or subject) pondering the external world (or
object) and divining what is true and good. The rational model is closely related
to the idea of analysis, which has its roots in the Greek word, dvdivotig, for
taking something apart and inspecting it. The radical movement, applied to the
field of policy analysis, involves, first, the separation of the analyst from the
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object of study and, secondly, the objective evaluation of the state of the object
and the right course of action regarding it. In program evaluation, this takes the
form of taking a policy or program in isolation, assessing its outcomes vis-a-vis
intended objectives, and designing (or modifying) it to optimally meet those
objectives. The subject, or analyst, is a person removed from the thing being
studied, regarding it in objective fashion.

From this rational ideal comes the framing of policy as prescriptive. The
rational decision-maker or decision-makers are those who, from their privileged
perch, are able to apply criteria for what is true and good in judging something
(say, a policy) as right or wrong and, if the latter, redesigning it for the better.

The idea of policy as ratio evokes the figure of the subject (or subjects) as that
who is able to set explicit goals and prescriptions from a position external to a
situation. These policies are then enacted, and their outcomes are assessed. The
Cartesian subject sets policy from a position removed from the object of
intervention (these objects invariably involve complex networks, including
the public, field agents, organizations, and others). This is not an entirely radical
model — in fact, rulemaking is idealized as done by external agents (e.g.,
legislators) viewing the situation from a more objective perspective. Policy
analysis is often framed within a rationalist (even decision analytic) perspective
— as one handbook suggests, policy analysis consists of specifying “explicit
goals, concrete alternatives, systematic comparison, and clear recommenda-
tion” (Weimer and Vining, 2017, 372).

Embedded in much of the literature previously discussed is the implicit
assumption of the policy actor as autonomous agent and, going further, rational
decision-maker. It is in this light that we understand models of policy actors as
employing individual rationality or, more pragmatically, bounded rationality
involving coping strategies. But there is, by now, substantial literature on the
psychology of identity and more complex models of decision-making, which
speak to the person as a relational being, motivated to think and act in ways that
cohere with one’s relationships with others. We take a brief look at these bodies
of thought, which support the relational perspective.

The early phenomenologists (Husserl, 1900/1901; Brentano, 1874) critiqued
the Cartesian notion of res cogitans, the individual taking in the world and
making judgments about it from an objective perch. Instead, they saw the person
as defined by intentionality, or as a being always tending toward the other (e.g.
Husserl, 1900/1901). Every mental activity, as Brentano would suggest, is
something relational (1874). The person is never the external subject removed
from the object being examined but, instead, someone embedded, from begin-
ning to end, in the situation itself.
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Later scholars would further the critique of the rationalist model. In moral
philosophy, Gilligan began describing a model of human reasoning that was
relational, more complex and contextual than the deontological laws of the
rational ego (Gilligan, 1982). Instead of cogito ergo sum, the relational position
might be better stated as curae ergo sum (we care, we form relationships,
therefore we are). We understand who we are not autonomously but through
our relationships with others. This is supported by social psychological research
on identity, which promotes the idea that self is a multidimensional construct
that goes beyond the individual. Brewer and Gardner describe how self-identity
is constructed in three fundamental ways, which are self as the individual, self in
dyadic relationships with others, and self as part of a group (Brewer and
Gardner, 1996). This is important because the person shapes her actions in
ways consistent with not just who she is as an individual, but with her relation-
ship with others, and her membership in groups. In fact, the latter two dimen-
sions of selfhood can both be included in what we refer to as the relational, as we
are open to relationships that are not just dyadic. Relevant to this is parallel work
on the inclusion of the other in the self (Aron et al., 1991).

People decide and act in ways that are guided by their relationships with
others. We see this very directly in research on experimental games, where
outcomes consistent with individual rationality are consistently deviated from.
For example, in games of giving (e.g., dictator and ultimatum games), partici-
pants consistently give much beyond that predicted by individual rationality (e.
g., Camerer and Thaler, 1995; Bolton and Ockenfels, 2000), in amounts often
related to one’s degree of social connection (or social distance) to the other
(Bohnet and Frey, 1999). This is entirely consistent with the social psychology
literature that suggests that, when one enters into a relationship, not only does
one’s self-conception include the other, but that decision-making becomes more
altruistic toward the other as well (e.g., Cialdini et al., 1997). The idea that
relationality matters in public policy owes much to insights from research in the
areas of social psychology and experimental games that demonstrate how a
person’s decisions and actions are influenced by one’s relationship with the
other. This should hold true for policy actors at all points in the policy process,
including those in the field who perhaps have face-to-face interactions with
beneficiaries of policy.

We might take this as an alternative ontology of policy. In this formulation,
policy is not the expression of the rational fashioning of rules and processes (by
external decision-makers) to optimally achieve desired ends. Instead, we can
view it as the working out of relationships among policy actors and, in this mode
of description, policy emerges less as a rational fitting of means to an end, but as an
expression of and coherence with the constellation of relationships among actors.
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Policy then emerges in a way reflecting the active formation and maintenance of
relationships. Having said this, policy is of course neither rational or relational — it is
not captured neatly by any model; it is the thing in itself and is described by all these
models in concert, and only partly so. The second caveat we make, before we
proceed, is that should we take the relational route, analyzing policy in this manner
might prove (as we will soon figure out) to be more complex than conventional
approaches.

We previously provided a working definition of relationality in policy. There
might appear to be some circularity to this because the definition rests on the
idea of relationship, which we have yet to define. We will craft a working
definition of it, with an eye toward its use for policy analysis, without suggest-
ing that our working concept encompasses the expansive territory mapped by
the word, relationship. If the goal is to better understand how policies evolve
and operate in ways influenced by relationships among policy actors, then it
would be useful to better conceptualize relationship in ways amenable to
analysis.

There is an inextricable connection between identity and relationship. How
we act with regard to another has very much to do with who we are, and who the
other is. The other side of this connection is that who we are is, at least in part,
defined by our relationship with others. As proposed in previous work (Lejano,
2008, 2021), relationship might be understood as the aggregate constitution of
identity along three different axes, as shown below.

The Substance of Relationship

* constitution or expression of one’s self-identity
* constitution or expression of identity vis-a-vis the other
* constitution or expression of identity of self-and-other

We propose that an adequate definition of relationship requires recognition of
these different aspects of identity. Relationship with another, in other words, is
defined by who I am, who I am in contrast or with regard to the other, and who I
am conjoint with the other. Of course, there are other ways of understanding
relationship, but the concept as defined above will suit our purpose of illustrat-
ing the merits of the relational view. It should be understood that this definition
is most applicable in a local sense, that is, the entire aspect of one’s identity is
not necessarily brought into the encounter with another, but only those salient
aspects that are relevant to or triggered by the situation at hand.

This formulation is also something that is limited to dyadic relationships
among two individuals. The other can be a group, a society, an ideal, etc.
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In some cases, the most pertinent dimension is a person’s social identity, which
pertains to being part of a group (e.g., Hornung et al., 2019).

This formulation helps us unpack the logic of “appropriateness” inherent in
relational mechanisms. Policy can be directed (or redirected) in accordance with
the web of relationships in which policy actors are embedded in. But what is
appropriate or in accordance with such relationships? It is, simply put, what
policy meanings and actions maintain existing relationships or even foster even
deeper or more positive relationships. This is most obviously evident in the
arena of political foes and allies, where an autocratic leader might direct public
projects away from the former and toward the latter. These patterns, further-
more, are inherent in identity — who these persons (or groups) are, who they are
vis-a-vis the others, and who they are jointly. Such perverse behavior is part of
the identity of the autocrat, and the autocrat’s response toward the other depends
on their relationship as allies or foes. Such patterns are obvious in glaringly
perverse political situations such as autocracies. But here is an important point:
these relational patterns are to be found in much more subtle forms among
healthily functioning polities. If we look closely enough, we should be able to
find these patterns at work in every political situation.

We have to delimit the notion of what constitutes relationality for the purposes
of what and how we analyze while allowing its broader meaning to remain fluid
and open. In the above discussion, we typify the relational as a dyadic relationship
between two actors, but this is just the most convenient form for us to continue
this particular exposition. The relational is neither bound by the dyadic, nor even
the idea of linkages between individuals. It need not be envisioned as networks of
ties, but in many other possible ways, such as fields within which different actors
circulate and differently position (Bourdieu, 1984), assemblages of ontologically
heterogeneous actants (Latour, 1993), narrative emplotments (Ricoeur, 1988),
social-ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1992), or multidimensional topolo-
gies (Lejano, 2000).

The choice of how to frame the relational is not arbitrary. Grounding the rest
of our discussion in the specific case of relationality as networks of social ties,
let us turn to a specific illustration of the relational dimensions of policy.

2.1 A COVID Example

Consider a situation where there has been instituted a national mandate for
wearing face masks in public places. And consider a political setting where
translating this broad mandate into actual functioning policy is up to the mayor
of each municipality. There is broad discretion over to what extent face masks
are required and promoted, or whether the mandate is followed at all. It depends
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on the mayor’s relationship with the national government and its leader, of
course. It can also depend on her relationship with her electorate, especially the
unions and other organizations that supported her. And it depends on people’s
relationships with each other since face masks are not just meant to protect self,
but to protect the other. And, so, what policy is enacted, in exact terms, in that
municipality, can hinge on all of these relationships. It also depends on who the
mayor is, in terms of her prevailing political ideologies, positions regarding
public health measures — in short, her identity. If we wish to understand why, in
this municipality, the mandate was aggressively enforced while, in the adjacent
one, it was willfully opposed, it may be possible to explain it in the context of
these relationships. And explanation can even be too strong a word, but at least
we should be able to understand it more deeply. This, of course, can quickly
become quite complex. It may require going beyond dyadic relationships and
beyond the immediate, personal scale of these relationships. The relationships,
themselves, are not static conditions but something that evolves over time,
possibly being affected by the mask mandate itself.

Some years back, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, one of the authors spent
time at a university in Hong Kong. While there, he was intrigued by the fact that,
almost every week, someone would come to the department wearing a face
mask. He asked someone why she was wearing one and was told that she had a
cold and did not want to spread it to others at work. This speaks to a person’s
relationships with those directly connected to her — the person’s social network
if you will. Flash forward to the start of the pandemic in 2020, and we see how
such relational phenomena affect policy. Before Hong Kong’s city government
even instituted any policies on face masks and other risk reduction measures,
the city’s residents jumped into action and began masking up en masse, along
with other self-imposed social distancing measures.” Compare this to the
troubled fate of mask mandates in many US cities, where millions equated it
to a violation of individual liberty.” This choice, between foregrounding the
priorities of the connected ego versus the autonomous one, is a relational one.
But it’s also not a binary phenomenon, where one is either connected or not, as

* Leung (2020). Part of the questioning would also inquire into how a person’s identity and thought
were influenced by the experience, growing up, of the SARS epidemic of 2003. Despite its
outstanding work on promoting mask wearing, contact tracing, and other measures, the one thing
Hong Kong most neglected can be understood as a relational phenomenon as well — and this was
not promoting vaccination among residents in senior care centers. It was precisely these residents
who were most isolated and whose social and physical ties to the main were most lacking. As the
omicron surge of March 2022 wore on, the majority of residents in care homes remained
unvaccinated (https://hongkongfp.com/2022/03/12/elderly-care-homes-in-eye-of-hong-kongs-
deadly-covid-storm/).

4 McKelvey (2020).
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might be shown on a social network diagram. We are all relational beings,
suspended in webs of meaning.

Were we trying to more thoroughly describe the mask-wearing colleague’s
response in relational terms, an interview might proceed with something like as
follows. One could ask a series of questions. How would you characterize
yourself as a member of this society, and how do you regard public health
mandates? What is your relationship to those around you, such as at work, and
how does this affect your reaction to the mandate? And, in addition, what is your
relationship to the city as a whole, and what are your communities? In other
words, one could explore the three dimensions described above, to begin
analyzing the situation in relational terms.

Doubtless, these phenomena can be explained in other ways. For example,
one can view the variation in mask mandates from locality to locality in the
United States as the outcome of pluralist politics at work. But it is not simply the
constellation of interest groups found in each place but the particular personal
history, affiliation, and closeness each political actor has with these groups — in
other words, the nature of the web of relationships. Indeed, just registering the
presence of lobbies will not suffice, since one lobby may be present in two
locales but will not have the same standing in these communities. To say that
governance is a network phenomenon does not, for the same reasons, say
enough, since similar-looking networks in two places may function quite
differently, depending on the nature of the ties that bind the members together.

2.2 Convention and Anomaly

In this Element, we do not intend to completely circumscribe what relationality
is, and what a relational approach to policy analysis consists of. We merely
begin exploring the possibilities of using the idea of relationality to understand
policy processes and their outcomes. What insights might emerge from fore-
grounding the relational? In some cases, we might find that a focus on relation-
ality can help us discern how policy outcomes differ from situation to situation.
In other cases, a relational approach can give us insight into how a broad policy
mandate is translated into a more explicit, operational form in ways guided by
the web of relationships found in the field. And a focus on the relational can help
explain policy anomalies — when policies begin operating in ways other than
intended.

Can relationality be used as a way to gauge or even measure different policy
environments? Could we compare contexts according to the degree of relation-
ality? Take, for example, how the Philippine political system is often referred to
as one of “personalist” politics, meaning it is less about the rule of rules but


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009118996

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009118996 Published online by Cambridge University Press

16 Public Policy

about personas (or charisma, as Weber might put it). Politicians do not think
twice about jumping parties and crossing over because party platforms are
facile, ideologies are secondary, and what matters is that everything is transac-
tional. This is an illustration of relationality. When, in 2017, the presidency went
to Rodrigo Duterte, a ruthless advocate of military-style policing, the relation-
ship between the executive, judiciary, and law enforcement agencies changed
seemingly overnight. With the president encouraging the police to go beyond
the law, what proceeded was an outbreak of so-called extra-judicial killings —
the term, extra-judicial, signifying something “outside the law” (Pertierra,
2017).

In such a milieu, formal codified rules give way to the relational — no wonder
that Philippine politicians constantly play with the idea of overhauling the
constitution (a political dance that is referred to as the cha-cha, meaning charter
change). In such a setting, codified rules are complemented (or supplanted) by
informal transactions that take place behind the scenes — for example, traffic
rules (and signs) can change from week to week, meaning drivers are prone to
break a rule sometime, at which point, a traffic enforcer might suddenly appear,
and transactions ensue. The everyday business of both public and private
sectors are strongly relational — the logic of which is referred to as palakasan
(or power play) which is, incidentally, the same word used for sports. And, when
not coordinated, these alternative relational logics can offset the purpose of the
rules — for example, one can see this in some Metro Manila streets where street
lights are so closely spaced that their logic cannot just be based on illumination.
Clearly, much can be explained using a relational lens.

So, is the relational frame of analysis something that is more applicable to
some contexts than others —for example, neo-patrimonial states (Araral et al.,
2019)? Without completely answering this question, we might venture a quali-
fied “yes and no.” Yes, in that some contexts feature more “anomaly” than
others, which beg for a relational analysis to “the gap between de jure and de
facto practices” (Bertelli et al., 2020, 742). But, no, in the sense that relationality
should be seen as a feature of any policy environment, in any setting: Asia, the
Americas, and Europe. Even the most formally rule-bound society carries out
policy by coursing it through a network of policy actors. This is an important
point: that the rule of law only works by the active working and reworking of
relationships that maintain it. Regardless of which policy context we are
examining, we should be able to employ the notion of relationality to under-
stand it more deeply. But how we employ it can differ from context to context.

Anomalies notwithstanding, relationality should be important even when
policy is crafted and delivered just as intended since, invariably, policy is
coursed through a network of policy actors. Even the simplest change in a tax
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law requires coordination among many agents, including the internal revenue
service, accountants, lawyers, and the taxpayers themselves. And the policy
process is not simply analogous to the passing of a baton from one party to
another, since each actor may be involved in interpreting, translating, and
delivering the policy. We should find that the exact nature of the policy is finely
influenced by the patterns and maintenance of relationships among these actors.

There are some types of policy situations where the relational dimension is
particularly crucial, even in nonanomalous situations when the policy is carried
out according to its formal intents. One such area might be that of conditional
cash transfer (CCT) programs, where poverty alleviation or emergency assist-
ance is carried out through direct outlays to recipients, usually in a means-tested
manner and subject to some conditions (e.g., actively seeking employment,
active attendance of children in public schools, etc.). In these programs, there is
often a strong relational component that is needed, particularly in the interface
with the potentially millions of recipient families. Identifying qualifying bene-
ficiaries and working with them to explain and gain compliance with program
conditions are tasks that can require extensive interface between policy actors.
For example, in the Oportunidades-Prospera CCT program in Mexico, the
nature of the direct relationships between frontline agency workers and benefi-
ciaries were found to have a strong influence on the outcomes of the program,
and beneficiary’s availing of employment and health services improved with
stronger relationships (Ramirez, 2021). In addition, the presence of vocales, or
representatives elected by groups of beneficiaries, were found to be important
relational agents who helped manage much of the interface between agency and
beneficiary families (Fernandez de Castro and Lejano, 2018). CCT programs
may be a type of policy situation that naturally introduces strong relational
elements, often needing face-to-face interaction between program staff and
recipients.’

Relationships mediate policy everywhere in every situation. Having made
this sweeping statement, we might also speculate that some socio-political
contexts are bound to exhibit greater relationality than others. In the implemen-
tation literature, there is considerable discussion of how street-level discretion is
bound to increase in situations where the state has lesser capacities for govern-
ance (e.g., Grindle, 2017). The reasons include lesser abilities of the state to
standardize policy implementation (through provision of resources, monitoring

5 Networks of relationships need not consist of interpersonal contacts, as seen in Togo’s NOVISSI
program. This CCT scheme was done mostly digitally, where registered voters (and others,
including non-voters identified through other means) simply used their cellphones to send a
text, upon which their identities would be verified, resulting in an automatic transfer to the
person’s mobile money account (Debenedetti, 2021).


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009118996

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009118996 Published online by Cambridge University Press

18 Public Policy

of agents in the field, etc.), lesser standards and processes for accountability, and
more informality in policy implementation. Clientelism, which is a broad
classification of what is essentially a relational phenomenon, is often associated
with weaker governance systems (and younger, less developed democracies) in
the developing world (notwithstanding the inherent orientalism in this view).
Peake and Forsyth, in distinguishing between the Weberian, bureaucratic state
and the informal, relational state, comment on how, in immature polities, the
relational dominates governance (Peake and Forsyth, 2022).

In the following section, we trace some relevant bodies of scholarship in the
literature, from public policy scholars and others, that support and supplement
the incipient work on relationality.

3 Relational Accounts in the Literature

Scholars of public policy have long recognized the relational as a key element in
policy processes. Early on, Lasswell noted how codified policies reflect and
emerge from the workings of power relationships in society (Lasswell, 1958).
“Power is always constituted and exerted in social relationships,” write Arts and
Tatenhove (2004, 350), describing agents-in-interaction in the policy process
(see also Hoffman, 2013). Power is embedded in discourse, as we learn from
Foucault (1975), which for some scholars also implicates the relational through
“the socially constructed work of creating policy meanings and frames”
(Healey, 20006, 14).

We do not suggest that the policy literature has ignored the crucial role of
relationships. There have been earlier calls for a better rendering of policy and
institutions in relational terms:

“Rather than a macroscopic focus on system structure or a microscopic focus
on the individual actor, we choose to build our model by focusing on what
goes on in the social ‘space’ between actors ... What makes the institutions
function is not the setting of clear lines of authority or individual interest, but
the coherence of actions with the web of relationships” (Lejano, 2006, 233).

However, there has yet, to date, not been a concerted effort at foregrounding
the relational aspects of policy in a systematic manner (Unwin, 2018). If
relationships indeed are so central to the workings of policy, then perhaps it is
time to subject it to serious analysis. How should scholars define a relationship,
systematically categorize relationships, and perhaps even model them? How
can a knowledge of the relational help explain policy processes and outcomes?

Policy scholars have long observed how the actual processes and outcomes
do not match the formal prescription (e.g., Mazmanian and Sabatier, 1981;
Pressman and Wildavsky, 1984; O’ Toole, 2000). At times, divergent outcomes
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emerge from the decisions and actions of street-level bureaucrats (e.g., Lipsky,
1980; Frisch-Aviram et al., 2018). The essential phenomenon being described is
that the logic behind the rules and prescriptions of policy, as espoused by a set of
policymakers, are sometimes supplemented, or displaced by other logics, some
of which we attribute to the relational. Even when enaction fully adheres to
formal policy, it can do so in a way that elaborates on policy and fits it to more
complex realities in the field — and, we suggest, part of the logic or ethic that
guides such elaboration can be traced to the relationships that govern inter-
actions in the field.

Oftentimes, codified policy is interpreted, modified, or elaborated on as it
courses its way through a network of policy actors. But what determines how
the policy evolves as it weaves its way through the network? There are many
factors that can shape policy in the field, but foremost among these is the
working and reworking of relationships among the policy actors. It is in the
transactions among these actors that policy is translated into action. A number
of things can foster this condition. Sometimes, rules are underspecified, allow-
ing room for interpretation. Policy can reflect a particular form of underspeci-
fication, where policymakers do not fully specify policy as to allow
implementers to tailor it to differing contexts (Clark et al., 2006). At times,
this is reflected in a degree of policy ambiguity (Brugnach and Ingram, 2012),
which can result from differences in how a heterogeneous network of actors
interprets policy. Sometimes, policy can be misspecified, disguising illicit
policies with formally acceptable policy text. Misspecification is what Lejano
and Shankar (2013) refer to as policy double-talk, where the formal veneer of
policy is presented on the frontstage while the real policy is crafted behind the
scenes (Goffman, 1959). In more extreme cases, formalized rules and roles may
become epiphenomenal to the working and reworking of relationships.

As an aside, foregrounding the relational provides even more justification for
blurring the distinctions between policy design and policy implementation —
after all, policy might be understood as what Barthes (1974) referred to as a
“writerly” text.

One can understand the vagaries of policy as reflecting the complex nature of
practice, which can be likened to an orchestra without a conductor (e.g.,
Bourdieu, 1977). Theorizing about the logic of practice, Bourdieu describes
social structures that guide human behavior in tacit ways, embedded in the
social milieu — what he refers to as habitus (Bourdieu, 1977). These unseen
“structuring structures” ultimately are relational phenomena, which lie in the
background but manifest themselves in the everyday life of a place. Policy
actors operate within such habitus, their actions influenced in ways, seen and
unseen, influenced by the webs of meaning in which they are enmeshed.
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For example, Akram (2018) uses the concept of the habitus to trace the
historical underrepresentation of women in the Australian Public Service.

Subsequent scholars of practice, in the areas of public policy and public
administration, emphasize the embodied, emergent, nature of institutions that
come about through the interactions of actors in their context (e.g., Colebatch,
2006; Bevir and Rhodes, 2010).

Attention to the relational is evident in the considerable literature on the role
of social networks and policy networks in governance. Mostly, however, rela-
tionships in public policy contexts are analyzed structurally, examining their
existence (as a binary variable) and other properties such as centrality and
density (e.g., Arnold et al., 2017). Some researchers probe deeper into inter-
actions and knowledge exchange between actors but, even with these, the main
focus is on structural patterns of network ties (e.g., Crona and Bodin, 2006).
What is lacking is a closer description of these relationships, the interactions
that emerge from them, and their role in the trajectory and outcomes of policy.

The question of how we can describe and analyze the relational is an issue
that remains to be fully worked out. In the social network literature, “links”
between network actors are often characterized by simple binary ties between
actors (i.e., linked, not linked), categorical associations between actors (e.g.,
friend, relative, neighbor) or by transactions (such as material, financial, etc.)
that occur between them (Bodin and Crona, 2009). What we seldom find is any
analytical attempt to more completely describe (especially in narrative terms)
the complex, everyday nature of these social ties. A relationship, after all, is
much more than a switch that one can describe as a zero-one variable.

More so than is found in the policy literature, public administration scholars
have begun discussing varying notions of relationality and their implications for
governance. Stout and Love discuss how governance is constituted by micro-
level relational processes, such as face-to-face encounters among policy actors:
“...inmany ways, macrolevel governance is shaped by micro-level encounters
in a scaffolding process” (Stout and Love, 2017, 130). Framed in this way, the
relational perspective sees governance as emergent and co-determinative. This
reflects earlier attention to “an appreciation of the ongoing production of
organizational and material life through a network of interdependent human
transactions” (Huising and Silbey, 2011, 15-16). Researchers in management
and organization have begun studying how formal contracts and nonformalized,
relational agreements interact (e.g., Poppo and Zenger, 2002; Bertelli and
Smith, 2009). To quote Stout and Love, the relational is “a synthesis between
embedded and independent social condition through the quality of relationality —
a concept that acknowledges we exist within interconnected webs in which all
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entities (humans, nonhumans, physical objects, and places) co-determine one
another” (Stout and Love, 2018, 70).

Bartels and Turnbull describe relational analysis as “an analytical focus on
networks of interactions and relationships; explanation of the emergent proper-
ties that characterize their processes and outcomes of co-creation; and meth-
odological foregrounding of social networks and their temporal and
performative qualities” (Bartels and Turnbull, 2019, 6). The idea of governance
as emergent has been a longstanding theme in this literature (e.g., Emirbayer,
1997; Crossley, 2011). This brings us back to the question: if policy and the
institutions of governance are co-created and emergent, what logics guide these
emergent properties?

At times, the emergent means an alternative system of rules and practices
arising in contradiction to the codified rules. One way to depict this might be
Goffman’s analogy of processes occurring backstage versus front stage
(Goffman, 1959). Stewart and Ayres (2001) discuss how policies sometimes
act as general directives within which policy is worked out processually. Yet
another would be to depict these as parallel, formal, and informal systems (e.g.,
Christiansen et al., 2004). But such depictions stop short of attempting to better
characterize the generative forces behind the backstage and the informal,
foremost among which are the working and reworking of relationships among
policy actors.

In the broad area of institutional design, there are lines of work where the
relational dimension is cast into the foreground more clearly. Scholars of
regulatory design have begun focusing on situations where patterns of behavior
do not conform to regulations per se, but instead emerge from everyday
interactions among institutional actors (e.g., Huising and Silbey, 2011;
Braithwaite, 2013; Warne Peters and Mulligan, 2019). This reflects an earlier
focus on “rules-as-practiced,” which involve allowing leeway for governed to
tailor institutional practices to the particulars of its context (Ayres and
Braithwaite, 1995; Gunningham et al., 1998). Stewart and Ayres describe how
sometimes the output of rulemaking is procedural rather than substantive, a
relational program within which policy is worked out processually within
general directives (Stewart and Ayres, 2001; Braithwaite, 2013). Huising and
Silbey use the term, “relational regulation,” to describe how agents “govern
the gap between regulatory expectations and performances with an appreciation
of the ongoing production of organizational and material life through
human transactions” (2011, 17). We ask: What process or logic substitutes for
rule-governed behavior, in these situations? Simply stated, it is the logic of
relationship — the steering mechanism provided by the working and reworking
of interpersonal (and intergroup) relationships among policy actors.
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A related development is that of “relational contracting” (Bertelli and Smith,
2010). Because of the difficulty of completely specifying the scope and detail of
all these contracts, sometimes service providers and clients simply form a
working relationship and work out the details within these relationships. As
Bertelli and Smith describe this mode of contracting, “relationships enhance
and expand the arrangements specified in a formal contract” such that “relation-
ships have become the conduit for governance” (Bertelli and Smith, 2010, 22).
Sometimes, contracting arrangements combine contractual and relational elem-
ents (Warsen et al., 2019). In the public administration literature, the term,
relational governance, is used to refer to interorganizational transactions (e.g.,
purchasing of supplies or services) where relationships, supported by mutual
trust, govern these exchanges rather than formal contracts. As Poppo and Zenger
describe: “For such relationally-governed exchanges, the enforcement of obliga-
tions, promises, and expectations occurs through social processes that promote
norms of flexibility, solidarity, and information exchange” (2002, 710).
Relationships can pose advantages over formal contracts, such as lower transac-
tion costs or increased flexibility and adaptability to changing circumstances
(Heide and John, 1992; Dyer and Singh, 1998). Moreover, this type of flexible
contracting is most likely to promote trust among parties than formal contracts.

Returning to the policy literature, considerable scholarship has been devoted
to explaining the motivating factors behind the decisions and actions of policy
actors, particularly what binds them to collective action. Sabatier et al. attribute
behavior to belief systems (Sabatier, 1988). Motivational factors have been
described in linguistic/textual terms as well, from the literature on meta-
narrative (Rein and Schon, 1991), discourse coalitions (Hajer, 1993), or mutually
constitutive narrative-networks (Ingram et al., 2014). But these motivations, as
the phenomenologists might say, do not exist in and of themselves but are always
directed toward something or someone. Behind these systems of belief, narrative,
or discourse, there lies a constellation of relationships that give them shape.
Beliefs, discourse, and narratives — these are all shared primarily through rela-
tionships (beginning with interpersonal ones) within a social network. But these
bodies of scholarship have paid insufficient attention to the webs of relationships
within which these policy networks evolve.

There is ample justification found in these various strands of literature for a
focused attention on the relational dimensions of policy life. One persistent gap in
each of the strands of literature mentioned earlier is the absence of any concerted
effort to describe relationships among policy actors in any sufficiently rich way,
and then, to connect these to the enactment of policy. As Kenis and Schneider
suggest, “analysis that also includes the relationships between the different actors
in policy-making is more powerful for understanding and explaining policy
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outcomes than studies that only include actor attributes and institutions in their
analysis” (Kenis and Schneider, 2019, 472). There, however, remains the con-
tinuing challenge of how to capture, describe, and analyze relationships among
policy actors.

4 Analyzing Relationality: The Challenge of Description

As a phenomenon to be analyzed, relationality is, practically speaking,
unbounded. To simplify the point for a moment, suppose one were conducting
a rational choice analysis of each person’s, in a network of twenty people,
willingness-to-accept (or other measure) vis-a-vis the mask mandate. One
would survey each person in the group and assess twenty such values. But
what if we were trying to account for each person’s relationship with every other
person in the group (and, to complicate it even further, with every coalition in
the group)? We would be trying to assess a bewildering number of
relationships.’

And how would we assess the relational in a way that respected its complex-
ity? Were we to employ the three-dimensional analysis (of the individual,
relative, and collective self) suggested earlier through in-depth interviews,
how much text would we generate? What book-length description would we
generate were we to attempt to ask a person to give a full autobiographical
account of self and one’s relationship with another (Bruner, 2003)?

The point is that, to try and meaningfully analyze relationality, one has to
delimit the analysis in reasonable ways. After all, the policy researcher does not
have the luxury of the anthropologist who might spend a decade in the Tobriand
islands studying its culture and institutions. Moreover, one would not want to
interview a person about their relationships with every other policy actor, but
just a representation of this network. For example, one might ask street-level
agents about their relationships, either in general or with a representative other,
with their clientele. It would be prudent to focus on aspects of a person’s
autobiographical account that were more relevant to the situation at hand.

A relational analysis need not go fully into examining interpersonal relation-
ships. One can study representations of these or categorical relationships (e.g.,
the general relationship in one county between agricultural extension officers
and farmers). There should be a spectrum (or a field) of possible modes of
relational analysis, ranging from the parametric to the fully autobiographical/
ethnographic. One can further delimit analysis to summary representations of
the relational — short-hand accounts of relationship, if you will. In fact, we can
(and maybe we should) characterize social network analysis as one such mode

® To be precise, at least 2"—n—1 such relationships, but this is beside the point.
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of relational analysis, where relationships are described in an abbreviated
manner as simple ties. To the extent that social network analysis attempts to
explain the processes behind, and outcomes of, policy as influenced by the
pattern of relationships in the network — this is relational policy analysis. The
degree of complexity with which one describes relationships will depend on
the particular needs of the study.

Some relational phenomena may act like Bourdieu’s “structuring structures”
which steer behavior in tacit ways, such that the actor may not even recognize
these at work (Bourdieu, 1977). This further underscores the importance of
relational analysis. To take an example, we might reflect on Habermas’ notion
of an ideal speech situation that envisions deliberation through an agonistic
process (Habermas, 1985). Such an idealized model can lose sight of embed-
dedness, where these processes are enacted in an already structured field of
relationships (Bourdieu, 1986). In this field, many actors who do not possess the
same cultural and social capital as the dominant groups become alienated from
the process. A relational perspective can highlight these phenomena and allow
us to understand positionality in the field. Otherwise, it is hard to interpret what
we hear or do not hear in a participatory forum, as voice (and silence) are
structured by the unseen web of relationships.

The task of analyzing the relational is made all the more challenging by the
fact that much of what we are trying to get often occurs in the backstages (or the
wings) of the policy arena. Many relational phenomena occur behind what
much of the literature on the policy process focuses on. What comes immedi-
ately to the mind of the reader would be the backroom deals that go on behind
the scenes.

Just because analysis is potentially unbounded does not mean that we should
avoid accounting for the relational. Social network analysis is a potentially
unbounded endeavor, which is why the literature mostly focuses on dyadic,
Boolean ties. The truth is that these limitations are present in the other modes of
analysis as well. For example, accounting for belief systems invariably requires
decisions about how to delimit one’s inquiry into beliefs. And we note that these
different approaches toward explaining policy processes and outcomes are not
mutually exclusive. A relational approach can add to the insights gained by
extant analytics, and vice versa. But this is part of the challenge of description
and underscores the need for different approaches to relational analysis.

4.1 The Role of Narrative in Relational Analysis

Consonant with the task of analyzing relational dimensions of policy is the
perhaps more elemental one of first capturing the nature of relationships among
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policy actors. How do we analyze relationship, itself? In this Element, we
cannot resolve what will remain an open question. But it will help to trace
some natural ways of accessing the relational, particularly through narrative.

Can we gauge or measure relationship? There is a literature on weak versus
strong ties, but these modifiers are more suggestive than analytical. Beyond the
binary, there is not much on how one might evaluate relationship. Some scholars
of social network analysis mention the need to better link process and structure
(e.g., Bodin and Crona, 2009). But it is inherently problematic how one might
characterize relationships. Just defining a strong tie versus a weak one, or even
coming up with parameters to measure this — this is problematic maybe in ways
related to parallel efforts to quantify social capital (e.g., see Rogers and Jarema,
2015). There is something inherently complex about relationship — for example,
take any dyad in a policy situation (e.g., the relationship between two world
leaders), and ask, is the relationship positive or negative in valence? Invariably,
unless the relationship is something overwhelmingly affirming or destructive,
the ties between policy actors are not simply to be categorized as good or bad.
They are simply things unto themselves. The best we can do is to try and
faithfully describe them.

Fidelity to the web of relationships found in a policy entails deliberate focus
on the particularity and contingency of the complex motivations and circum-
stances that drive policy actions. Bevir and Rhodes propose that this begs an
interpretive approach to analysis and, particularly in American scholarship, has
increasingly employed narrative analysis (Bevir and Rhodes, 2022).

In a discussion of how one might go about analyzing the relational, the use of
narrative as an analytic device is a natural strategy. There is something that
connects relationship and narrative in a natural way. Ask someone to character-
ize their relationship with someone else, and they may start telling a story or
recounting previous experiences, which are narrative descriptions.

The way we relate to another is inherently an expression of who we are — our
identity. But it is also formative of identity, as Piaget suggested in his work on
child development (Piaget, 1952). As we discussed in Section 2, one way to
characterize relationship is in terms of identity (I, I vis-a-vis them, I-and-them).
Characterizing identity, in turn, is something that is inherently a narrative act.
Ricoeur maintained that our sense of self-identity is essentially a working
narrative that one tells, over the span of one’s life, in a way that makes the
disparate events, things, and people fit into a coherent account — an action he
called emplotment, which he defines in the following manner:

“I shall broadly define the operation of emplotment as a synthesis . . . between
the events or incidents which are multiple ... that it organizes into an
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intelligible whole. The plot, however, is also a synthesis from a second point
of view: it organizes together components that are as heterogeneous as
unintended circumstances, discoveries, those who perform actions and
those who suffer them, chance or planned encounters, interactions between
actors ranging from conflict to collaboration, means that are well or poorly
adjusted to ends, and finally unintended results” (Ricoeur, 1991, 21).

This helps us understand the natural connection between relationship and
narrative. One’s interrelationship with another is fraught with interactions,
encounters, and chance events, and the way one naturally makes sense of all
that is through construction of a narrative.

For this reason, our attempts to faithfully describe relationships among policy
actors may naturally lead to receiving and subsequently analyzing narrative
accounts from the respondent. This is easily seen in the case study described in
the previous section, where the research essentially consisted of having inform-
ants simply share their stories of what they experienced as they navigated the
new voucher program. In sharing the experience, they invariably also share
aspects of their identities and their relationships with other policy actors (family,
professionals, peers). In fact, in our experience, the interview does not even
need to frame in terms of identity and relationship — simply allow the informant
enough time and space to tell a story, and they eventually start talking in
autobiographical terms. And, if it is true that we are relational beings, then
our autobiographic narratives invariably touch on relationships with others.

Narrative is also a natural vehicle for reforming power imbalances in gov-
ernance. As Lyotard pointed out, while technical discourse is often the privil-
eged language of those in power, it is narrative that is the language that binds
community (Lyotard, 1984). Narrative can then be a way of giving voice to the
most marginalized (Harris, 2021). Narrative can be a vehicle for revealing
needed policy reforms and reconnecting those disenfranchised from the process
(e.g., Huff and Cooke, 2022).

The narrative aspects of relationality provide a good contrast to the unidimen-
sional representations of relationship, as found in social network analysis. While
not something we can venture into in this Element, one wonders at the potential, if
it were possible, for benefiting from the insights from both the systematic,
calculable metrics of social network analysis and the rich description of narrative.
To be clear, narrative is just one route to the study of the relational, but we feel that
it will prove to be a primary vehicle for relational research.

4.2 An lllustration

How does one proceed to do relational analysis? This should be an important
area of new research, moving forward. The systematic study of relationality is a
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new field of inquiry, and we are just beginning to sketch out what the possibil-
ities are for analysis. We’ve suggested that social network analysis could be
regarded as a type of relational work, and this is the area of analysis that has an
extensive history and literature behind it. But analyzing relationality in richer
ways and using these approaches to explain and analyze policy — this is largely
unexplored.

At this early stage in the research, it makes sense to cast a wide net and
be liberal about what a relational analysis is and what it does. We might
begin with the notion that a relational analysis can be any type of study that
examines how relationships among policy actors somehow influence policy.
This is about as broad a definition that we can start with. Many examples
fall within this orbit. For example, an analysis of how nongovernmental
actors wove their influence in and out of state departments and the
Pentagon, private contractors, and think tanks, and helped bring the
United States to war with Iraq. Through their multiple and overlapping
relationships with policy actors, these individuals constituted a “shadow
government” that moved policy in ways unacknowledged by government
(Wedel, 2009; also Craft, 2015). Such examples examine what occurs in the
backstage of policy life, but relationality affects readily ostensible policy
processes as well. A different type of shadow government is seen in the
increasing role of voluntary organizations in the delivery of welfare and
other services (Wolch, 1990). Trudeau (2008) discusses how relationships
among these nonprofits and state agencies are highly contextual and how
these relationships can steer the nature of service delivery.

In another example of policy analyses that foreground the relational is
Wilshusen’s research on the micropolitics of everyday transactions, which
occur largely “off-stage,” in determining the outcomes of a community
forestry program in Quintana Roos, Mexico (Wilshusen, 2009). Carey
et al. (2009) provide a case study of an Australian nonprofit supplementing
the depersonalized professionalization of care for hep-C patients by creat-
ing community spaces that nurtured interpersonal relationships. Whether
the relational processes occur away from the forefront of the formal policy
process or within it, these are all examples of how attention to the
relational can help us deepen our understanding of a policy situation.

To begin with, what are the goals of a relational analysis? While answering
this is something that should emerge through more widespread use of relational
approaches, there are some aspects that we can already point to at this time. An
analysis might be guided by one of the objectives listed below (or several of
them, or something altogether different from these).
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Possible Goals of a Relational Analysis

 to show how a broad policy mandate gains specificity or contextuality
as it is coursed through a network of policy actors

* to uncover how and why a policy functions in ways different from that
formally codified

* to evaluate how some policies, programs, and institutions function
through relational ties instead of formal rules, roles, and contracts

* to demonstrate the need for active, responsive, and functioning relation-
ships across a network of policy actors, if policy is to be crafted and
carried out effectively

* to explain how policy implementation depends on functioning relation-
ships among a network of actors, and furthermore, to demonstrate how
this creates differentiation across situations

The last point emphasizes the contextuality of policy. At times, we have a
policy that, rather than applied in uniform fashion across the field of implemen-
tation, attains a kind of contextuality wherein it achieves fine differentiation
from context to context. This has been elsewhere referred to as polymorphism,
in contrast to the idea of isomorphism in the institutional literature (Lejano,
2006). The point is that what generates this kind of polymorphism is none other
than the working or reworking of relationships in place, which would differ with
context.

In the following discussion, we use an extended example to illustrate rela-
tional analysis, a sketch that suggests some of the potential uses of a relational
approach, and the unique insights we can gain from it. This particular example
involves extensive use of narrative (extracted from interview transcripts), which
is one effective approach to relational analysis.

4.2.71 Vouchers for Social Service Delivery: An Extended Relational
Analysis

The following example clearly illustrates how failing to recognize and include
relational phenomena in the design of a policy can detract from the policy’s
effectiveness in practice. We take up a case study of a new policy instrument
that was initiated, with varying results among the target population. We do so in
order to illustrate how we might analyze the relational dimension of the policy
and highlight the rich insights afforded by such an approach. The example is
that of a new policy that utilizes vouchers for encouraging greater autonomy (of
policy recipients) over social services for the aging population.
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This case study is one that shows the relational dimension clearly (and, so, for
illustration, serves our purposes well). The reason is that, as the analysis will
show, the aspects of policy that seem to most influence whether the voucher is
used or not are relational in nature. It is not so much in the formal rules of the
voucher program that these issues come up but in the presence or absence of
relational capital (i.e., relationships that each voucher client can draw from to
make up for issues with mobility, literacy, and others).” It is only when we
interview voucher clients that the crucial relational elements come to the fore,
and we realize that changing the general, codified rules would not address these
directly (especially since these issues are highly contextual).

In many contexts, the state subsidizes (and often, directly provides) a wide
range of social services such as welfare, child care, health and nutrition, mental
health, and others. Invariably, state-centered programs have to answer the central
question: Are the right services being provided, in the right amounts, to the right
people, in a reasonably cost-effective manner? Sometimes, this type of critical
inquiry has led to what some might refer to as a neoliberal solution of privatizing
service delivery, essentially letting the market decide. In other cases, the state
retains its jurisdiction, but with the creation of quasi-market conditions where
market forces inject its type of rationality into the programs. One example of the
latter has been the use of vouchers for social services, which are designed to give
service recipients more choice over the services they receive.

Its original proponent, Milton Friedman, suggested that the voucher is a policy
instrument that provides each user freedom of choice by turning the public system
into something like a market (Friedman, 1962). At its core is an efficiency
argument, as this market-like arrangement would optimize the matching of
supply and demand for services. It would also, at the same time, minimize
transaction cost, as interactions between clients and government agencies
would decrease, as the client would only need to choose from a menu of options.
A key to the concept behind a voucher is that, as a policy instrument, it works
autonomously and automatically — that is, by simply creating a flexible voucher,
users and providers automatically adjust their choices and offerings, respectively,
to optimize the matching of demand and supply. This has the potential to reduce
the institutional apparatus and “red tape” associated with a program. And, by
virtue of consumers’ increased ability to decide for themselves their optimal suite
of services or products, the voucher can work to increase the individual’s auton-
omy and independence from the state.

7 Rivera et al. (2021, 283) use the term, relational capital, to describe “the ability of an agent to
positively interact with other agents, and it is characterized in terms of mutual commitment,
mutual trust, and the strength of social ties.”
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In 2012, the Hong Kong government launched an initiative to improve aging
services through the use of a means-tested voucher. In implementing the
Community Care Service Voucher for the Elderly (CCSV), the Hong Kong
government sought to strengthen community aged care and achieve the policy
of aging-in-place through a more flexible and diverse service delivery model.
The CCSV program gave older service users a voucher that they could use to
directly select the service provider, the service type, and the service package
that best fit their needs (Legislative Council Secretariat, 2012; Sau Po Centre on
Ageing, 2015). The CCSV’s core philosophy is a “money-follows-the-user”
approach (Chui and Law, 2016), the rationale behind it being to increase the
clientele's choice and flexibility in service utilization and, at the same time,
promote the efficient, equitable, and effective use of public funds (Chui, 2011).
The CCSV works on the supply side, as well, as it encourages new service
providers to enter the market and, through competition, improves quality of
service (Legislative Council Secretariat, 2012).

So, the key idea is the increasing autonomy of the service recipient and
decreasing reliance on the government agency, which is supposed to intervene
less in the day-to-day selection and management of services. Instead, decision-
making is supposed to be diffused, centered around the individual, who assumes
the role of an informed consumer. This echoes the vision of Milton Friedman
(1962), who sought to give the service recipient greater agency and self-
determination — in fact, aspiring to a market situation where the consumer has
complete choice over which commodity to purchase, in such a manner, reducing
the individual’s reliance on agents of the state and creating a program that works
autonomously and automatically with minimal involvement by government. In
the health sector, the voucher is seen as an instrument for increasing the power
of the service recipient and decreasing that of the provider (Ramesh et al.,
2014).

The Hong Kong Government launched the first phase of CCSV as the pilot
scheme in September 2013 to test the viability of new service delivery model in
community care services. The CCSV pilot scheme was also extended into its
second and third phases in October 2016 and October 2020 respectively. During
the first phase of the CCSV pilot scheme, evaluators identified a major short-
coming in the low utilization rate, more than 50 percent of those eligible refused
the CCSV (Sau Po Centre on Ageing, 2015). However, after eight years, under-
utilization remains a persistent problem (HKGSAR, 2021).

During the first phase of the CCSV program, one of the co-authors conducted
an evaluation of process of voucher utilization, especially as experienced by the
clients and their carers. Specifically, she wanted to understand what differenti-
ated those cases where the service recipients successfully employed the voucher
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versus those where they could not. The analysis underscores a key insight
advanced in this Element: that relationships mattered in ways not recognized,
assessed, or provided for in the design of the policy.

Of particular interest in the subsequent discussion is how relational aspects
were analyzed, and how the relational is linked to the effectiveness of the policy.
And, lastly, how such analyses can be developed into recommendations for
policy reform.

In this study, certain kinds of relational factors were identified as key (Kan,
2018; Kan and Chui, 2021). The study adopted a qualitative approach to
examine views and experiences among voucher recipients, family caregivers,
and professionals regarding the CCSV, posing the following research questions:
(1) Why do some people use the CCSV and others do not? (2) What are the
differences between CCSV users and CCSV nonusers in their stores of rela-
tional capital (a concept we will discuss below)? (3) How do family relation-
ships, professional support, and peer interaction affect the utilization of the
CCSV?

CCSV clients, family caregivers, and professionals were recruited through
purposive sampling for individual in-depth interviews. This involved fifty-three
interviews with CCSV clients and caregivers, which were composed of twenty-
six within the CCSV users group (i.e., those who successfully utilized the
voucher) and twenty-seven within the CCSV nonusers group (i.e., those who
did not successfully utilize the voucher). Additionally, sixteen interviews were
conducted with professionals, which included eight responsible social workers
and eight service providers. All interviews were recorded and transcribed for
thematic analysis.

A semi-structured in-depth interview, designed to solicit stakeholder narra-
tives, was used to probe the thoughts and experiences of different stakeholders
with the CCSV. Interviews ranged from forty-five minutes to ninety minutes in
length with the researcher referring at intervals to an interview guide which
covered the following areas: (1) perceptions and experiences on CCSV; (2)
choice and decision-making in CCSV; (3) personal capacity; (4) family support
and social network; and (5) institutional support. All interviews were recorded
and transcribed for thematic analysis.

The findings of the study showed that relational factors, including family
relationships, professional support, and peer interaction acted as facilitators of
or barriers to the CCSV utilization. Table 1 provides a summary of the themes
and occurrences of each theme within the interview transcripts.

The key finding: the main difference between CCSV users and CCSV
nonusers in the service utilization was the presence or absence of supportive
relationships. First, we note that those who are eligible to use the CCSV are
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those on the waitlist of subvented long-term care services, many of them dealing
with various physical or cognitive conditions (e.g., mobility problems, demen-
tia). For many of these voucher users, there are significant barriers to visiting
different service units, comparing different service packages, and making the
service decisions unassisted. Among the current cohort of voucher recipients,
the study found large numbers of clients with challenges in terms of education
and literacy — thus, many experienced difficulties accessing and digesting
information about the new voucher service program and its related mechanism
about service choice. But, importantly, even though some may experience these
challenges, the study found that they still can participate in the decision-making
process with the help of family members or professionals. In other words, the
presence (or absence) of these relational factors proved to be “resources” that
operated behind the scenes to support (or impede) the client’s use of the
voucher.

As reflected in Table 1, for all of the successful voucher users, there was the
presence of at least one kind of relational support. The most significant

Table 1 Relational themes and occurrences in interview transcripts

Number of
occurrences
CCSV CCSV
Themes Findings Users’ Nonusers”
Family Close and supportive family 48 3
relationships relationships —
Relationships/Family (+)
Lack of family support and 2 25
involvement —
Relationships/Family (—)
Professional Strong worker—client relation- 35 0
support ships —
Relationships/Professionals (+)
Lack of professional support — 2 30
Relationship/Professionals (—)
Peer interaction Encouragement from peers — 6 0
Relationships/Peer (+)
Lack of advice from peers — 0 2

Relationship/Peer (—)

(adapted from Kan and Chui, 2021).
* Note. Total number of CCSV users was twenty-six while total number of CCSV
nonusers was twenty-seven.
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relationship for facilitating the use of CCSV was a close and supportive family
relationship, which refers to any kind of family support, such as the provision of
information, emotional support, physical assistance, and financial resources that
can assist older family members in understanding the CCSV program and
making informed choices regarding the voucher utilization. The second import-
ant relational factor is professional support, which involves all the information,
explanation, guidance, and direction provided by responsible social workers.
The study demonstrates how strong worker—client relationships can empower
clients to make informed choices with the CCSV. Furthermore, positive peer
interaction and relationships are also a key relational factor, which includes all
the information, shared insights, and encouragement provided by a peer group,
which can encourage clients to try the CCSV program. Note that none of these
relational “resources” are considered in the design of the voucher policy.

In the case of CCSV nonusers, almost all of them lacked support from family and
professionals, and some of them mentioned the absence of a peer group. Another
interesting finding was that the lack of certain kinds of relational support can be
compensated by other forms of relationship. For example, the responsible social
worker could assist those clients who had no children to assist them with the CCSV.
Relationships can be seen as multiple and interacting forms of (social and other)
capital, where one kind of capital can compensate for decrements in another.

Key INSIGHT

Relationality is a key factor behind successful policy. The new voucher did
not work in autonomous/automatic fashion (as might a market situation
where consumers simply choose from an array of commodities). Rather,
successful voucher users depended on a network of active relationships, and
the presence and quality of relationships determined how well the policy
worked. Since these relational aspects are not usually considered in crafting
policy, policy actors are often left without sufficient “relational capital.”

How was the analysis conducted? As we proposed in the previous section on
analysis, we took a narrative approach, involving interviewing informants and
encouraging them to tell their story regarding their experience with the new
voucher program. And analysis of the text involved extracting themes and key
insights from the interview transcripts. The relational dimensions of voucher
utilization between users and nonusers will be illustrated by quotations in the
next section. Most important, to readers of the Elements in Public Policy series,
is to see how one type of relational policy analysis might be done. In this case, it
requires close reading of the stories that policy actors share.
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4.2.2 Describing the Relational Dimensions of Voucher Use

We now illustrate how the analysis of relationships (among different policy
actors) helps us understand how and when the voucher succeeds and fails. How
does a relational analysis help us explain those cases when the voucher was
effectively used, and the cases when it was not?

In the following section, we illustrate one mode of relational analysis, which
accesses autobiographical narratives from informants regarding the experience
of the policy situation; many of these passages also appear in one of the co-
authors’ previous work (Kan and Chui, 2021). In the interviews, conducted
mostly in Cantonese, we note the frequent use of terms that describe various
kinds of relationships, such as [#1# (gwaan hai, relationship), Bt % (lyuen hai,
connection), and /&1# (gam cing, affection).

Family Relationships

The CCSV program being a novel pilot model for community aged care services
in Hong Kong, most of the public (including potential voucher uses, family
caregivers, and professionals) were unfamiliar with its new service content and
service mechanism. Many eligible clients were dealing with some physical and/
or cognitive impairment. Level of educational attainment seemed to be a factor,
as well. To overcome all these personal constraints, supportive family relation-
ships emerged as a key factor in helping clients understand more about the
voucher program and assisting them in making informed choices with regard
the use of CCSV, as illustrated in the quotations below.
Ling [78, female, CCSV User]

“My daughter visits the center with me and she says the service (CCSV) is good
since she has already helped me read all the information about the voucher
program and she also has helped me talk to the social worker in the center, and
finally I made the decision to join its services...without the help from my
daughter, I would not be able to visit the center by myself as I cannot walk
well and I dare not take the bus alone. And also I did not receive any formal
education [and] I don’t understand the information written on the leaflet about the
voucher program. [ have one son and two daughters, and one daughter has a very
close relationship with me. Although we are not living together, she helps me a
lot in my daily living.”

The daughter of Mandy [67, female, CCSV User]

“My mom cannot walk so she seldom goes out, she just stays home all the
time .. . the only activities for her are eating and sleeping at home. Without
our help, I don’t think my mom could use the service (CCSV) because she
doesn’t want to give herself and others trouble. Thus, she prefers staying
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home. . .my three sisters and I are very concerned about our mom, [and] all of
us have a very close relationship with her (my mom), thus, we picked two
service units which are close to my mom’s home from the brochure and then
visited these two units by ourselves first to collect more information about the
scheme (CCSV). . .our family discussed service options with two officers in
charge (service providers). Both were very professional, helpful, and friendly,
and they explained their services to us clearly. After that we encouraged my
mom to use the service. We accompanied her to the service units to make her
feel safe and comfortable . . . finally, we let my mom to make the decision by
herself as she says she likes the service (CCSV) and the first service unit we
visited ... now my mom uses the service, [and] she can connect with our
community and make some friends in the center instead of staying home all
the time.”

As seen in these quotations, close family relationships offer CCSV partici-
pants different kinds of support, such as collecting a large amount of informa-
tion and screening service providers. Families can also accompany them to visit
different service units, giving them emotional support and encouraging their use
of voucher services. In fact, family members can assist them during the deci-
sion-making process by supporting their capability to exercise their own
choices and decisions, as heard in the quotations below.

Among CCSV nonusers, on the other hand, the absence of relationships,
especially with supportive family members, hindered them from making
informed choices vis-a-vis voucher services. Furthermore, as illustrated in the
quotations below, the lack of both family and professional support were signifi-
cant factors impeding CCSV utilization. The support networks of some older
people who live alone can be very weak. In many cases, children live outside the
city and are not able to provide them any support in the use of CCSV. These
insights emerge from interviews, as seen in the quotations below.

Amy [79, female, CCSV Non-user]

“I'am living alone. [ have three few daughters but every time when I ask them
for help, they just say that they are busy. I don’t know what they are busy
with. They seldom visit me, our relationship is not very close. I seldom go to
the social centre for older people, I don’t have any social workers follow my
condition. I don’t know them (the social workers) well ... I did not ask for
any help or advices from them on this matter (CCSV), I don’t want to bother
others . .. To make it simple, I just decided by myself not to use the voucher
services.”

Dai [female, social worker, service provider]

“I heard from an older person that he had received the voucher for 4 months,
but he did not use the voucher service because he actually did not know how
to choose the service provider because his responsible social worker only
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gave him the voucher without any explanation and follow-up actions. In
addition, that older person’s son is too busy to earn for a living, his son got
no chance to help his father regarding the voucher services, and I heard that
his son can just visit him two or three times a year and sometimes call him by
phone, seems their relationship is not very close.”

Wang [female, social worker]

some potential clients choose not to use the CCSV. This shows the importance

“For my cases, all older people or elderly couples who are living alone
without family support, they did not join the CCSV scheme because they
don’t know how to shop around different voucher service units if their family
members don’t have time to help them ... just like one of my cases, Mrs.
Chan, she is living with her husband, they have one son and one daughter,
both of them get married and living very far away from Mr. and Mrs. Chan,
their son is working and staying in China most of the time while their
daughter has to take care of her own family and baby, so it is impossible for
both their son and daughter to keep a very close contact with them ... Mrs.
Chan is suffering from dementia and her husband (Mr. Chan) is very old too, I
have tried my best to explain the voucher services to them but they still cannot
understand it well, I cannot contact their son as he is not in Hong Kong at the
time, and their daughter is not able to help them too. Actually, it is quite
exhausting or even impossible for Mrs. and Mr. Chan to visit all the voucher
service units and then select the service by themselves.”

Furthermore, without other forms of support, such as from social workers,

of relationships with professionals, discussed next.

The second important relational factor is the worker-client relationship, that is,
professional support from (often) a responsible social worker. The interviews
show how social workers play an important role in empowering clients to make
informed choices to use the voucher. Furthermore, strong worker-client rela-
tionships can compensate for the lack of family relationships and afford
informed choice and decision-making. For example, social workers can mobil-
ize different community resources to assist them in the decision-making

Professional Support

process.

Winnie [68, female, CCSV User]

“Mr. Chow (the social worker) told me that I am selected for the voucher
scheme . . . he has arranged a meeting for all older people, including me, who
have been invited for the voucher services and explained the scheme to us in
very details including the service content, payment, the number of service
days . .. he even tells us that we can change the service unit if we find that the
services are not suitable for us ... Mr. Chow is very helpful and has a very
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good relationship with me and other older people. He calls and visits me
regularly, whenever I need help, [ will find him too . . . During the talk, many
other social workers help the older people to fill the form and explain the
service, especially for those older people who cannot read and write.”

Peter [61, male, CCSV User]

“Mr. Li, the social worker is very helpful. He visits me and explains the
voucher scheme to me in details as he knows that it is not convenient for me to
go to his office. He gives me a booklet and a few pages of information about
the CCSV program. He recommends 6 centres to me. [ am single with no
children, I find nobody to help me except Mr. Li . . . my relationship with Mr.
Liis very close, whenever I have problems, I will call him at once. Every time
Mr. Li can help me . . . just like this time after I have selected two centres for
the voucher services, Mr. Li helps me to find a volunteer to accompany me to
visit those two centres physically because I cannot walk well so it is impos-
sible for to visit the centre alone ... ”

On the other hand, without professional support from social workers, it is
difficult for some clients, including some who have no formal education, to
study the CCSV program and make informed choices, as illustrated in the
quotation below.

Cheung, [87, male, CCSV Non-User]

“I did not join the scheme because I don’t know what it is, actually. I did not
receive any formal education, I cannot read the information, on the leaflet . . .
the responsible social worker did not explain the CCSV to me, I don’t even
remember the name of social worker, she just said all the services are suitable
for me and asked me to choose the service by myself . .. I never got married
so [ don’t have any children to help me. I also don’t want to bother others.”

Son of Ng, [84, male, CCSV Non-User]

“I live with my father and my mother, so our relationship is very close ...
recently, I have noticed that my father’s health condition is becoming worse
and worse ... [ worry about him so much and I really want to find a good
service which is suitable for him. However, I need someone to tell me what
kind of services my father actually needs . . . even though I have a university
degree, [ am not an expert in that area (elderly care services). . .I have already
told the social worker and the service unit staff, I cannot make the decision,
because [ don’t know what is good for my father . .. all of them just ask my
father to join the service (CCSV), nobody can explain it to me in detail. I feel
helpless actually. I feel that all these professionals are not so helpful.”

Even for clients with family support and close family relationships, strong
worker—client relationships are still an important relational factor in effective
CCSV utilization, since social workers are professionally trained workers who
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can assess clients’ needs and recommend suitable services for them. They are
also seen as mediators who can help clients with other crucial relationships (e.
g., with service providers). These insights led to recommendations to formalize
social workers’ role as individualized case managers (as will be discussed in the
next section).

Peer Interaction

The empowering effect of relationship extends to peer interaction. Positive
recommendations and encouragement from a person’s peer networks can facili-
tate them to make informed choices and decisions in the use of CCSV, as
illustrated below.

Daughter of Anita [93, female, CCSV User]

“In the very beginning, my mom’s close friend says this centre is very good
and asks me to apply for the voucher services for my mom. My mom’s friend
is very helpful, she even gives me the booklet about the voucher scheme . . .
after reading the booklet, I approach the social worker who follows my
mom’s long-term care, to ask about the details of the voucher scheme. Our
relationship with that social worker is very close, she always calls me to
check with my mom’s health condition. This time, the social worker can also
explain the voucher programme to me in details . . . finally, I accompany my
mom to visit this centre, without my assistant, my mom cannot go alone as
she is using walking frame ... after visiting the centre, I believe this centre
can provide professional training to my mom and improve her mobility, the
staff here in the centre is very friendly and professional.”

These accounts point to the central role played by a client’s web of relationships
in utilizing the new voucher. Contrary to how vouchers are conceptualized, they
do not act in autonomous fashion, automatically creating a market-like situation
where consumers freely choose from a set of providers. Instead, the effective-
ness of the voucher program depends on the client’s ability to access and
manage different forms of social and cultural capital, especially in the form of
interpersonal relationship.

The preceding example was illustrative for several reasons. First, it provides
an example of how even the simplest kind of relational diagnostic, the presence
or absence of relational ties, helps us understand policy success. But it goes
beyond this — after all, simply registering the presence or absence of ties is
something that a conventional social network analysis could do, as well.
Second, the example illustrates the degree of empiricism (in this case, involving
the close reading of narrative text) that may be required for relational analysis.
We enter into the nature of ties among policy actors, and we use interviews to
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reveal how different types of relationships function to allow the policy to
function properly. These interviews describe the nature of the relationships,
and informants use different terms to describe the properties and valence of each
relationship. We hear, in the interviews, about mechanisms by which different
forms of relational resources work to compensate for other lacking resources
(e.g., decrements in the client’s financial or cognitive health). But listening
to people’s accounts does not simply lead to idiosyncratic stories about
relationships — rather, we find relational patterns that are useful for improving
policy. We find overlapping relational phenomena that recur, which can lead to
institutional reform.

Key INSIGHT

Relationships can be seen, and utilized, as resources that institutions can
deliberately employ and enhance. The social construction of various
policy actors, including the traditional beneficiaries of a policy, can
sometimes essentialize these in ways that policymakers oversimplify.
Instead, we should see these actors as agents embedded in their respective
relational milieu. Policymakers should take into account how different
actors have access to varying forms of such relational capital and incorp-
orate this into policy. Relational capital is part of the “inner workings” of
policy, however, which means that they are often overlooked in formal
policymaking.

It is clear that informed choice does not comport with any simple model of
individual decision-making but, rather, something that happens within a net-
work of connected individuals and groups (also see Millar et al., 2019). And the
relational approach helps policymakers not view targets of policy in essentializ-
ing ways, as if persons dealing with cognitive or physical difficulties are
automatically incapable of self-determination (Dobson, 2015). Rather, their
capabilities are, at least to some extent, embedded in the relational milieu
they inhabit.

What did we learn from analyzing policy from a relational perspective? In the
case of the CCSV program, it is clear that closer (and formal) attention to
relationships is needed to increase voucher utilization. The fact that the rela-
tional dimension is neglected in formal policymaking creates gaps in the
effectiveness of the policy. To put it another way, the working and reworking
of relationships have a strong determinative effect on what the policy is for
program recipients and professionals in the field. The analysis also shows how
relationships might be thought of as a kind of capital, what some scholars refer


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009118996

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009118996 Published online by Cambridge University Press

40 Public Policy

to as relational capital (Capello and Faggian, 2005; Johnston and Lane, 2018)
which can be regarded as resources or mechanisms for enacting policy. This
leads to recommendations for reforming policy that should be, at least in some
respects, relational in nature. We take up the latter idea next.

5 Implications for Policy Reform

The previous discussion on relational analysis has been relatively non-norma-
tive in tone. The key idea in analysis is mainly about tracing how relational
phenomena affect policy. Less has been said about normative considerations —
that is, whether the suite or relationships are good or bad, or whether it is good or
bad that policy might turn so much on the reach and nature of these relation-
ships. But one can only forestall the normative consideration for so long. After
all, many situations, where relationships strongly influence the outcomes of
policy, are identified with corruption. We demarcate bureaucracies between
those that are thought to be professional from those that are more “transac-
tional.” But, to put a mild suggestion, there are times perhaps when one can
employ a weak form of epoché, where one first describes the thing as it is (i.e.,
relational phenomena) as faithfully as possible, and only then apply a normative
lens.

First, the concept of relationality is not good or bad, in and of itself. The
nature of relational arrangements found in a policy situation can be necessary or
detrimental to effective policy. Many of the most hopeful suggestions for
enlivening policy situations involve improved relationships with an engaged
public, more collaborative arrangements, and closer interactions between gov-
ernment and governed. In some cases, there are calls for co-determination (or
co-design), where those most affected by policies have a greater hand in their
construction. These are usually presumed to be good directions for reform
(whether they actually prove successful is another matter). And these all
speak to necessarily relational aspects of policy.

In this section, we turn our view to the possibility of viewing the connection
from a different direction and thinking about policy reform. Improving public
policy may require explicit attention to relational elements, such as relationship-
building among the polity, sustaining existing relationships, and reforming
broken ones. For example, what is the call for more collaborative governance
if not a call for improving relationships between decision-makers and the
governed? In doing so, however, it is not enough to simply do so in a categorical
way, as if there were a universal template for collaborative governance —
instead, it must be realized in context, within the particulars of social networks
involved in the policy situation.
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If, as we argued in previous sections, the richness of policy life is seen in the
working and reworking of relationships among policy actors, then calls for
policy reform must somehow involve reforming the relationships that undergird
policy. Relationships are not static, even if embedded in the habitus of society.
They evolve, they break, and they can heal.

Such reforms involve some basic conditions. First, relationships have to
be established where there are none. When scholars write of the organiza-
tional determinants of policy capacity, largely, they are describing the
strength of active, learning relationships among policy actors (e.g.,
Dunlop, 2015; Wu et al., 2015). We have to pay attention to connected-
ness, especially when broad swaths of a community are excluded from
policymaking. Or when divisions prevent active relational transactions
across the divide. If the last decade has provided any lessons in govern-
ance, it is that the polarization of a polity (which involves seclusion of
groups one from another such that they do not interrelate) hinders policy-
making, whether we are concerned with divisions over Brexit in the United
Kingdom, the red-blue divide in the United States, pro- or anti-monarchism
in Thailand, partisan politics in Venezuela, or other battlegrounds. Division
is often fueled by social media, which allows groups to self-ensconce in
“echo chambers” that serve to isolate groups from one another (Jamieson
and Cappella, 2008). In these situations, one group never really encounters
the authentic other, and bridging relationships are needed.

Secondly, relationships need to be equitable and responsive to the needs
of the other, as the considerable literature on power and politics has shown
us. Perverse policies have resulted from arrangements that systematically
disenfranchised certain groups in relationships of domination, whether one
thinks of the historical marginalization of Native Americans in the United
States, Aborigines in Australia, Muslims in India, or other disenfranchise-
ment. And reflect on how many of these, and other structured racial and
socio-cultural divisions, are still active today. Policy occurs within and
through these relational systems. Moreover, truly responsive policymaking
cannot occur without, at the same time, beginning to address these broken
(and institutionalized) relationships.

Relationality is not just a phenomenon to be described, it can also be an ethic
for reforming policies and institutions. Take, for example, suggestions for a
more “relational state” that involves, first, the co-production of policies with the
governed and, second, fostering relationships among the governed (Cooke and
Muir, 2012). These scholars point to the limitations of reforms undertaken as
part of the “new public management” initiatives, with their focus on setting
targets and using markets to introduce competition for social and health services
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(see also Mulgan, 2012). They point out that these initiatives have ignored the
health of the relationships between government and citizenry that are needed for
policy to be more responsive to the latter’s needs and preferences. Creating new
forums for engagement among multiple publics comports with the idea of
democratizing policy deliberation. With a sufficiently engaged public, policy
might to some extent be thought of as co-designed, instead of constructed within
centers of authority (Evans and Terrey, 2016). The relational dimensions of
governance need to be foregrounded — that is, the government and its leaders
need to become “virtuous hearers” amplifying the voice of the governed (Hand,
2021).

The aim of building more active and equitable relationships between mul-
tiple publics may require crafting new institutions and bodies for governance.
As an example, in 1970, Bangladesh suffered the most tragic calamity in
recorded history, as Cyclone Bhola swept through its southern coast and
took the lives of more than 300,000 people. In the wake of the tragedy, the
government sought to create a new agency tasked with disaster risk reduction.
At the same time, it had to deal with limitations in budget and staffing. The
solution, which evolved over decades, was to create a new program whose
workforce consisted largely of community resident volunteers working with a
small department staff. The result was the Cyclone Preparedness Programme
which today draws more than 90 percent of its staff from community volun-
teers, with women comprising about half of the volunteer corps (ICCCAD,
2022). It is a unique institutional design based on fostering new networks of
relationships around collaborative governance. This intricate interrelationship
between government and community is thought to be among the factors that
have helped reduce the toll of disasters by a thousand-fold (Haque et al.,
2012).

An important aspect of relational governance consists in engaging commu-
nity in building working ties with government. The first rationale for this is to
strengthen social capital to the point that greater participation of community in
policy is possible. But another reason for it is to ensure that everyone in a
community is connected to a social network, that no one is an island. In some
communities in India, isolation has been a factor in the vulnerability of many
lower-income residents to poor health. The response was to deputize more than
three million females, referred to as Accredited Social Health Activists
(ASHA), who would go door-to-door to ensure that no one was left out of the
primary healthcare initiative, something especially crucial in rural areas where
restrictions around caste and purdah may be practiced. The ASHA workers
would later prove to be a quickly mobilized workforce, when COVID-19 struck
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(Balachandran, 2021). And, so, one basic relational prescription begins with
assessing whether any needed ties are missing, and ensuring that no one is
disconnected who should not and does not want to be.

Policy reform can include measures aimed at strengthening relationships
among policy actors. In the case of the social services voucher in Hong
Kong, discussed earlier, one of the recommendations that came out of the
study was to add individualized case management to the program (Kan,
2022). The idea is that each client would have a dedicated case manager,
who then ensures that the client interfaces smoothly with different pro-
viders and professionals. The case worker is essentially a “relationship
facilitator” who can orchestrate these interactions, ensuring that no one is
left alone.

Is it possible to create diagnostics for assessing relationship? Can we gauge
the relational along some spectrum between that which empowers and that
which corrupts? In a sense, social network analysis is all about assessing
connectedness — that is, the presence and absence of ties. In some cases, it
may be clear that a needed connection between policy actors is missing or
active, adverse, or beneficial. But beyond this, this is yet another open question.
Relationships are complex phenomena; they are the things that they are, and
assessing them is not a simple valuation exercise.

Let us briefly return to the extended case study of the new voucher
program in Hong Kong. The analysis in the previous section examined
how relational factors were key to understanding voucher utilization and
non-utilization. It would make sense if some of the resulting recommenda-
tions (for improving the program) were relational in nature as well.
Interviews suggested that professionals could have an important role to
play in managing relationships around the client. This idea became clearer
in subsequent interviews with the professionals themselves (Kan, 2022).
Social workers, for example, could pay closer focus on the “demand” side
and help better attune policies to the needs of the public (Yu et al., 2021).
What professional workers can do, for example, is to provide information
about the CCSV, give guidance and advice on service selection, and assist
clients to gain familiarity with service units, all these enabling clients to
make informed service choices (Prgomet et al., 2017).

Policymakers adopted a so-called strengths-based approach, in which pro-
fessional workers would shift the decision-making authority to seniors (KPMG,
2012; Ruggiano, 2012) and empower them to make informed choices on service
selection according to their own needs (Fotoukian et al., 2014). The case study
illustrates how this requires more, not less, of relationships between clients and
agencies. However, with the current CCSV program, the responsible social
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workers are largely unable to take up the role to educate, advocate, and
empower clients in making the informed choices during the decision-making
process, mostly because of time and resource constraints and the fact that such
duties laid outside their formal scope of work. This is a consequence of the lack
of attention to relational dimensions of policy.

The recommendation of individualized case management, which emerged
from the analysis of the CCSV program, led to a focus group among social work
and health professionals. These provided finer details on what an individualized
program might look like. The research suggests that a group of well-trained
professional workers, who are familiar with the health and social care systems,
could work independently to coordinate different services with the participation
of the older client. With this in mind, the focus group participants recommended
the development of a comprehensive case management model, as described in
the interview quotations below.

Dai [female, social worker, service provider]

“Besides giving information, the responsible social worker can just do a little
bit more to help the older people, especially for those without family, in service
selection, since it is quite difficult for older people to understand the CCSV
mechanism and service content. And also, it is almost impossible for older
people to visit the service units alone for service selection. Therefore, the
responsible social worker should accompany older people to visit the service
units or mobilize volunteers to do so, and also give older people more advices
based on their needs.”

Chow [female, social worker, service provider]

“The responsible social workers should facilitate the older people to
choose the service which is most suitable for their needs, or even discuss
with the older people and family members whether the voucher system is
suitable for older people, or they need other kinds of services instead . . .
let older people to make their own choices and decisions. However, the
responsible social workers are unable to take up this role due to the
existing heavy workload ...”

Woo [female, social worker, service provider]

“The current CCSV system really lacks a real case manager to facilitate the
service utilisation. In fact, older people need someone to assess their needs,
develop care plan and coordinate services for them. Presently, the responsible
social workers in the CCSV cannot fully achieve the role of a case manager
for some reasons. First, the responsible social worker in the CCSV is too busy
to do so; second, the responsible social worker is lack of relevant training on
how to perform a case manager role. ..”
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As mentioned in the previous section, the lack of certain kinds of
relational support can be compensated for by other forms of relational
capital. Professional support is a kind of compensating capital that can
make up for other deficits or limitations among the clients. Within the
CCSV program, a professional worker can balance, combine, and coordin-
ate different relational factors, compensating for the lack of other kinds of
relational capital. Supportive professional relationships among case man-
agers, seniors, and family caregivers are key for facilitating effective
CCSV utilization. The needs of the clientele are unique and complex;
thus, an individualized case management model is recommended. For the
policymaker, the recommendation is to formally institute an individualized
case management system as part of the design of the CCSV program (Kan
and Chui, 2021).

This idea of an individualized case management system stems from the
relational analysis shown earlier. As the analysis goes, so goes the prescrip-
tion; if the analysis uncovers relational issues, then the prescription will
logically address the relational as well. An apt metaphor for the case manager
might be like that of Bourdieu’s virtuoso who, in command of the various
resources (or forms of capital) available in a context, is able to coordinate,
combine, and manage them to produce actions appropriate to each context
(Bourdieu, 1977, 8).

The case management approach has been recommended as a service
delivery strategy for aged care in Hong Kong (Chui, 2011; Chui and Law,
2016), though such a program has yet to be put in place (Lou, 2014; Kan
and Chui, 2021).

The above-mentioned focus group discussed the merits of having a formal-
ized system of individualized case management. In envisioning the role of the
case manager, the participants began describing work that was invariably
relational in nature (as suggested in the quotations below).

“I think case management involves different professionals in a team, such as
the social worker, RN, PT, OT or ST to work with a client. The role of a case
manager is to assess clients’ needs and then allocate different resources for
the individual care plan of [the] client. For example, if the client has a medical
issue, the case manager has to arrange nursing care; if the client has relation-
ship problems or emotional problems, the case manager has to arrange
counselling services.”

“The case manager is also a coordinator to allocate different resources or
match different services to clients based on their needs. For example, the case
manager needs to coordinate different services across different professionals,
contact housing department, social welfare department and other social
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Figure 1 Relational elements of a case management model

service organizations for clients’ welfare plan. For example, some clients
need home repair services, the case managers should mobilize some commu-
nity resources, like funding to help clients to do the repair works; if some
clients with emotional problems, the case managers can refer the clients for
some professional counselling services.”

“There is no standardized definition of case management. Every client is
unique. In order to meet the individual needs of the client, a case manager
should coordinate different services and allocate different resources for the
overall well-being of the client. A case manager should communicate with
different people/stakeholders which are related to the clients, such as nurse,
PT, OT and family members. So a case manager should be a coordinator and
also make necessary referrals if needed.”

Figure 1 summarizes the concept of the individualized case management
approach. As depicted in the figure, relationships are resources (a form of
relational capital) that the manager balances in a way to match the particular
needs and situation of each client.

In general, most of the participants pointed out that a case manager should be
responsible for assessing the needs of the clients and balancing different
resources to make up for deficits. Under the case management approach, a
professional worker, normally a social worker or a nurse, takes up the roles and
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functions of need assessment, care planning, direct and indirect intervention,
monitoring, review, and evaluation (Rothman, 1991). A case manager should
communicate with clients and their caregivers, coordinate resources and ser-
vices, and facilitate their decision-making. In other words, the case manager can
be viewed as helping their clients “mobilize the power of relationships”
(Longhofer et al., 2010, 203). Lastly, the case manager would orchestrate
relationships with other agency personnel and service delivery professionals.

The main insight, for this Element, is that these policy recommendations
emerge from the relational analysis discussed in the previous section. The
analysis showed how users and nonusers tended to differ in the amount and
activation of different forms of relational capital. Consonant to this is the
recommendation that each individual CCSV client be assigned a case manager
(often a social worker), whose role is to help clients tap into and manage
multiple relationships. As the case study illustrates, we ignore the relational
dimension to the detriment of effective policymaking. This neglect is not
surprising, as such analysis requires going beyond the formal outlines of the
policy and entering into its inner workings.

Broadly put, a focus on relationality suggests that we put a spotlight on
connectedness as an ethic for policy reform. This is most relevant in the case
of marginalized communities that are excluded from the beneficiaries of policy,
but connectedness is a value relevant to all policy actors. Connectedness is an
immediately relevant concept in some sub-fields such as social policy. Another
immediately recognized area of application is environmental governance, espe-
cially around questions of resilience and vulnerability (vis-a-vis connectedness
and disconnectedness, respectively).”

6 Conclusion

We began this Element with a discussion of anomalous policy situations,
when the process and outcome of policy diverges from the intended. This
initial focus was a pedagogical choice, as the concepts presented manifest
most clearly in these situations. However, we remind the reader that
relationality is a condition that is found in every policy situation (non-
anomalous or otherwise). It should not be supposed that the relational lens
is most useful for situations involving aberrant implementation and ren-
tseeking. While some might want to think of relationality as the “oil that
greases the skids,” it is more than that. It is constitutive of the life of
policy, the fuel that drives the engine.

8 The reader is referred to Lejano (2022) for discussions of relational dimensions of resilience.
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The preceding case study illustrates how fresh insights can emerge from
a closer attention to the relational. More conventional analyses might lead
to changes to the set of rules or resources attached to the policy. Another
conventional approach might focus on organizational culture, leading to
proposals for retraining of field workers. But the relational view can
provide insights into possible reforms that speak directly to the relation-
ships among policy actors — in this case, it is a closer appreciation of how
each individual’s ability to use the voucher is related to her relational
resources, which leads to recommendations for how “relationship man-
agers” can assist individuals. It helps us understand why policy implemen-
tation can differ so widely from case to case, even when local rules,
norms, attitudes, and resources might not vary. Program challenges might
be found not only in the capacities of individual actors but in the connec-
tions and interactions among them. Such policy reforms exhibit a degree of
contextuality that one may not have conceived of without taking a rela-
tional view. Instead of blanket changes in rules, the relational analysis led
to a recommendation that would tailor modes of support to each individual
client’s situation.

With regard to implementation, the relational analysis provides insights
that help explain utilization and non-utilization of the voucher on the level
of the individual case, which is a greater level of contextuality than one
finds in the literature. This is necessary in the voucher example since
constraints to effective voucher use appear on the level of the individual
client (and, so, is not explainable by typological descriptions of implemen-
tation cultures, norms, roles, etc.). A conventional social network analysis
would miss these insights, as well, since it matters not just what the
client’s social network looks like, but how these ties provide relational
capital that is crucial for the client to utilize the voucher. In some cases,
relationships with peers or other actors can make up for decrements in the
person’s cultural capital (e.g., mobility, literacy, etc.).

These insights emerge from an analysis, using in-depth interviews, that peers
more closely into the relationships among policy actors than one will find in the
current policy literature. What primes us to conduct this kind of analysis is an
appreciation of the importance of relationality, which understands policies and
institutions as emerging from the working and reworking of relationships
among policy actors.

As we have tried to illustrate in this Element, relationality is a condition that
is constitutive of policymaking and implementation. Relational phenomena can
be ignored in policy analyses because they often appear in the “inner life” of
policy — that is, in the way relationships steer policy behind the scenes, in ways
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not acknowledged in the formal construction of a policy. But, as demonstrated
in the voucher example, the success of policy can rest on the existence and
strength of working relationships among policy actors (including members of
the public).

In this Element, we establish several key ideas.

First, we develop the concept of relationality in policy life, the phenom-
enon of how policy is influenced, shaped, and even determined by the
working and reworking of relationships among policy actors. Any policy is
constructed, interpreted, and enacted by coursing it through a network of
policy actors, and their interrelationships (including everyday interactions)
will influence the policy. An artificial demarcation was cast, for pedagogic
purposes, between the notion of policy as rationality and that of relation-
ality. Of course, in actuality, these are merely shorthand descriptive for the
phenomenon of policy, which is not encompassed by any set of represen-
tative concepts. Relationality is a feature of every policy context, some-
times working unobtrusively in the backstage, and other times, clearly seen
in the workings of public policy.

Secondly, we sketched some outlines of how a relational analysis of
policy might be attempted. This is an unbounded endeavor, since how we
analyze relationships, and how we trace policy designs and enactments to
them, is a field of rich possibilities. The policy community is just begin-
ning to construct such modes of analysis. Part of the project must consist
in defining, and operationalizing, what we mean by relationship — whether
we treat it as a binary variable between pairs of actors, or autobiographical
accounts of relationships with the other. Generally speaking, any attempt to
trace the workings of policy to the nature and action of relationships
among policy actors is relational analysis. We used an extended example
of vouchers for social service delivery to illustrate one type of relational
analysis and the insights afforded by this perspective.

In the analysis, we saw how the simplest mode of relational diagnosis (i.e.,
assessing the presence or absence of functioning relationships) already reveals
much about policy effectiveness. Going beyond this, accessing the stories that
policy actors tell allows us to discover how different forms of relational capital
act (i.e., their mechanisms for effectuating policy) and interact, where relational
capital often compensates for decrements in other forms of capital on the part of
policy actors.

Lastly, we also discuss relationality as prescription. In this case, the question
is how to reform policy by working on creating, strengthening, and restoring
relationships among policy actors (whether we treat these as interpersonal,
interorganizational, intersectoral, or other category of relationship). It is often
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the case that the prescription follows upon the analysis and, so, recommenda-
tions can (and should) address relational aspects of the policy situation. In the
future, we should assess the relational properties (such as degrees of connect-
edness among actors) of policy environments.

This by no means implies that we have fully specified a working model of
relationality in policy life. This Element is a first step in further developing this
way of looking at the world of policy. What we present herein is a phenomeno-
logical perspective of the workings of policy, where the primary consideration is
attempting a more faithful description of things as they are. And, so, our
analysis looks closer at the arena of the everyday, of practice and interaction.
Future developments in relational research can also focus on the more formal
aspects of policy, one open question being to what extent relational consider-
ations can be incorporated into policy design. Yet another is inquiring into what
happens to formal models of decision-making and the policy process when we
modify them to reflect relationality. We wonder what would happen to rational
choice models when the aspect of relationship, other-regard, and empathy are
taken into account (e.g., see Lejano, 2022). What are some relational “logics”
that pervade policy processes, and how does awareness of these improve our
understanding of implementation? What new approaches could be used to
describe and even model the relational? What gains might be had from combin-
ing the insights from qualitative (such as narrative) analyses of the relational
with the quantitative (such as social network analysis)? And, most of all, what
do we learn about policy when we foreground the relational?

While, for the major part of this Element, we have described relationality as
the workings of horizontal networks of relationships among individual policy
actors, the concept is also useful for analyzing vertical networks that span
different “levels” of a policy system — for example, relationships among
individuals, local bureaus, state agencies, and national governments. In general,
institutions can be described relationally, in terms of relationships among
different (vertical) levels of a network (e.g., Ferguson, 2017).

Future work must involve further elaboration of the meanings of relationality
and application of these ideas to concrete policy situations. This is not a “how-
to” manual of relational analysis but, rather, a primer on the “why-and-where-
fore” of relationality. As work on relationality evolves, what is needed are more
scholars willing to take up this line of inquiry. But they must be open to
departing from convention and doing work that differs from the established
themes handed down from august names of policy academia.

We end this Element by invoking the reader to envision an agenda for
research and practice. Relationality is an intrinsic property of any policy
situation, something that scholars and practitioners have long recognized but
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have yet to formally study in its own right. Many related lines of work in policy
studies have dealt with aspects of the relational but mostly in an indirect way. It
is time to put the relational at the front and center of policy work. Our hope is
that the policy community can put the concept to use in understanding and
explaining the seemingly ineffable nature of public policy.
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