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Abstract 

                                             

This research makes an original contribution to the knowledge of policy design 

and implementation in complex environments by linking it to an examination of 

evolving government strategy on community relations in Northern Ireland.  

Complexity theory is used for the first time to conduct an analysis of the most 

recent government consultation on community relations with a view to examining 

the implications for future policy making. The research concludes that due to the 

emergent nature of the issues, there are limits to the role linear strategies can 

play in this area of public policy.  Community relations policy design and 

implementation in Northern Ireland must work in and with the intricacy of its 

dynamic and complicated domain. This intricacy is not an obstacle to be wholly 

overcome by policy.  Nevertheless, policy has a part to play even when intricacy is 

inherent to the nature of community relations and the domain is understood as 

an organic open system.  In this study a co-evolutionary, flexible process between 

policy makers and the complicated open system they seek to influence is explored 

through the stakeholders’ role in the emergence of community relations policy.   

Engaged citizens are a more important component of successful community 

relations policy than has been acknowledged up to this point.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 

 

1.1 Introduction 

“How to manage implementation in context, case by case,   

depends to a large extent on the specific configuration of  

 factors, including political will.  This is why simple rules 

for implementation, generalizable across all contexts,  

are inapplicable.”  (Hill and Hupe, 2009 p.187) 

 

This research is policy oriented and emerged from observing the slow nature of 

community relations policy development in Northern Ireland in the years after the 

1998 Good Friday (Belfast) Agreement was signed (hereafter referred to as The 

Agreement).  As will be seen in this thesis, there is no shared understanding of 

what is meant by community relations.  Community relations is a policy area in 

which there is conflict about purpose and scope, and high ambiguity about the 

means of implementation. For the purposes of the thesis the complicated nature 

of the community relations policy arena as a concept will be explored firstly, 

through the government policy papers that emerged since The Agreement and 

secondly, through an analysis of the stakeholder perspectives.  The theoretical gap 

that the thesis seeks to address is whether complexity theory can be applied to 

community relations policy.  Based on the thesis findings, conclusions are also 

draw on the practical implications for community relations policy. The research 

hypothesis is that we are losing insights into community relations policy design 

and implementation in Northern Ireland since The Agreement because policy 

makers are not using tools that fully capture the complex policy environment 

within which they operate.   

 

The Programme for Government (Northern Ireland Executive, 2001) which 

emerged after The Agreement set out a vision that Northern Ireland should 

become a peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, stable, and fair society.  It was to be 

founded on reconciliation, tolerance, and mutual trust, as well as the protection 
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of human rights.  The Programme for Government acknowledged the need to deal 

with the aftermath of decades of division and conflict.  One of the planned actions 

was to undertake a review of existing community relations policy by 2002 but it 

took until 2013 for the policy “Together: Building a United Community” to be 

published and for implementation to start.  Even then, it was only approved by 

the two largest parties who were in control of the power-sharing Executive.  This 

was part of the wider pattern of slow, halting and deeply contested policy making 

within the Executive.   

 

This research uses the lens of complexity theory for the first time, to examine the 

role of policy design and implementation in the iterative process of building good 

community relations in Northern Ireland since The Agreement.  Using a case-study 

the research finds intricacy in the community relations landscape but also 

overlooked variables in the characteristics of (a) the stakeholder networks, (b) the 

influence of past interventions and (c) the emergent nature of sense-making that 

must be understood and worked with in the complex, uncertain and unfolding 

future.   The study explores how policy should engage with the unfolding, 

contingent nature of an environment that is still consciously and unconsciously 

emerging from the trauma of a violent past.  The research goes back to explore 

community relations policy since The Agreement, examining the public responses 

to the most recent consultation in this area of policy to find out if important 

insights were missed.  The study does not concern itself with the success or failure 

of the various initiatives and actions set out in the policies.  As will be seen in the 

review of the literature, others are dealing thematically with those questions.  

What was important to this study was an examination of the overall complexity of 

the policy environment and the implications for policy design and 

implementation.   

 

The case study examines more recent ideas about design and implementation and 

whether they offer fresh insight into the community relations policy environment. 

Ideally a larger whole system study would be necessary to confirm and build on 

the findings of this research.  However, the research establishes a thesis to 
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underpin that work by revealing the way in which the community relations policy 

environment displays many of the characteristics discussed in complexity theory.  

The study finds variables that have been overlooked, avoided, de-contextualized 

and narrowed for the purpose of policy intervention.   These variables have 

implications for community relations policy that are discussed in the study. The 

research demonstrates the wide range of perspectives on community relations, 

the intractability of the issues and the continuing influence of previous 

interventions and responses.  The open boundaries and non-linear nature of the 

community relations system are also discussed in the context of the wide range of 

stakeholders, networks, and their linkages.  The challenge of knowledge sharing 

and sense-making in these circumstances is also discussed.   

 

Although there will be reference to The Agreement throughout this research, it is 

important to say at the outset that there were several elements to what emerged 

at the end of the multi-party, political negotiations in Northern Ireland. Signed on 

10 April 1998, The Agreement has two parts: an agreement made between 

political parties in Northern Ireland (the ‘Multi-Party Agreement’) and an 

international treaty registered at the United Nations between the governments of 

the United Kingdom and Ireland (the ‘British-Irish Agreement’) who act as 

guarantors to the substance of the Multi-Party Agreement.  There is also the NI 

Act 1998 which was passed by the United Kingdom Government in the House of 

Commons.   The terms of The Agreement did not take effect in UK law until the 2 

December 1999 after a series of legal actions, set out in the Multi-Party 

Agreement had taken place.  Ten days after The Agreement was signed, then 

Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Mo Mowlam, laid before Parliament in 

Command Paper 3883 a copy of the draft political agreement between the parties 

in Northern Ireland with a yet to be ratified bilateral treaty between the UK and 

Ireland attached as an annex.  On 22 May 1998 concurrent referenda were held 

in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland to approve the terms of the 1998 

Agreement as they would apply in the two jurisdictions on the island of Ireland. 

After this, and in accordance with a 71% ‘yes’ vote in Northern Ireland, most of 

the substance of the Multi-Party Agreement was translated into UK law via 
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the Northern Ireland Act 1998 which received royal assent on 19 November 1998.  

It is recognised that The Agreement is also called different things including, The 

Belfast Agreement and The Good Friday Agreement.  For ease of reference 

throughout this study it is referred to as The Agreement.  This is discussed later in 

the chapter on methodology.   

 

In the decades since The Agreement was signed its implementation and the fate 

of associated policies has not been a straightforward matter.    The Agreement had 

been applauded by many for the extent to which its careful drafting and ambiguity 

of text allowed the peace process to be maintained whilst, or even because, it 

deferred difficult issues and left room for a variety of interpretations. It is 

acknowledged by most, though to varying degrees, that The Agreement was 

inclusive and that, in general, peace agreements need to offer incentives and 

opportunities for participation of actors at all levels.  In other words, peace 

requires a multi-level approach.  In governance terms The Agreement set out a 

new multi-levelled, intergovernmental approach in three strands, with 

responsibilities and structures in the region, on a north-south basis between 

Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland and on and east-west basis with 

Britain.   

 

The concept of multi-level governance, which is clearly emerging as one of the 

complicating features in the community relations policy domain, is worthy of 

examination.  The idea of multi-level governance emerged as a way of describing 

the continuous and layered interaction and negotiation between governments at 

the international, national, regional, and local level, and was viewed by some as 

distinctive to EU structural policy (Bache and Flinders, 2004; Hix, 2006; 

Jachtenfuchs, 2006; Bache, 2008).  Bache and Flinders note that: 

 

 “while multi-level governance remains a contested concept,  

its broad appeal reflects a shared concern with  

increased complexity, proliferating jurisdictions, the rise of  
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non-state actors, and the related challenges to state power” 

(Bache and Flinders, 2004, pp4-5).   

 

Multi-level governance is seen by other writers as descriptive rather than 

hypothesising and inaccurate in its analysis of the autonomy of sub national actors 

because the state remains a powerful gatekeeper and operating top-down in its 

view of sub-national authorities and actors.   Hooghe and Marks (2001), Jordan 

(2001) and Stubbs (2005) are not convinced that multi-level governance is new or 

a coherent theory.  They argue that other actors have not replaced central 

governments as decision-makers in this model of governance.  Government 

remains dominant and largely unaffected because they are in control of levels of 

participation.  Stubbs notes that “the danger is that fundamental questions about 

the structures of power relations, often over-emphasised in statist theories, are 

downplayed in multi-level governance approaches” Stubbs (2005, p71).  Despite 

this, Stubbs goes on to identify four key dimensions to multi-level governance: 

increased participation of non-state actors; a concept of decision making that 

included “complex overlapping networks”; the transformation in the role of the 

state towards new strategies of co-ordination, steering and networking; and an 

understanding of the ways in which traditional notions of democratic 

accountability are being undermined and challenged.    Multi-level governance 

describes the ways in which governments at all levels are increasingly involved in 

policy networks both horizontally (between governments) and vertically 

(between state and non-state actors).  For DeBardeleban and Hurrelmann (2007) 

it has its roots in the concepts of accountability and participation.  Subsidiarity, 

perceived by Piattoni (2008) as the lowest appropriate level at which all relevant 

actors can meaningfully contribute to decision-making is also relevant to this 

approach as is cohesion, which embraces the idea of partnership across 

governments and other sectors.  Reflecting on multi-level governance in a white 

paper produced by the Committee of the Regions (CoR) in 2009, the European 

Union describes multilevel governance as a dynamic process with a horizontal and 

vertical dimension that does not dilute political responsibility but helps to 

increase joint ownership and implementation.  The paper goes on to say that 
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multi-level governance should not be understood solely through the lens of the 

division of powers: 

  

“Accordingly, the challenge of multilevel governance is to ensure 

that there is a complementary balance between institutional 

governance and partnership-based governance.” CoR (2009, p5)  

 

It is difficult to accurately assess the influence of multi-level governance theory 

on the development of The Agreement.   It is also not possible to determine the 

extent to which the European Union’s approach to multi-level governance had a 

specific influence on the design, but the approach is evident in the structure, for 

example in the three stranded approach and the proposal for a Civic Forum.      

Murphy (2007) argues that a process of Europeanization was evident in the 

changing nature and operation of the Northern Ireland polity but that much of 

the change in governance was accounted for by the distinctiveness of The 

Agreement itself and the introduction of devolution in the United Kingdom.   

Nevertheless, the debate in the literature about the extent to which multi-level 

governance represents a real redistribution of top-down power away from 

government to diffuse structures and levels across society is also played out in the 

struggle to implement The Agreement.  Many of the same arguments about the 

distribution of power, participation, and the involvement of actors at different 

levels, and the overlap of networks also emerge in the literature on policy design.  

As will be discussed the concepts that underpin multi-level governance are 

present in policy theory, complexity theory, and also evident in this study.   

 

The range of actors, the different perspectives, expectations and variety of policy 

issues and delivery timeframes, all provide an indication of the challenge facing 

those designing and implementing policies in the post Agreement era.  It can be 

difficult to design and implement policies, even when all parties have signed up 

to a formal agreement.  In the case of The Agreement, it was more difficult as not 

all parties had agreed; it remained fragile and the underpinning perspectives 
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about the cause of the conflict and the nature of the settlement remained 

disputed by the various actors.    

 

In many ways the slow progress on community relations policy and the lack of a 

shared stratagem for the future after The Agreement and the succession of other 

political agreements that followed it, including The St. Andrews Agreement (HM 

Government, 2006), Hillsborough Agreement (HM Government, 2010), A Fresh 

Start (HM Government, 2015) and New Decade, New Approach (HM Government, 

2020) could be seen as inevitable after so many years of conflict in the region.  The 

signing of The Agreement signalled the coming together of different sides to form 

a new political framework after a long standing and violent conflict.  It did not 

signal the end of the animosity and mistrust.  Special voting mechanisms had to 

be agreed for selecting members of the government based on a European system 

of party-list proportional representation known as D’Hondt.  There were also 

three strands to The Agreement:  The NI Executive and NI Assembly formed part 

of Strand One structures, which were regional; Strands Two and Three set out the 

mechanisms for North-South and East-West relationships.  This complicated 

regulated, nuanced, and interactive design was always couched in a realisation 

that The Agreement was part of a conflict resolution process. For this reason, 

bargaining and negotiation played and continues to play a part in the fundamental 

style of politics and policy making in the region, and the frontline is the Executive 

table.  Despite this the new political structures were expected to deliver all the 

functions of government usually enjoyed by peaceful societies.  The stop-start 

nature of government that emerged in the years after The Agreement, prone to 

periodic crisis, is evidence of the extent to which the new political settlement was 

tested in the fire of implementation.  It is also evidence of the fact that The 

Agreement did not mark the end of the deep disagreements in the region, but it 

did represent a significant convergence of views on the constitutional way forward 

for those who voted for The Agreement and for the British and Irish governments 

who are guarantors of the complex multi-level international agreement.  

Community relations policy was never intended to resolve the contingent nature 

of the conflict after The Agreement, there were many issues to be resolved in 
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addition to relationships; but due to its focus on relationships it was always 

concerned with the interactions and connections between the various 

protagonists at all levels across the system.  To that extent it could be described 

as a ‘bell weather’ policy, indicating the degree to which there was a shared vision 

of the future, at the same time as it set out government’s view of the steps 

required to get there.     

 

The question of whether the period might be described as a post conflict policy 

environment is still open.  It might therefore be argued that all policy interventions 

designed to impact on sustaining peace in the region should have been treated as 

a priority after the signing of The Agreement.  The reasons why this was not the 

case are worthy of examination and in this context the long journey towards the 

design and implementation of a community relations policy is a useful case-study.  

Jones and Baumgartner (2005) describe a ‘punctuated equilibrium’ in policy 

environments in which the selective attention of decision makers on matters 

means they are not acted on even when they appear to be of high importance.  

The unwillingness to intervene may also be due to ideology or because to do so 

would be unpopular or outside of comfortably held opinions.  The sheer number 

of issues to be addressed may also deter action until driven to it by crisis.  All of 

these may be playing a part in community relations policy in addition to the fact 

that attention is often drawn away to deal with unfolding, unanticipated, 

sometimes emergency events.    

 

In such environments, there are many variables and perspectives that could be 

considered in an examination of what has and has not worked in the community 

relations policy environment; some issues are specific to zones of conflict and the 

nature of the political struggles that underpin them; others are more closely 

related to the ordinary, everyday challenges for governments anywhere in the 

world.   Due to its small scale this research is confined to one aspect of the overall 

picture: a case study of community relations policy in the years after The 

Agreement; but it is important to acknowledge that this policy area does not and 

did not exist in a vacuum.  It is impacted by and impacts on all the other variables 
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at play in the complicated, dynamic post Agreement environment.  The study is 

only focused on one policy, but the research is interested in the interplay of the 

complicated, conflicting dynamics that surround it, and what policy design and 

implementation might learn from acknowledging and responding to this evolving, 

emergent system of actors, political objectives, narratives, and history.  If we 

accept that this context is not getting in the way of policy development but rather 

is the natural, perpetual state of being to which it must respond, this study is 

interested in what theory on policy design and implementation can offer in such 

complex environments.  

 

Looking at the context of The Agreement we can see that it emerged in a period 

of relative geo-political stability between Britain, the Republic of Ireland and their 

helpful shared membership of the European Union at that time. It also emerged 

from political negotiation that had strong overall public support rather than being 

imposed by one side in a conflict after a victory.  Since there was no one-sided 

victory, negotiation between the protagonists at all levels has remained a feature 

of the policy landscape long after The Agreement was signed.   Perhaps this is no 

surprise given the long history of conflicted Anglo-Irish relationships; uncertainty 

and antagonism were always likely to play a role.  In other words, there are always 

unintended consequences of any political, structural and policy change, and that 

includes peace agreements.  Change was part of the fabric of The Agreement and 

the institutions and policies that were to emanate from it.    Given the long and 

bitter conflict that preceded The Agreement from the eruption of civil conflict in 

the late 1960s, it could be argued that the achievement of change was always 

going to require ongoing political negotiation and social intervention as well as 

sustained stability in the geo-political landscape of Strands Two and Three.  As 

Northern Ireland has journeyed away from The Agreement, the geopolitical 

balance has changed, and the political and social landscape has tangled and 

unravelled many times. This study is interested in the ways in which policy might 

be designed to function better and be implemented more effectively in such 

volatile environments.  
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While recognising the many theoretical discourses that could have been used as 

the lens of examination: psychological, historical, political, or social; this research 

engages specifically with policy design and implementation and what there is to 

be learnt from new thinking on complexity theory.   As the literature review will 

reveal, this relatively new body of theory about policy is interesting because it calls 

for a more holistic understanding of the policy environment than has hitherto 

been attempted.  Complexity theory explores a more integrated, nuanced 

application of policy theories and applications, building on elements of systems 

thinking.  To that extent it does not set out to undermine the theories that went 

before, but it argues they are incomplete and often artificially truncate the policy 

context.  This study will examine these ideas and what the lens of complexity 

theory might mean for the future design and delivery of community relations 

theory and practice in Northern Ireland.  

 

Building on themes in the literature, this research uses a case study to draw out 

variables that can be seen to be affecting community relations policy in Northern 

Ireland.   Using document analysis, the research will make an original contribution 

to the literature on policy implementation using, for the first time, the lens of 

complexity theory to examine existing data on the complicated environment of 

community relations in Northern Ireland since The Agreement.  It will also offer 

insights that may be of value to those who are involved in a practical way in 

analysing and implementing policy in the region.  This research may also assist 

those working on policy implementation processes elsewhere, subject to the 

nuanced application of the variables in their context.   The research does not 

assume policy design and implementation to be the sole matters to be resolved in 

a post Agreement environment.  However, policy design is of interest because it 

is a fundamental component of the work of public services and as such makes a 

significant contribution to the overall governance environment. In addition, the 

interaction between the hybrid consociational arrangements and policy making in 

Northern Ireland has been subject to little academic scrutiny.    
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1.2 The research hypothesis 

The research hypothesis is that we are losing insights into community relations 

policy design and implementation in Northern Ireland since The Agreement 

because policy makers are not using tools that fully capture the complex policy 

environment within which they operate.  Building on themes in the literature on 

complex policy design and implementation, the research draws out the variables 

that can be seen to be affecting community relations policy in Northern Ireland. 

This research uses complexity theory to identify and discuss gaps in the process 

and inputs considered in policy design and implementation by closely examining 

the public responses to the last government consultation on community relations.  

 

1.3 Research Methodology 

The literature on research methodology clearly indicates that no single research 

design, philosophical paradigm, or theoretical model underlies the analysis of all 

policy implementation.  A range of research methods have been used in 

implementation research which will be discussed in Chapter 4.  The literature on 

research methods reveals a focus on values and beliefs as much as on empirical 

research evidence.    Bearing this in mind, the researcher adopted pragmatism 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998) as the methodological philosophy for this study. The 

researcher drew together the strands of theory on policy design and 

implementation leading up to the more recent focus on complexity theory and 

used this lens to examine community relations public policy in Northern Ireland.   

The case study uses qualitative and quantitative data.   

 

Through an analysis of the data, and building on existing complexity theory, the 

research draws conclusions on the important role that dynamic implementation 

could play in community relations policy design. The case study reviews the three 

community relations policies since The Agreement and uses complexity theory to 

examine them and the stakeholder perspective in publicly available data from the 

most recent public consultation exercise in this area of policy which related to 

Cohesion, Sharing and Integration; this consultation took place in 2010.  There has 

been no overall community relations policy consultation since then although there 
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have been policy consultations on various themes impacting that overall policy 

environment.  As will be discussed later in this study, the gap of over ten years in 

public consultation is striking in the context of the findings of this study.   

 

1.4 Thesis structure 

This chapter provides the introduction and background to the study.  It 

summarises the purpose and design of the thesis and its structure. 

 

Chapter 2 examines the theoretical framework for this policy-oriented thesis.  The 

chapter reviews the general theories on policy design and public consultation, 

beginning with the earlier literature on “top-down” and “bottom-up” approaches 

to policy because of its continuing influence in the policy environment, before 

moving on to the emerging influence of complexity theory which is trying to 

respond to the challenges of complicated, open policy systems.  The chapter also 

examines the theory on public consultation as an additional relevant frame of 

reference for the research, particularly in relation to Chapter 5.  Drawing on 

complexity theory, the chapter sets out the principal themes for the subsequent 

study. The chapter also discusses the impact of the author’s perspective on 

community relations in seeking to apply complexity theory principles in this 

research.  This issue is then further discussed in Chapter 4. 

 

Chapter 3 reviews the literature that emerged on implementation of The 

Agreement as it relates to community relations policy.  It also examines the three 

community relations policies that have emerged over the two decades since The 

Agreement.  It provides a chronology of the policies and uses variables identified 

in the literature on complexity theory in Chapter 2. as a framework to examine 

them.  The current policy guidance used by The Executive Office is also discussed, 

as is the outcome-based approach that is now influencing the Northern Ireland 

Civil Service.   
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Chapter 4 presents the rationale for the research design and methodology as a 

foundation for the study.  The ethical considerations for the study are also set out 

in the chapter and the reliability of the results is discussed.   

 

Chapter 5 returns to the case study and examines the stakeholder perspective on 

community relations policy using the most recent public consultation in this policy 

area, that which followed the publication of the draft Cohesion, Sharing and 

Integration document. Using the same variables from complexity theory that were 

set out in Chapter 2 and used in Chapter 3, but from a different perspective, the 

chapter draws out characteristics which were there in fragmented ways at the 

time but were overlooked or undervalued in the community relations policy 

design and implementation process. The chapter provides an insight into the 

issues underpinning the struggle to develop community relations policy since The 

Agreement from the perspective of the two hundred and seventy-six stakeholders 

who responded to the last public consultation in that area.  The responses are 

examined through the lens of recent theory on complexity and the findings are 

discussed.  The chapter considers characteristics associated with complex 

environments as set out in the literature, including the deeply embedded 

challenges arising from the tractability of the issues and the conceptualisation and 

framing of the problem; the nature of the policy network; the influence of 

previous interventions and learned responses; and the limits of knowledge and 

sense-making in this context.   

 

Chapter 6 draws together the findings that have emerged from this study and 

presents conclusions and recommendations on the new insight that complexity 

theory brings to community relations policy making in Northern Ireland for those 

developing policy and practice in the region and those working on the 

underpinning theories to those interventions.    

 

1.5 Chapter conclusion 

This chapter has set out the background to this case study and the research 

hypothesis.  The level of complexity and nuance in the structure and outworking 
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of the political landscape is only one element in the multi-faceted community 

relations policy landscape and it has sufficient complexity to make it the subject 

of many studies, as will be discussed in the literature review.  However, it is 

equally matched by the variety, intricacy, emergent and interconnected nature of 

the views and opinions of all the stakeholders on the concept, design, and 

implementation of community relations policy.    For this reason, there are many 

intellectual lenses through which community relations in the region could be 

examined as will be seen in the literature review but the specific area under 

consideration in this research is policy theory.  The research will focus on a case 

study looking at community relations policy in the complicated post Agreement 

environment, using a complexity theory lens. The study focuses on complexity 

theory because this emerging school of thought seems to be prepared to accept 

and engage with intricacy in the policy landscape, something that is present in the 

history of community relations and the current policy arena as set out in this 

thesis.   As this thesis is considering the policy area from a systemic perspective, 

the insights discussed would benefit from further testing in larger-scale research.  
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Chapter 2: The theoretical framework for the research 

 

2.1: Introduction 

As this research is policy oriented, this chapter will examine the theoretical 

framework of policy design and implementation that underpins the study.    It will 

also locate the study in the theoretical debate on public consultation.   

 

The chapter will begin by reviewing the two broad early schools of thought in the 

literature, described as “top-down” and “bottom-up”, based largely on whether 

policy design is perceived to be largely about those who set policy, those who 

implement policy, or those who are the target of policy.  This is an important 

foundation to the research because the language of “top-down” and “bottom-up” 

still pervades the policy landscape.  The chapter will then concentrate on more 

recent attempts to integrate these perspectives into a broader, less polemical 

understanding of the processes involved in policy design and implementation as 

the theory began to focus on what can be learnt from observing the behaviour of 

complex systems.   In this literature on policy theory many variables emerge to 

frame the analysis however there is no consensus on the relationship or balance 

between them. This section of the chapter will explore a range of issues important 

to policy design; the ‘tractability’ of the problems under consideration; the extent 

of support and legitimacy; the nature of the target group characteristics; the 

broader socio-economic conditions; resources available to deal with the issue; the 

effectiveness and intricacy of oversight mechanisms management structures and 

communications; the commitment of the implementing structures;  the impact of 

decision making at ‘street level bureaucracy’ (i.e. the work load and professional 

attitudes of those implementing the policy and the number of actors involved); 

network relationships; and general co-ordination issues.  The study will then 

concentrate on ideas emerging from more recent theory which focuses on the 

relationship between complexity and policy implementation.  This area of theory 

provides the frame for the subsequent study of community relations policy in 

Northern Ireland.   
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To underpin the element of this thesis that is concerned with public consultation 

on community relations policy, the chapter will conclude with an examination of 

the theoretical debate surrounding consultation on public policy.  

 

2.2 Theoretical Approaches to Policy Design and Implementation 

Gerston (2010) wrote that policy springs from a continuum of events, with a 

beginning that is almost impossible to pinpoint and an end that is rarely 

permanent.  It should therefore not be surprising to see that the literature on 

public policy making and implementation has many themes. The wide range of 

issues that policy attempts to address is matched equally by the many dimensions 

and fluid challenges of implementation: 

 

“Government continually fails us.  Laws which are passed with  

great expectation often cause more problems than they 

were intended to solve.  Programs which are announced with 

ceremony and apparent commitment often are not 

implemented.  Public agencies which are established to 

provide innovative and efficient approaches to major policy 

issues often act with an all too familiar rigidity and ineptitude.” 

(Sapolsky, 1972, p.1) 

 

Policy implementation is a challenge and a frustration to those who devise the 

intervention; to those who put it in place; and to those who are affected by it as 

the target groups or end beneficiaries.  They all have differing perspectives on the 

nature of the problem (Sapolsky, 1972) and as will be seen in this review of the 

policy literature, implementation came late to the attention of public policy 

analysts, and they were divided in their views on it. However, policy 

implementation has received more attention in recent years as structures such as 

the Cabinet Delivery Unit have emerged to gather and disseminate guidance on it 

(Cabinet Office, 1999).    
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In an ideal typology of the policy cycle the initiation of a policy would have a clear 

rationale based on a full understanding of the issue to be resolved and an 

undisputed link between the proposed solution and the problem. This ideal policy 

would be understood and supported by everyone, including those who design the 

policy, those who implement it and those affected by it.  The policy would be 

designed to take account of all the variables necessary to ensure that the aims of 

the policy are implemented in full.  All the resources necessary to implement the 

policy would be available and all those involved in implementation, either as 

deliverers or as the targets of the policy, would act in the way that the policy has 

assumed and thus ensure a timely, faithful deliver of the policy objectives.  The 

policy would then be reviewed or evaluated to discover that the original problem 

had been resolved.  Unfortunately for policy makers, the real world is much more 

chaotic, fluid, and messy than this ideal policy cycle would suggest, with no agreed 

perspective on even the most fundamental questions, such as how we define 

success.  Is success the full and unadulterated implementation of a policy as 

originally designed or is it the successful treatment of the problem for which the 

policy was designed?  In the case of community relations policy since The 

Agreement, would the faithful implementation of any of the three policies that 

emerged have creates good community relations. In the ideal policy cycle full 

implementation and the solution to the problem are one and the same thing but 

is it true in the messy, real world?  How does policy design and implementation 

take account of the changes and challenges that emerge over time?  

 

The literature on policy design and implementation is divided on this issue 

between those who believe that the task is to design out the messiness of real life 

by developing short and predictable lines between problems and solutions and 

those who believe that the task is to understand and work with the messiness of 

real life, modifying policy in an incremental way; working with new and emerging 

evidence and issues arising from implementation; and applying decisions to 

individual circumstances.  In this case the notion of perfect policy design is 

challenged, the disruption to causal links is accepted, unintended consequences 

are acknowledged; the motives and interactions between actors is also accepted; 
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and policy adaptation emerges as the model for dealing with dynamic, real world 

situations.   

 

The literature on policy implementation demonstrates that the issue came to the 

attention of public policy analysts when social scientists such as Pressman and 

Wildavsky (1973), Lipsky (1980), Mazmanian and Sabatier (1983), Goggin (1986), 

Matland (1995), and later Hill and Hupe (2009) began to take an interest in the 

way policy implementation affects the challenge of successful change.  Hogwood 

and Gunn (1984) note that prior to that the earlier studies of political scientists 

were more interested in the policy choice than with its implementation, the latter 

being left to management theorists and public administrators.    The work of 

Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) emerged from dissatisfaction with the way in 

which public policy appeared to fail to create positive change and on the 

inevitability of failure as ideas were worn down in the chain of implementation.  

Their work is generally considered to mark the beginning of a new branch of 

literature dealing with ‘implementation’ as a key element of public policy.   In their 

detailed examination of the Oakland Project, Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) 

concluded that, providing the right policy had been identified, five variables would 

always affect the success of the implementation process – the multiplicity of 

participants; the variety of their perspectives; the intensity of their preferences; 

the number of decision points in the process; and the availability of resources.  

Sapolsky (1972) also identifies availability of sufficient resources as essential to 

successful implementation and in addition notes the need for a favourable and 

uncritical environment, capacity to deal with bureaucratic politics and the ability 

and flexibility to manage the complicated and changing dynamics.  

 

For Linder and Peters (1987) and Goggin et al (1990) this early consideration of 

implementation issues fell short of a theory.  While useful in drawing attention to 

the challenge of policy implementation including its intricate and dynamic nature 

and the requirement to co-ordinate policy sub-systems, it did not provide a 

general framework of the implementation process that could ameliorate the 

problems or build an analytical model to guide policy implementation.  However 
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later work did begin to suggest models for implementing policy which fell into two 

broad types generally referred to as top-down and bottom-up.  It seems 

reasonable to assume that an examination of complexity would need to consider 

all perspectives and circumstances but before moving on to examine that branch 

of the literature it is important to understand the two early schools of thought 

because they continue to exert influence on current approaches to policy making.  

 

2.3   The “Top-Down” approach  

In general terms VanMeter and VanHorn (1975), Mazmanian and Sabatier (1983) 

and Hogwood and Gunn (1984) viewed policy as the property of policy makers. 

Taking a top-down approach they were interested in the extent to which the 

actions (or inactions) of implementing official and end beneficiaries were 

consistent with the policy intentions.  As described by O’Toole (1997), policy 

implementation is what develops between the intention of government to do or 

stop doing something, and what ultimately happens in actions in the real world. 

The gap between the intention and the outcome is explained by proponents of 

the top-down approach in terms of failures in design and planning, specification, 

or control. They therefore sought information on the attainment of the policy 

objectives over time and on the (functional and dysfunctional) factors affecting 

the intended policy outcome.    VanMeter and VanHorn (1975) identify variables 

related to how clearly the policy is defined; the resources available to implement 

it; the quality and quantity of communications and enforcement activity; the size, 

control characteristics, disposition to the policy and effectiveness of implementing 

bodies; the economic condition of the jurisdiction; and the nature of public 

opinion on the issue including the strength of interest groups.   Mazmanian and 

Sabatier (1983) identify variables in three areas: the tractability of the issue (i.e. 

the technical difficulty in terms of number and measurability of steps required to 

implement the policy, size and uniformity of requirements of the target group and 

therefore ease of general prescription, and the extent and cost of behavioural 

change required); the extent to which careful drafting of statute can structure 

implementation (i.e. clear and ranked objectives that are derived from an 

adequate causal theory with sufficient resources and a limited number of decision 
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points and actors.  Those charged with implementation are fully in support of the 

legislative change, including parliament and courts and adequate powers to 

ensure the compliance of target groups); and the impact of non-statutory 

variables (i.e., public support, the attitudes and resources of relevant groups, the 

commitment and skill of implementing officials and the general socio-economic 

conditions).   

 

Building on this approach Hogwood and Gunn (1984) identified ten preconditions 

for successful implementation: - 

 

1. A policy based upon a valid theory of cause and effect.  

2. The relationship between cause and effect is direct and there are 

few if any, intervening links.  

3. A complete understanding and agreement on the objectives to be 

achieved that persists throughout the implementation process.  

4. A single implementing agency which does not depend on other 

agencies for success or, if other agencies must be involved, the 

dependency relationships are minimal in number and importance.  

5. No crippling constraints in the circumstances external to the 

implementing agency.  

6. Adequate time and sufficient resources available to the program.  

7. Ability to specify, in complete detail and sequence, the tasks to   be 

performed by each participant.  

8. Ability of those in authority to demand and obtain full obedience.  

9. Full communication and coordination among the various elements 

involved in the program. 

10. Availability of the required combination of resources at each stage 

of the implementation process. 

 

These variables can be hard to measure in short time frames and some elements 

such as commitment and skills can vary over time and in response to other 

changes in the overall context.   What is clear is that while top-down studies 
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identify important variables in decision making environments and give due 

recognition to the variability of implementation through systemic empirical 

research, they do not establish the equation between variables, circumstances 

and successful implementation to enable a more general theory of policy 

implementation.  

 

2.4   The “Bottom-Up” approach  

From criticism at that time and later emerged what came to be referred to as the 

bottom-up perspective.  Criticism focused on the intricate, fluid and interactive 

reality of the policy environment beginning with the confusion over what 

constitutes government policy given the wide range of sources from Bills and Acts 

(and regulation and statutory instruments); to Programmes for Government, 

White papers, party manifesto commitments of incoming governments; to 

guidelines in the form of Codes and Circulars. Criticism of top-down approaches 

also stress the failure to recognize the fluid and intricate interactions and motives 

amongst the many actors involved in policy implementation and the conflict and 

ambiguity that exists in policy design (Matland, 1995).  Importantly these 

approaches, in placing policy makers as the key to successful implementation, are 

also criticized for placing everyone else in the position of potential obstacles.  This 

leads to a failure to recognise the important role of others (who may be affected 

by the issues, or working in other sectors, or implementing the policies at the level 

of interaction with the target groups) from playing a part in finding the best 

solutions.   

 

This approach argues for close attention to the formal and informal relationships 

that make up the policy implementation sub-systems with a focus on the 

individuals and their discretionary behaviours.  In this approach the need for policy 

to adapt to the complications of implementation and end-user perspectives.  

Elmore (1980) defined this as backward mapping from the hub of the problem 

being addressed, back to the agencies and staff dealing with it, and then further 

back to the policy instruments that will facilitate this work and ultimately to the 

policy objectives that describe the intervention and its purposes.  The emphasis in 
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this case is on the problem in the first instance and the role of implementation in 

designing the policy rather than on the policy and the implementation 

impediments it presents.  At issue here is the notion of a pre-determined vision of 

the ‘problem’.  However, it may be the problem itself that is being negotiated and 

understood in the disputed process of implementation. This approach also 

recognises and accepts that there is imperfect control over policy implementation 

processes.  It emphasises the continuous nature of the negotiation and interaction 

at all levels of policy implementation and rather than viewing this as an obstacle, 

chooses to view it as a policy design process with significant implications for the 

role of end-users and implementers in the policy cycle.   

 

The approach is typified in the work of Lipsky (1980) who advocates for street level 

bureaucrats to be involved in the policy decision-making processes which was 

anyone involved in service delivery with any element of discretion in their work 

because they make decisions based on real life situations.  This perspective 

challenges the extent of political and administrative control and the linkages in 

the chain of policy implementation.  It argues that target groups influence 

implementation, as does the behaviour of implementers as they develop coping 

mechanisms to deal with workload or their attitudes to the policy and selective 

behaviour in relation to the rules and guidelines that underpin implementation.   

Bottom-up proponents argue that this reality should be considered to ensure a 

more realistic and adaptable process of policy design.   

 

Critics of this perspective view it as failing to understand the way in which ‘street 

level bureaucrats’ may start out as idealistic policy designers but become 

socialised due to over-burdening and other negative experiences. Their 

“experienced” attitudes and behaviours underpin selective handling of issues 

often based on first impressions, learned responses and short-cuts with an 

emphasis on visible results particularly in response to performance targets.   These 

contradictory images of street level bureaucrats are at the heart of the debate 

between top-down and bottom-up approaches.  But in addition, bottom-up 

approaches are challenged as likely to lead to inconsistent treatment of citizens 
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and a frustration of the democratic and constitutional process (Hogwood and 

Gunn, 1984).  

 

2.5   Policy implementation and the governance turn  

The development of thinking in relation to implementation has, to some extent, 

mirrored the turn in the literature from the era of ‘government’ to ‘governance’ 

and the role of wider networks and interactive transactions at all levels of society 

(Hill and Hupe, 2009).  Implementation methods have moved from a preference 

for approaches based on authority, to approaches based on exchange or the 

market, and more recently to approaches based on networks and common 

interests. This latter approach was taken up by Thomas and Grindle (1990) in an 

analysis of the location and strength of stakeholders in which they argue against 

a linear approach to policy implementation and in favour of an interactive model 

of policy reform.   After this O’Toole (1997) provides a check list of potential pitfalls 

in network implementation and offers ways in which to ensure common purpose.  

 

Hill and Hupe (2009) locate the literature on implementation in a wider theory of 

public management and different forms of governance by authority, transaction, 

or persuasion.  They note:  

 

“The appropriateness of each of the three modes of  

governance depends on the character of the  

circumstances involved.  Just as the contexts adequate  

for application vary, so do the action consequences 

of each separate mode of governance.”  (Hill and Hupe, 2009, p187) 

 

Their overview of implementation choices reflects the general change in appetite 

for state intervention, towards a preference for the market and new public 

management outsourcing to arms-length bodies, voluntary and private providers 

as policy delivery instruments and subsequently to a less ideological mix of both 

approaches with state intervention in some areas (e.g., in security after the 

destruction of the World Trade Centre and in finance after the fall of Leyman 
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Brothers).  Beyond the introduction of market forces and choice, New Public 

Management also placed an emphasis on central control over the new actors, the 

role of incentives and the link between performance monitoring and wider policy 

outcomes. 

 

Writing in 1997 O’Toole noted the need for policy implementation to keep step 

with changes in governance – 

 

“The winds of change cannot be ignored in the networked contexts 

of today’s public action. And although the strident critiques of 

bureaucratic patterns and ossified approaches may be overstated 

and unfair, there is also a core of truth to some of the more 

responsible challenges to the status quo.  Therefore, it is crucial 

that analysts learn more about conditions that make for more 

productively innovative public action.” (O’Toole, 1997, p136) 

 

Top-down and bottom-up approaches gradually began to come together when 

theorists such as Elmore (1985) combine his previous backward mapping process 

with recognition of the need for policymakers to consider available instruments 

and resources.  It was also recognised by Goggin (1986) when he acknowledges 

that states are also acted on by wider structures and constraints.   Goggin et al. 

(1990) elaborated further on this with an attempt to specify and then model the 

causal pathways of implementation behaviour.   

 

To develop a more holistic framework incorporating a top-down and bottom-up 

approach, Matland (1995) suggests a diagnostic model based on two key 

variables: ambiguity and conflict and a more theoretical approach by 

demonstrating how they impact on policy implementation. He suggests that the 

emphasis should be on the degree of ambiguity in goals and methods of a policy 

and the degree of conflict that surrounds it. From this he develops a typology with 

four forms of implementation –  
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• Administrative (based on a low conflict and low ambiguity policy 

environment) 

• Experimental (based on a low conflict and high ambiguity policy 

environment)  

• Political (based on a high conflict and low ambiguity policy environment); 

and  

• Symbolic (based on a high conflict and high ambiguity policy environment).   

 

From this it is clear that political implementation is more likely to require a top-

down approach; experimental implementation will be likely to tolerate diversity 

and a bottom-up approach built on evaluation and feedback on what works; and 

symbolic implementation with its high level of ambiguity about effective 

intervention is likely to have more limited expectations of change and therefore 

be less concerned with implementation issues and more interested in symbolic 

evidence of concern with the issue. This typology seems to offer a new 

opportunity to forecast the type of implementation method that will be most 

likely to succeed. It also points to the important role for implementation when 

political ambiguity is high, something that is relevant to the policy environment in 

this study. 

 

Brodkin (1990) argues that implementation is in many cases a form of policy 

politics and that there should be an integration of implementation theory with 

social politics.  For Brodkin the contest for what policy should be starts before 

policy formulation and continues throughout its implementation.   He identifies 

conditions in which implementation will play a role beyond the formal and often 

ambiguous policy.  These are – 

 

• When lower-level discretion is intrinsic to implementation as described by 

Lipsky (1980) in reference to street-level bureaucrats 

• When politicians seek to avoid difficult political issues and pass the issue 

on to bureaucracy 



32 

 

• When legislation is largely, and often intentionally, symbolic  

 

In these circumstances Brodkin (1990) argues that the statutes which embraced 

multiple and conflicting objectives tacitly delegate policy making discretion to the 

bureaucracy. In instances where electoral maximising strategies require coalitions 

to be built and difficult policy choices to be avoided, symbolic action is preferred 

(Nakamura and Smallwood 1980).  In these cases, contentious political questions 

slip under the policy radar to re-emerge as implementation issues, and it is then 

appropriate to treat implementation as a continuation of the multi-layered 

contest to define social policy and perhaps an opportunity rather than a threat to 

good policy design. Brodkin (1990) notes the importance of locating an 

institutional “home” for these types of policy issues to deal with fragmentation 

and implementation trade-offs.  If implementation in these circumstances is policy 

politics, then to avoid the charge of benign or malign policy adaption, sufficient 

weight and attention must be paid by those that formulate the policy to what is 

learnt iteratively during its delivery.  This appears to be a more in keeping with 

how policy is experienced in practice, as it begins to reflect the way in which new 

information and new circumstances are always emerging. It also begins to involve 

those delivering the policy and those affected by it to a greater extent.  The 

iterative learning process is however unlikely to assist greatly if the value of 

evidence is disputed (Heink et al., 2015), which will be discussed in chapter 4. of 

this study.   

 

2.6   Negotiated order and the emergence of complexity  

The concept of theory-based evaluation, expounded by Sanderson (2003), has 

been linked with the idea of negotiated order and more recently with complexity 

theory (Callaghan 2008). For Callaghan, this concept was an important 

counterbalance because governments had moved towards more linear and less 

adequate ideas of implementation and evaluation. He defined complexity theory 

as one which:  

 

“...conceives of systems that are open and evolving over time to 
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create path dependence, but subject to internal perturbations 

which inspire non-linearities.  This means that while prediction is 

not possible, explanation is.” (Callaghan, 2008, p5) 

 

This means that relationships must be understood to achieve a policy outcome.  

The problem for making and implementing policy is that there are unpredictable, 

disproportionate patterns of influence and interaction in complicated, non-linear 

systems. For Callaghan (2008) the other challenge of systems is that they often 

have history which is still influencing the present and they continue to change 

after the policy has ceased and the pattern of change or stability in the system is 

altered. The phenomenon is relevant to this research study because of the extent 

to which the trauma of the conflict is still unfolding and influencing choices in the 

present (Doran, 2020). This is a challenge for all post conflict societies that need 

to move forward; the past cannot be changed and yet the present is constantly 

ambushed by unresolved feelings about events in history. At the same time new 

forms of social order are being established in response to changing conditions thus 

creating unintended and sometimes unwanted consequences or forming the basis 

for future tests of where the policy boundary may lie.    

 

This has implications for all forms of policy including community relations, where 

social systems and interactions have been distorted by conflict and fear. For 

Sanderson (2000) public policy is often more effectively guided by contingency 

and relevant, localised, experimental trials.   Negotiated order (Fine, 1984) as a 

way of looking at policy was taken up by Callaghan (2008) when he argues for 

understanding systems as structural entities that are also shaped by created and 

recreated bottom-up forces and conditions.    

 

2.7   Complexity Theory 

Nonlinear complex systems theory emerged in the physical and natural sciences 

as knowledge in quantum physics developed.  The discovery of the particle-wave 

duality of light brought with it the realisation that matter could and did behave 

unpredictably (Ball, 2004).  This knowledge broke with the previous scientific 
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confidence that the universe conformed to laws that could be discovered and 

applied.  The concepts of non-linear chaotic behaviour emerged and has since 

grown in influence in other disciplines.  The philosopher and sociologist Edgar 

Morin (2007) emerges in the policy design literature as an important influence on 

the next wave of writers.  With his philosophical interest in duality and dichotomy 

he viewed the concepts of autonomy and dependency, order and disorder as 

inescapably intertwined. Seeking to transcend what he considered to be 

reductionist and simplistic scientific modelling, he argued for a richer and more 

complete understanding that the universe is in an ongoing state of agitation, 

random organisation and disintegration.  Morin argued that specialisation had 

fragmented complex reality and attempted to replace it.  He argued that reality is 

as much in relative connections and encounters as it is in the distinct components 

of systems and their environment.  In other words, everything is interdependent 

and multidimensional.  This means there can never be total knowledge.  The idea 

of total knowledge is therefore a form of non-truth.  He argued that the desire for 

certainty has led to a failure to understand the dimensionality of the world.  As 

such he believed that although organisation is understood as a form of equilibrium 

it should be seen as constant disequilibrium which is always in recovered, 

compensated, stabilised dynamics.  As such an acceptance of the emergent nature 

of things should cause us to move away from fixed ideology towards constant 

inquiry.  We should be interested in investigating potential outcomes rather than 

in designing programmes to fit desired outcomes as if all the elements of cause-

and-effect factors were known or could be known.   This philosophy encourages 

an open and enquiring approach to the world and a humility towards what can be 

known but those that took up these ideas did not take them to mean that policy 

design was pointless.  Eppel and Rhodes (2018) argued that complexity theory 

could complement existing policy theories about the implications of social 

interdependency for design.  Reading across from this literature to social and 

behavioural settings and identifying some of the same characteristics, Eppel and 

Rhodes (2018) and others (Cairney, 2012; Klijn, 2008) argue that complexity 

theory offers a new approach, shifting away from reductionist thinking to a fluid 

dynamic understanding of the processes involved in implementing change.   They 
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argue that while policy makers will attempt to define limits and set boundaries for 

social systems, the artificiality of these boundaries must be recognised, and the 

policy frame of reference must be open enough to accommodate multiple 

perspectives.  Later writers such as Geyer & Cairney (2015) had concern about the 

risk of confusion in the meaning of words such as “chaos” and “emergence” and 

the processes involved in them across the different disciplines of biological, 

chemical, physical, mathematical theory and now to social sciences and the study 

of complex systems related to decision making.  Although that risk is 

acknowledged in this study, it will not be a focus of the research as the hypothesis 

and findings are unaffected by the technical arguments that underpin this 

challenge. 

 

Geyer and Rihani (2010) offered general rules for a complexity paradigm: 

 

1. Partial order: phenomena can exhibit both orderly and chaotic behaviours. 

Chaotic dynamics were one of the earliest features to attract attention in 

complexity theory.  Chaotic systems often exhibit order due to an 

underlying attractor but are characterised by unpredictable, sometimes 

extreme sensitivity to change in condition.    

2. Reductionism and holism: some phenomena are reducible, but others are 

not. 

3. Predictability and uncertainty: phenomena can only be partially modelled, 

predicted, and controlled. 

4. Probabilistic: there are general boundaries which can be established to 

most phenomena, but exact outcomes are uncertain within these 

boundaries.  Complex systems can sometimes be characterised by a 

mathematical function known as a power law (a slowly decreasing 

mathematical function instead of the usual bell-shaped distribution) 

making it possible to make probability predictions of outcomes.  Added to 
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this, rare events can be modelled using conventional statistical prediction 

methods.  In complex systems exact outcomes cannot be predicted. 

5. Emergent: phenomena exhibit elements of adaptation and emergence.   

 

In relation to the impact of consciousness and interpretation in this paradigm 

Geyer and Rihani (2010) argue that actors in the system can, to varying degrees, 

be conscious of themselves, the system, and their history.   

 

Key to understanding this approach is an acceptance of the intractability of policy 

problems as they are conceptualised at different levels of aggregation.  Also 

important is the acknowledgement that complex systems have history that 

continues to influence long after the original stimulus is gone.  Path dependence 

is influenced by decisions and events taken in the past as people and institutions 

have adapted to earlier stimuli. The influences of previous policy, funding and law 

govern behaviours and learned responses making change difficult and most 

interventions struggle to overcome routine and established expectations.  The 

persistence of habits of behaviour creates attractors that also influence the 

system.  While theoretically it might be capable of altering in many ways, even 

abruptly, some complex systems consistently revert to recognisable states.  

Norms and customs can be persistent.  In this context all policy must expect to be 

absorbed to some extent or repelled by routine in a system.  The value of a crisis 

when routines are broken down lies in the way in which there may be an unfrozen 

opportunity to escape inertia.   

 

Complex systems are also defined as having many parts that are self-organising 

and must therefore expect unintended consequences.  No one entity designs or 

controls it. The opportunity for a cohesive approach either top down or even 

bottom up is limited and non-linear, thus surprises will happen.  Self-organising 

systems autonomously adapt to changing conditions, including those developed 

by policy makers. Complex systems are made up of independent constituents 

interacting, adapting directly or indirectly to the changing environment, and 
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changing their behaviours in reaction to the behaviour of others.   This causes 

unanticipated outcomes and emergent properties in the overall system.  The 

outcomes may not be predicted.  In some instances, this can result in a new 

weakness, vulnerability or point of failure but it does not always generate a 

negative outcome. Emergent actions and qualities may demonstrate a greater 

resilience in the system than had been anticipated and new information about 

overall capacity and future options.  

 

For Eppel and Rhodes (2018) complex systems self-organise and adapt, therefore 

unintended consequences will occur.  This means that boundaries are inevitably 

open, fluid and socially constructed.  Patterns of interdependence influence the 

feedback loops, both negatively and positively in relation to the policy intention.   

In other words, some inputs are amplified while others are closed down; small 

actions can therefore have big effects or big actions proportionately little impact.  

Ultimately, although the overall system may seem stable, the apparent 

equilibrium may include areas of significant instability.  A very slight alteration to 

the conditions can therefore cause the system to move quickly and in unexpected 

ways, closer to the edge of chaos.   Sense-making throughout the system is 

dispersed and for this reason there is a limit on what can be known because 

focussing on part of the system is unlikely to help in understanding the overall 

position.   In this context, knowledge is fragmented and widely distributed so 

sense-making by continuous, reflective, incremental policy design may be the only 

reasonable response because there are limits to what can be predicted and 

rational approaches to policy design and analysis are therefore frustrated.  Policy 

processes need to be context sensitive, continuous, and iterative with design, 

implementation, evaluation, and redesign closely drawn and interrelated.   

 

For Eppel and Rhodes (2018) the impact on policy design and implementation of 

this way of understanding systems is that design and implementation are 

continuous as is reflective evaluation.  Local flexibility to responses, which is 

viewed as emerging in any case, must be designed into the policy.   From earlier 

literature it is possible to see writers such as Lipsky (1980) were paying particular 
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attention to this issue, but as noted by Eppel (2010) the New Public Management 

approach which came later attempted to overcome this lack of central control 

through integrated targets that linked individual contributions to overall 

outcomes.  Since this encourages new forms of emergent behaviour, Eppel and 

Rhodes (2018) saw limits to linear strategies due to the emergent nature of the 

issues and the constant effects of local interactions.   The benefits of related 

modelling were also seen as more limited as circumstances alter cases and there 

is no one solution to any problem.  Information in complex systems is defined as 

highly distributed and fragmented.  The ability of policy makers to gather all 

relevant information is limited.  Depending on what is being promoted or 

privileged in the policy, attention is generally only paid to a small amount of 

information with a tendency for large parts to be overlooked or not recognised as 

relevant.   

 

This suggests that policy makers should acknowledge their reliance on other 

stakeholders and actors to help understand the nature of problems and the 

environment surrounding a potential policy intervention. Policy is operating in 

open systems with socially constructed boundaries (Eppel and Rhodes, 2018). As 

will be seen in this study, community relations policy stakeholders refer to many 

other policy domains and issues.  Therefore, more than one system is likely to be 

in interaction because of the nested nature of issues, structures, and stakeholders. 

These multiple interacting parts and interdependence point to the need for a 

pragmatic approach and participatory policy practice involving all types of 

expertise and experiment.   The self-organising and emergent nature of complex 

system reflect an important difference between stability and equilibrium in 

complexity systems.  Reciprocal adjustments in a dynamic system influenced by 

attractors and feedback loops may appear stable even though they are highly 

active or reactive to stimuli, past or present.  Co-evolutionary processes between 

policy makers and the open system they govern give opportunity to learn and 

adapt to changes in the environment may suggest a new approach to how we 

define policy success, more than they suggest an entirely new theory linked to 

complexity. Many of the variables in this “new theory” were already identified by 
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earlier thinkers, suggesting that this approach may be more accurately described 

as a development of theory on policy design and implementation rather than a 

paradigm shift.  However, as Geyer & Cairney (2015) observed, complexity theory 

has implications policy makers because it demonstrates the need for a humble 

approach and an acceptance that knowledge and understanding of how systems 

work is always limited.  This idea was taken up by Raworth (2017) when she argued 

for a move away from economic modelling that relies on a mechanical equilibrium 

between supply and demand towards the idea of a dynamic, complex, and 

adaptive system that is nonlinear, transient, and evolving.  Top-down policy 

modelling behaves as if the external stimuli will create the required change, but 

complexity theory suggests this is not the case and that the influence of internal 

processes, adjustments and connections in the policy system need to be better 

understood.   Using this whole system perspective, it can be anticipated that 

boundaries will be much further out and more porous than policy makers assume 

or ignore out for policy purposes. Complexity may be broken down in policy 

design, but it re-emerges in implementation and is often seen as failure.  

Complexity theory suggests that it is the attempt to specify actions and processes 

that creates the failure because it will always be inadequate.  Design and 

implementation go hand in hand to allow the multiple perspectives necessary to 

fully understand the issue to be included as they will be part of the emergent 

impact on the policy environment.  

 

2.8 Public consultation and the policy design process 

In addition to what has already been discussed in relation to policy design, the 

remainder of this chapter will set out themes in the literature on public 

consultation processes.  This is to also locate the thesis within that body of theory 

in preparation for discussion of the public consultation relevant to this study.  As 

will be seen later in this study, some of the strands in the literature on policy 

consultation concur with the conclusions reached in this thesis, although they are 

not the main focus or concern of the research.  
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The overall process of moving from research to policy involves more than the 

production of reports.  Even when a study may seem to be straightforward, the 

use and influence of research on policy will be determined by many variables.  

Heink et al. (2015) identified three factors that are particularly important in 

determining the research to policy pathway: the credibility, relevance, and 

legitimacy of the information and those that produced it, which they shortened to 

CRELE.  They go on to discuss the way in which the balance between these 

components is altered to accommodate the requirements of decision-making 

processes.  In other words, the extent to which there can be pragmatic trade-offs 

in these important characteristics without the risk of biased, invalid findings. Their 

discussion is important to this research because they argue that the decision 

trade-offs are often about speed and quality of information but also importantly 

about clarity and complexity.  The credibility of research findings and the chances 

of them having an influence on policy is strengthened if the research is 

understandable; thus, the trade-off of complexity for clarity, even simplicity is a 

constant temptation.  Lehtonen (2017) discussed indicators described as 

“variables that summarise or otherwise simplify relevant information, make 

visible or perceptible phenomena of interest, and quantify, measure, and 

communicate relevant information” (Lehtonen, 2017, p163) and the powerful but 

unforeseen consequences they may have in policy development due to the ways 

in which they are used as tools for accountability, evidence gathering and for 

consensus building about the purpose of a policy.   This issue has already emerged 

earlier in this chapter in relation to outcome-based approaches to evidence and 

measurement.  

 

The challenge of communicating knowledge and the trade-off between clarity and 

complexity was raised earlier by Levin (2013) who argues that simpler 

presentation of research information would make it easier for government 

agencies and the general public to understand the policy decisions based on it. 

Levin notes that those who work and become experienced in a policy field often 

have extensive knowledge but are not fluent in the language used by academics 

writing on the same subject nor are they familiar with the underlying debates in 
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the relevant literature.  Levin argues that if these communities of interest do not 

have a shared understanding and language, knowledge transfer will be limited.  

Although this argument has merit in relation to the amount of knowledge that 

may be transferred, the process of simplification which is suggested for better 

shared understanding presents a substantial risk of diluting the true nature of the 

system and issues under investigation, a problem discussed earlier in relation to 

the rationale underpinning complexity theory and policy making.  The challenge 

of accepting and working in and with the complex nature of things yet finding ways 

to ensure clear communication across the system, with shared language and 

understanding is unresolved.  Notwithstanding the practical case studies of 

researchers like Eppel (2010), it is a finding of this study that there is insufficient 

practical examination of the impact of this and any necessary change in current 

structures and ways of working to fully understand the implications of complexity 

theory.  More research and a deep examination into the tools and methods 

necessary to transform policy processes would be necessary, including an 

exploration of how to capture and transfer knowledge and maximised the 

reliability and accuracy of communication.   

 

The debate about evidence and policy making gained prominence at the same 

time as public participation in governance and policy decision making was 

beginning to expand, having been codified in law in Section 75 of the Northern 

Ireland Act (1998).  Technical expertise and empirical evidence, together with 

public consultation have since become more routine components of the policy 

making process.  If the literature is correct, the quantity of public consultation 

undertaken should have given rise to an increased sense of democratic legitimacy 

in policy making and it should have provided evidence of the impact from having 

a wider range of experiential knowledge.  This study could not find evidence of 

that in the literature which suggests that more research is needed into the impact 

of public consultation on the quality and effectiveness of policy making.    

 

However, what was evident in the literature was a body of writing on how best to 

structure participation.  A strand in this literature, which focuses on the influence 
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of the differing psychologies of policy makers and researchers during the 

numerous stages of policy decision making, is relevant to this research.  Although 

policy making processes are depicted as rational choices, for some writers the 

nuances in individual and group decision making must be understood to improve 

the research-policy axis.  Schuck-Zöller, Brinkman, and Rödder (2018) argue that 

“complex” issues, which for them refers to the multiple interactions between 

humans and the topics being studied, need comprehensive research methods to 

accommodate the multi-faceted components and relationships in the system. 

Schuck-Zöller et al. argue for participants becoming researchers in the process and 

the use of ‘participation within phenomena’ as a form of research.  Methods such 

as Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) and Participatory Action 

Research involve communities in research topics they impact and that affect 

them, such as climate sciences.   This idea of citizen science will be discussed again 

later in the thesis.  

 

Discussing the challenge of getting from research evidence to policy, Heink et al.  

(2015) highlighted the impact of differing views on the role and value of evidence 

in policy decisions and the extent to which it will be considered.  This variable was 

taken up by Bolam et al. (2019) in a discussion about the challenges of decision 

making when they drew attention to the diverse makeup of disciplines that are 

often involved in policy decision making processes.  In this context they note that 

the perspectives of various academic disciplines may be helpful in the decision-

making process but due to their own variety, they are just as likely to add further 

intricacy to the debate about the value and interpretation of data and 

information.   As was discussed in Chapter 1. in relation to the background to this 

study, the disputed role of evidence in policy making is highlighted even more in 

post conflict situations where aspects of the struggle remain unresolved and are 

carried forward into the new political structures.  If the subliminal and overt 

battles continue, ideology and evidence are sometimes in clear competition for a 

foothold on public policy.  
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To varying degrees, the literature on policy recognises the importance of 

developing a full understanding of the components in any policy environment and 

how stakeholders outside of government are likely to be affected by the 

intervention.    However, the assumption that the public should be consulted is 

not necessarily fully accepted by all.   There is a tension between the argument 

that elected representatives make decisions on our behalf and the range of 

participative processes that include public consultations.  If we accept that the 

opinions of those consulted will influence a policy, public consultation can be seen 

as undemocratic because it follows that the opinions of those left out of the 

process will not have been represented.  The same challenge could, of course, be 

levelled when elected officials make decisions.  Although there is a democratic 

underpinning to their position, there is no evidence to suggest that specific policy 

decisions are necessarily more inclusive or representative of public views, 

particularly when there are substantial minority views not represented by the 

elected officials.  However, these criticisms of public consultation and other 

participatory processes persist, often made by elected representatives to detract 

from or challenge the legitimacy of a specific policy suggestion.  

 

Despite this in the literature there are identified benefits from consultation 

processes which can be separated into those focused on the design of specific 

policies and those related to wider societal benefits. Writers such as Pal (2010) 

and Doubleday and Wilson (2013) argue that government will be better able to 

form policy by understanding the various interests, how the relevant stakeholders 

interact and influence each other, and how they influence the policy area and are 

influenced by it.  In an influential good practice guide, the internal benefits of well 

executed consultation processes are seen to include improved quality, 

implementation and results of policy (OECD, 2001, p2).  This guide also identifies 

external benefits accruing to representative democracy through increased levels 

of public trust in government, improved transparency and accountability (OECD, 

2001, p1).  This same literature identifies features likely to impact the 

effectiveness of consultation such as clarity about processes, timetables and 

ensuring all stakeholders are invited to participate.  Diversity in the stakeholders 
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consulted is also highlighted to ensure a range of opinions and the avoidance of 

the temptation to only engage those who share similar views.  This literature also 

suggests that public involvement in the policy development process is best 

understood as a continuum that includes education; gathering information; 

discussion; engagement; and partnership.  The OECD guide suggests that if 

members of the public believe their opinions and views are being heard and 

engaged with, it is argued that public consultations build trust and cohesion 

between government and the public (OECD, 2001).  However, the risk of mismatch 

between the expectations of the public and the engagement method is recognised 

as contributing to distrust, a sense of bad faith and disillusionment.  As shall be 

seen in the case study in this chapter, that risk can undermine a public 

consultation process, setting a negative tone which may accurately or inaccurately 

reflect the dynamics of the policy system. 

 

For Pal (2010) these risks are mitigated if government communicates back to the 

public on how consultations have been used to develop the policy, been 

considered in some other way, or not been taken forward and why.  In addition to 

improving the chances of the policy having the intended impact, attention is 

placed on other important outcomes of public engagement which are an 

increased sense of common cause, a sense in the public that its opinion being 

valued; and an increased level of public knowledge and understanding of how 

policy is developed generally, and the trade-offs associated with it.  This study 

found no evidence of established practice in community relations policy makers 

regularly feeding back to consultation respondents on what had become of their 

suggestions.   

   

However, there is no consensus in the literature on what generates trust.  The 

findings of Ernst (2019) suggest that features such as format and frequency of 

communication do not significantly influence participants’ perceptions of whether 

a process is fair, effective, or legitimate.  Nor do these features have a statistically 

significant relationship with resolving conflict about the issue under 

consideration.  This research found the primary determinants of trust and 
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legitimacy of the process and resolution of the issues were the presence of a 

trustworthy moderator and opportunities for co-decision making that included all 

affected parties (Ernst, 2019). 

 

The role of a trusted facilitator and the inclusion of affected parties link to the 

importance of understanding the system that the policy is designed to impact.  

Choosing a trusted facilitator requires knowledge of the characteristics and 

opinions of the participants, especially if fairness and neutrality is expected.  

However, Ernst (2019) found that neutrality was not a strong determinant of trust.  

It would be significant if Ernst’s findings were tested and confirmed, given the 

challenge of finding widely trusted, knowledgeable but objective facilitators to 

work with diverse stakeholders on contentious issues. 

 

Other themes related to the impact of the design of public participation on the 

accuracy and effectiveness of information collected are discussed by Rasch (2019) 

who suggests that public meetings may not be effective as a means of gathering 

data.  Group dynamics may skew the findings if participants do not voice opinions 

for fear of judgement or because others have already expressed similar or 

dissimilar views.  Rasch argues that because of these risks, direct communication 

methods such as surveys may be more useful for gathering accurate information 

about preferences and conditions in the community.  Given the history of the 

conflict in Northern Ireland and the risk of fear of coercive control influencing 

feedback in public discussions, this argument was persuasive and influenced the 

choice of data used in this research.  

 

Rasch (2019) identifies other risks and limitations to public consultations 

processes due to subjectivity when deciding when and to what extent the public 

should be consulted.  Government departments develop policy guidelines that 

include public consultations, but they rely on the competence and judgement of 

those who implement them and apply the findings to the proposed policies.  This 

research found no evidence of the government of Northern Ireland examining the 

general quality of public consultations or analysing the extent to which findings 



46 

 

from them are, or are not, incorporated into the subsequent policies and why such 

choices are made.   

 

Although new information technologies have emerged and public debate on social 

networks is now a common feature of public life, this research found no evidence 

of the government in Northern Ireland considering how to leverage or mitigate 

risks associated with this technology to improve the methods or 

representativeness of public consultation.  This is an area that would benefit from 

further research.   

 

Even though the literature has concerns about the challenges in obtaining 

accurate, representative public input, there seems to be general consensus that 

information gathered through public participation is a valuable complement to 

expert technical knowledge and the interface between these components is 

evident in the growth of citizen science projects.  Nascimento et al (2018) 

acknowledge that citizen science is often hampered by conflicting expectations of 

the purpose of specific projects and perceived weaknesses in information 

management processes. However, they argue that it offers benefits that include 

increased data collection, awareness raising, democratisation of policy making, 

increased government transparency and potential for more comprehensive 

monitoring and enforcement of regulatory compliance. 

 

2.9 Chapter conclusion 

In this chapter the review of general theories about policy design and 

implementation began with some of the earlier schools of thought because they 

continue to have influence.  The ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ approaches have 

appeal because they are somewhat simpler theories.  They contain many of the 

components of later theory and they attempt to address some of the challenging 

dilemmas of policy design.  They are compelling because they often seem easier 

to understand, but they generally fail when put into practice.  They also fall short 

in fully explaining phenomena to be found in the policy environment.   
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Later in this thesis there is evidence of relatively recent general and specific to 

community relations policy guidance, that is still influenced by these perspectives, 

in terms of policy design stages and the extent of influence of stakeholder 

networks. However, there are theorists who are moving away from either/or 

explanations of policy challenges to concentrate on ways to bring all perspectives 

and learning into an overall frame that can be used to analyse intractable 

problems.  Looked at from the point of view of the diagnostic typology developed 

by Matland (1995) two variables have explanatory power in the community 

relations policy environments: ambiguity (in relation to goals and methods of a 

policy) and conflict (in relation to the environment surrounding it).  Community 

relations is a policy area in which there is conflict about purpose and scope, and 

high ambiguity about the means of implementation. In Matland’s analysis this 

should place it in the experimental category with a bottom-up approach being the 

most likely to work.  It might also possibly fit in the symbolic implementation 

category which, given its high level of ambiguity about effective intervention, is 

likely to have more limited expectations of change and therefore be less 

concerned with implementation issues and more interested in symbolic evidence 

of interest and concern with the issue.  In many ways this could be a reasonable 

description of what community relations work seems to have been for many 

years, with finance support coming from a range of national and international 

sources and a wide variety of actors and approaches involved in the processes.  

Conflict and ambiguity were both present during this period, so the variables 

suggested by Matland (1995) are a useful general diagnostic tool in the initial 

examination of this policy area and in this study, they went some way towards 

explaining the design and implementation challenges. The conflict variable in 

terms of political and community support in conjunction with the related 

ambiguity in the language of the policy combined with the tractability of the policy 

issue have all played a part in the problems with implementation.  However, they 

fall short of being a sufficient explanation or a more general theory of successful 

policy implementation in this complicated, ambivalent setting.   
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Brodkin (1990) argues that when government tries to act in situations which 

embrace multiple and conflicting objectives it often tacitly delegates policy 

making discretion to the bureaucracy. In instances where electoral maximising 

strategies require coalitions to be built and difficult policy choices to be avoided, 

symbolic action is preferred, and contentious political questions slip under the 

policy radar to re-emerge later as implementation issues (Nakamura and 

Smallwood 1980).  Implementation becomes a continuation of the multi-layered 

contest to define social policy.  For Brodkin (1990) this meant that relationships 

must be understood in any attempt to create change or achieve a new policy 

target.  The problem for making and implementing policy is that the patterns of 

influence and interaction between the various parts in complex systems are non-

linear and very often unpredictable and disproportionate. Complex social systems 

have a history that is influencing the present and systems continue to change after 

the policy has ceased.   If implementation in these circumstances is fragmented 

and full of trade-offs in a form of policy politics as suggested by Brodkin (1990) 

then to avoid the charge of benign or malign policy adaption, sufficient weight and 

attention must be paid by those that formulate the policy to what is learnt 

iteratively during its delivery.  Perhaps this can be understood as an opportunity 

rather than a threat to good policy design.  This proposition is persuasive because 

it comes to terms with the reality of the policy environment, but it has implications 

for all forms of policy, set out in many of the dilemmas that complexity theory 

seeks to address.   Brodkin’s argument certainly has resonance for community 

relations policy where social systems and interactions have been distorted for 

many years by conflict and fear.   

 

This chapter has drawn attention to the fact that policy makers are only able to 

pay attention to a small part of any given problem and will therefore attempt to 

define limits and set boundaries for social systems.  The problems associated with 

such boundaries are recognised in complexity theory and a more open multi-

faceted policy frame capable of accommodating multiple perspectives is 

suggested.  In this theory, it is accepted that knowledge is fragmented and widely 

distributed, so sense-making by continuous, reflective, incremental policy design 



49 

 

may be the only appropriate response because there are limits to what can be 

predicted and rational approaches to policy design and analysis are generally 

frustrated.  If we accept this, all policy is then hypothesis to be tested in an open-

ended dialogue with reality and the logic of collaboration across the system is 

clear. Policy processes need to be context sensitive, continuous, and iterative with 

design, implementation, evaluation, and redesign closely drawn and interrelated.   

However, since we are bounded in our rationality and inconstant in our ability to 

pay attention to everything, the practical difficulties of achieving this remain to be 

resolved for all convinced by complexity theory and involved in developing 

effective policy, including community relations policy.  Knowledge does not 

necessarily move us all closer to understanding as will be discussed later in this 

study. The more we know about complex systems, the more we recognise our 

inability to control them.  This is an exercise in humility.  The observations derived 

from complexity theory in relation to policy suggest that although explanation 

may be achieved through evaluation and mapping, prediction for design purposes 

will not be fully possible.  Complexity theory has been seen to recognise the 

number of dynamics in play in social policy making.  Proponents of the theory 

challenge the aspiration to full and faithful implementation of “top-down” policy.  

Building on factors that emerged in earlier “bottom-up” theories of policy design 

and implementation, complexity theory sets out the non-linear landscape of most 

social policy.   Complexity theory argues for social policy to work in and with the 

dynamic nature of the issues with which it deals.  While laws, institutions and 

regulations remain the traditional policy instruments, complexity theory focuses 

attention on connections, evolution, patterns, influence and away from cause-

and-effect, predictability, and strict control.   It draws policy makers to areas of 

analysis that would have been difficult to pursue without access to mathematical 

computer modelling including agent based and network analyses; data mining and 

sensitivity analysis; and scenario planning and dynamic systems modelling.   

 

Influenced by the scholarship of Hill and Hupe (2009), Sabatier (2007) and others 

who were exploring the application of complexity thinking to policy, and accepting 

the whole system approach of complexity theory, Eppel (2010) tries to apply it in 
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a specific policy context.  She examines education as an example of a complicated 

open system where boundaries are fluid and socially constructed, and the 

implications for policy design and implementation.  Eppel explores the way in 

which complex open systems self-organise and adapt and create unintended 

consequences for policy.  Her study points to the need for policymakers and 

theorists to be in the unfolding policy journey, building knowledge about causality 

in context using ongoing evaluation rather than simply judging final outcomes 

against a policy target.    

 

In the next chapter, the review of the literature will show that although theorists 

are not yet influenced by complexity theory, they are working on a wide variety of 

themes, perspectives and sub-systems affecting community relations in Northern 

Ireland.  Complexity theory would add new areas for examination, but it also 

suggests a need to think more about the identification, collation and sharing of 

whole system data.  This is not with a view to controlling the policy environment 

in some form of return to ‘top-down’ approaches; complexity theory argues that 

is not possible.  Therefore, a change in what we understand successful policy 

making to be, would also be required, as would a change in our understanding of 

where to place the emphasis in policy processes.   These potential changes in 

policy processes and emphasis will be considered further in the next chapters of 

this study.  

 

In this chapter complexity theory emerges as valuable because of its holistic 

approach to the policy environment.   Building on the earlier theories, it provides 

new language and concepts with which to understand and engage with the 

dynamic, interconnected, nested, non-linear web of linkages and sub-systems in 

the policy environment.  It seeks to engage with the emergent, unfolding, 

contingent nature of most policy environments. It does not seek to suggest that 

good policy is hampered by poor design or bad circumstances.  Policy work is 

understood as always being about the context and working in and with it.  This 

suggests valuable explanatory power and a participatory approach.  It also 
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suggests a significant shift in how policy is developed and implemented, how 

decisions are made and where, and how success is measured.  There are also likely 

to be challenged in data gathering and dissemination and sense-making that have 

already been identified.   These issues will be explored further in the next 

chapters. 

 

This chapter also explored the literature on public consultation as an additional 

theoretical frame of reference for the analysis in this thesis of the last public 

consultation on community relations policy, which related to Cohesion, Sharing 

and Integration.   Some themes emerge from the literature on the impact of 

consultation on outcomes and public values that resonate with complexity theory.  

These themes include the need to be aware of the policy environment and tailor 

consultation formats to reflect the purpose and context of the interaction.  The 

literature on public consultation stresses the importance of understanding the 

public for whom a policy is being created and the impact of expectations. Despite 

the myriad of challenges in soliciting input from the public identified in the 

literature, participation appears to be generally understood as an opportunity to 

democratise policy making and enhance the information available to build 

relevant, effective policies.  The literature also warns about the quality of 

information gained through public participation, in terms of accuracy and nuance.  

It shares some conclusions with complexity theory in pointing to the need for good 

citizen science that integrates processes to reduce the distance between theory, 

policy making and people.   

  

The ideas discussed in complexity theory suggest practical challenges in relation 

to data collection and sense making.  Eppel’s practical application of complexity 

theory to real world policy context required large scale study. Nevertheless, the 

emphasis on the practical application of the theory was a persuasive influence on 

this study.   To design an examination of community relations policy informed by 

complexity theory that would be feasible within the constraints of this research, 

four areas of observation have been summarised from the ideas in the literature.  
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These are discussed in relation to the research methodology in Chapter 4. and will 

be used to examine the data and discuss the findings:   

 

1. The first area of observation on complex environments relates to how the 

policy issue under consideration is understood and defined. Through the 

evidence in this study the understanding and tractability of the community 

relations policy area will be discussed. 

2. The second area of observation on complex environments relates to 

attractors, path dependence, the influence of previous interventions and 

learned responses.  The influence of this phenomenon is raised in the 

literature on complexity and this research will draw out the evidence of 

reference to previous or existing legislation, policy, delivery structures, 

projects and programmes, or research/evaluation in the community 

relations policy area. 

3. The third area of observation on complex environments relates to the 

characteristics of open, adaptive, self-organising and non-linear systems 

described in the literature.   The nature of the networks, organisations and 

individuals in the community relations policy area will be examined in this 

research.  

4. The fourth area of observation relates to the limits of knowledge and 

sense-making based on evidence from evaluation and research.  In other 

words, the emergent nature of learning and what can be known in complex 

environments.  The impact of this characteristic is discussed in complexity 

theory and will be examined in this research in relation to the community 

relations policy area. 

This research project is exploring the hypothesis that something is being lost in 

not valuing complexity theory as an approach to the development of community 

relations policy in Northern Ireland.  The literature on consultation points to the 

value of citizen science in dealing with the contingent nature of the policy 

environment but it also warns of the balance to be struck between complexity and 
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clarity in communication which is also discussed in policy terms in complexity 

theory. The challenge of striking this balance will be discussed again in the last two 

chapters of this thesis. In the context of a complexity theory framework, the 

intractability of community relations as an issue; the nature of this public policy 

system; the influence of previous interventions, attractors, path dependence and 

learned responses; and the extent to which knowledge and sense-making can be 

achieved will be explored using evidence gathered from:  

 

• The three community relations policy framework documents: A Shared 

Future-Policy and Strategy Framework for Good Relations in Northern 

Ireland (OFMDFM, 2005a); The Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and 

Integration (OFMDFM, 2010); and Together: Building a United Community 

(OFMDFM, 2013). 

•  The most recent public consultation (Programme for Cohesion, Sharing 

and Integration, OFMDFM, 2010).    

This existing data has been used because it is directly related to the policy area 

under consideration and therefore highly relevant.  It is presentative in that it 

comes from a wide range of stakeholders.  The material is publicly available and 

therefore the findings of this research can be cross-examined.  The data was also 

created in circumstances in which the researcher had no role.  This minimised the 

researcher effect which will be discussed in relation to methodology in Chapter 4.  

However, the researcher acknowledges that it is not possible to fully escape her 

knowledge and background in this area of public policy.   In seeking to apply 

complexity theory, her own perspectives on community relations may have some 

impact on the research.  
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Chapter 3: The review of the literature on Community Relations 

Policy in Northern Ireland  

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter will examine the literature on community relations policy in Northern 

Ireland.  As is discussed throughout this thesis there is no agreed definition of 

community relations.  Due to the myriad of issues that have influence on or are 

affected by community relations, there is no distinct body of work that constitutes 

the literature on community relations policy.  However, this review will explore 

the early writing on The Agreement as it relates to community relations policy 

which sets out some of the landscape in which community relations policy 

developed.  The review will also discuss the work of writers addressing a variety 

of themes associated with community relations policy.  The literature review will 

then explore the relevant practice-based writing on general policy making in 

Northern Ireland that has emerged from policy makers, before focusing 

specifically on the three community relations policies developed by the 

government in N. Ireland since The Agreement. These documents will be 

examined using the variables drawn from complexity theory and set out in 

Chapter 2.  These variables will be used again in Chapter 5. to examine the public 

response to the most recent consultation on community relations policy.   

 

3.2 Literature on The Agreement and Community Relations policy  

The early literature about the peace settlement in Northern Ireland often focused 

on describing the events leading up to The Agreement, the roles of various actors 

and the level of emphasis that should be placed on them.  Some of the writers 

focused on drawing conclusions about the extent to which the lessons of the 

peace settlement in Northern Ireland can be transferred to other settings.  Maney 

et al (2006), Guelke (2003), McGarry and O’Leary (2006a and 2006b), and Powell 

(2008) discuss the underlying determinants of successful peace processes, often 

drawing conflicting conclusions on the benefits and drawbacks of consociational 

and integrational models, and the role of civil society and international support.  
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McGarry and O’Leary (2006a and 2006b) consider consociationalism to be a core 

component of the success of the peace settlement whilst Guelke (2003), Anderson 

(2008), Wilson (2009) and others view the consociational model as limiting and a 

method that freezes identity and therefore sectarian division preventing new 

identities and perspectives from emerging through bottom-up explorations of 

cultural diversity and new political discourse.  Many writers including MacGinty 

(2009), McGarry and O’Leary (2006a and 2006b), Wolff (2002) note the 

importance of committed, non-aligned international support to build confidence 

in all parties to the conflict, with writers such as Byrne (2007) highlighting the 

importance of process and the need for co-ordinated intervention. Later Byrne 

(2009) also points to the need to build in safeguards for minorities by addressing 

inclusion and equality issues.   Theories about the benefits and drawbacks of 

consociational and integrational models continue to be discussed, as does the 

significance of the role of civil society and international support.  Discussions 

about the extent to which Northern Ireland is living through a resilient peace or 

only a generational truce also continue, as the durability of The Agreement is 

tested in an endless cycle of political flare ups.   

 

Horowitz (2002) and later Darby and MacGinty (2003) urge caution in drawing 

lessons bearing in mind that Northern Ireland differs from many other areas of 

conflict in having an electoral democracy, albeit with the characteristics set out in 

The Agreement.  It also differs in having a functioning infrastructure including 

hospitals, schools, transport, and an established economy largely underwritten by 

the United Kingdom, but supported, to a decreasing extent, by the European 

Union, the United States of America, Ireland, and others. MacGinty (2009) also felt 

it has a positive regional and international context with no external actors working 

to erode the internal settlement, although the recent departure of the United 

Kingdom from the European Union may now trigger other constitutional 

instability.  It is already clear from this literature that the influence of context and 

the various components in it are not agreed and the political outcomes and the 

policies flowing from them are difficult to predict.   
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However, it is generally acknowledged, albeit to varying degrees, that peace 

agreements need to be inclusive and to offer incentives and opportunities for 

actors at all levels to participate; in other words, that they require a multi-level 

approach as was discussed in Chapter 1 of this research.  For Coakley (2008) this 

multi-level intricacy makes it possible to bring an end to political violence even 

when the political or institutional solutions and their implementation are 

imperfect.   The careful drafting of The Agreement is praised by some for the 

extent to which it allowed the peace process to be maintained whilst, or even 

because, it deferred difficult issues. Writers such as Maney et al (2006) and Powell 

(2008) refer to the ambiguity of the text of the settlement document as helpful to 

building consensus, allowing time for trust and confidence to be established at all 

levels by deferring difficult issues.   However, writers including Ellison (2007), 

Wolff (2002), Guelke (2003), and Byrne (2009) all point out the difficulties that 

ambiguity presents for post agreement implementation.  The ambiguity has been 

criticised for leaving a legacy of stalemate in implementation with challenges 

remaining decades after The Agreement was signed.    For the purposes of this 

study, as we shall see, the very notion of ‘post agreement’ may be problematic, 

since ‘agreement’ can be understood as a fixed moment in time (The Agreement) 

but also as a dynamic process of institutionalising values and perspectives in an 

open-ended but uncertain framework of continuous peace building.  For those 

aspects of The Agreement that were never clearly explained the role of 

implementation was always going to be more than simply a faithful delivery of 

policy instructions laid out in The Agreement.  However, even in areas where 

actions were clearly set out, they have yet to be completed over two decades after 

The Agreement was signed. Implementation is an increasing difficult issue with a 

very active role to play in many aspects of The Agreement and in the wider 

iterative process of building peace.   

 

The Agreement set out the commitment to “achievement of reconciliation, 

tolerance, and mutual trust, and the protection and vindication of the human 

rights of all.” (Belfast Agreement, 1998, Declaration of Support). This inspirational 

statement was laudable, but The Agreement lacked detail in relation to specific 
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plans for implementation. The document set out the relationship between the UK 

and Ireland and the institutional and security arrangements but set out no clear 

policy for the transformation in wider society. The Agreement seemed to 

anticipate a two-stage solution to the conflict: the achievement of political and 

institutional accommodation and then subsequently the same in wider society, 

albeit in an embedded, tacit and much less clearly defined way.  If this were the 

plan, there was nothing to suggest that this transformation could be assumed or 

directly derived from the nature and structure of The Agreement.   In this context 

subsequent writers including Knox and Hughes (1996), Eyben, Morrow and Wilson 

(1997), McVeigh (2002), Shirlow et al. (2005) all comment, both positively and 

negatively, on the purpose, range, and impact of the body of community relations 

interventions. Hughes and Donnelly (2002), McVeigh (2002 and 2014) and Shirlow 

et al. (2005), Hughes (2007) contest the link between community relationships 

and peace.  Hughes argues that many in the republican tradition view the analysis 

of poor community relationships as a foil for the true issue, the role, and 

behaviours of the state.   Hughes also argues that many in the unionist tradition 

viewed building good community relationships as little more than political 

gesturing compared to the more important task of pursuing terrorists.  While the 

overall debate about the significance of good community relationships to 

sustained peace remained unresolved, the focus of many later writers moved to 

focus on specific themes and components of community relations policy.  

Acheson, Cairns and Stringer (2006) focus on voluntary action and community 

relations concluding that the community and voluntary sector has developed 

structural and network schisms that mirrored the wider divisions in society.  

Writing at the same time Graham and Nash (2006) explore public policy through 

the lens of territoriality and pluralism.  Shirlow and Murtagh (2006) explore 

segregation and violence.  Education has been a particular area of interest in the 

literature.  Hayes and McAllister (2009) and later Hughes (2011) examine 

education in the context of conflict resolution.  Hughes and Loader (2015) 

subsequently examine shared education and the promotion of community 

relations through schools focusing on the issue of interpersonal relations.  The 

theme of segregation and shared space was taken up by Duffy and Gallagher 
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(2017) who examine shared education in contested spaces, exploring how 

collaborative networks improve communities and schools, the latter having 

written extensively on the matter.  Bryan (2016) examines another aspect of 

contested space in the topic of ritual and identity, having researched the issues of 

flags and emblems in Northern Ireland for many years.  McDowell, Braniff and 

Murphy (2017) also discuss contested spaces but through the lens of the 

unintended consequences of legislation. Bryan, Davies, Dixon, Hocking, Huck, 

Jarman, Sturgeon, Tredoux and Whyatt (2020) examine contested space through 

the prism of the peace walls and intergroup relations.  The role of culture in a 

divided society and how it might be used as a driver for economic development is 

explored by Ramsey and Waterhouse-Bradley (2018).  Drawing a distinction 

between social and political peace processes, Brewer (2019) arguing that the 

social peace process is running ahead of the political process in his exploration of 

the sociology of peace, an idea considered again in Chapter 6.  

 

Devine and Robinson (2014) explore the role of survey research in policy making 

in Northern Ireland, with reference to community relations. Arguing for the 

important role for time series data sets to policy development in relation to 

community relations, they reflect on the fact that information on public attitudes 

to community relations have been collated in Northern Ireland for more than 20 

years using the Northern Ireland Social Attitudes Survey from 1989 to 1996 and 

the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey from 1998 onward.  Data from this 

series was used by the School of Criminology, Politics and Social Policy at the 

University of Ulster (2010) in its submission to the public consultation on the draft 

policy Cohesion, Sharing and Integration to demonstrate a high level of interest in 

mixing in the community. This public consultation will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter 5.   

  

These and other studies have tended to focus largely on single issues and while 

they provide valuable insights into a range of variables, the literature review 

reveals little evidence of a whole system approach to the intricacy of the overall 

environment in the writing about policy in Northern Ireland although this may be 
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emerging now with theorists such as Doran (2020) in his analysis of the impact of 

societal trauma after The Agreement, which is influenced by complexity theory.      

Drawing on the work of Little and Rodgers (2017) who link trauma to the role of 

narrative in shaping identity, Doran argues that the way people feel in and after 

violence should not be treated as irrelevant to an understanding of the policy and 

institutional because individually and collectively, they can reinforce or 

undermine institutions and policies.  This is a rare example of the application of 

complexity theory to the way in which trauma from the past plays a role in shaping 

current identity and narrative in N. Ireland.   

 

Doran (2020) argues that the balance between the trauma responses of the past 

and an emerging more multi-dimensional and evolving sense of future identity 

and relationships is in a process of iteration.  The ramifications, yet to unfold, of 

leaving the European Union for the constitutional structure of the United Kingdom 

and the exploration of the concept of a shared island by the government of the 

Republic of Ireland’s offer opportunities for an open ended, iterative, and 

imaginative journey with multiple dimensions that transcends a zero sum, winner 

take all descent into old constitutional models.  Doran (2020) discusses the need 

to recognise the emergent, hybrid, unprecedented nature of the arrangements 

and interconnections that may be required to carry forward nuanced, multi-

layered, and as yet, unimagined but adaptable constitutional structures and 

relationships.  Doran suggests that this would require a change in the tone and 

quality of political discourse but one that could be sustained in the ambiguity of 

The Agreement.  He goes on to suggest this will require greater tolerance of and 

comfort with the uncertain, provisional, and contingent nature of social order 

because it is always in transition.   

 

Beyond this, the only example of literature attempting to place community 

relations in a multi-dimensional frame is the Northern Ireland Peace Monitoring 

Report (Nolan, 2012) published by the NI Community Relations Council.  The 

report sets out a framework of variables through which to examine the journey 

towards or away from peace.  The report collated data from a wide range of 
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themes under 4 dimensions: the sense of safety; equality; cohesion and sharing; 

and political progress.  This was the first attempt to map and monitor the multi-

faceted nature of peace.  Four subsequent reports have been produced in the 

series. 

 

The Peace Monitoring Report (Nolan, 2012) uses data that is largely already 

available, which it collates and discusses within an overall framework of variables.  

In a publication on monitoring peace also produced by the Community Relations 

Council, in conjunction with the World Leadership Alliance - Club de Madrid 

(Community Relations Council, 2014) a range of issues are set out as challenges 

for data collection, dissemination and discussion including independence of voice, 

trust, accuracy, scope, availability of data and the need to sustain the time series 

to get an accurate understanding of trends and the relationships between 

variables.   As will be discussed later in this study, any attempt to engage with 

complexity in a holistic systemic way relies on accurate information flowing 

throughout the system, shared, and understood by all stakeholders, who act as 

givers and receivers of that information.  This is a challenging proposition.  A high 

level of sustained participation and consensus is required to develop a conceptual 

framework of what to gather, who decides, and how to gather it. The analysis of 

data that may present an unwelcome picture and the ongoing difficulty of 

sustaining the project as people and resources come and go is in part why the 

information landscape is as fragmented as it is.  These are all relevant factors 

reflected in the review of the literature which reveals no consistency across 

themes or relationship between them.  They are practical challenges that go 

beyond the theoretical debate which would undoubtedly accompany the large-

scale data development project that would be required.  Similar data needs 

emerged in discussions surrounding the implementation of an outcomes-based 

approach.  There is little evidence to suggest that the necessary resources were 

made available to underpin such a project and in the absence of that indicators 

emerge that struggle to adequately link cause and effect (Boviard, 2014).  This will 

be discussed in more detail later in the study. 
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The Peace Monitoring Report (Nolan, 2012) offers a multi-dimensional analysis of 

the arena into which community relations policy must make its contribution, but 

this review has found no overall agreement on the role and components of 

community relations policy in the academic literature on Northern Ireland.  

Beyond Doran (2020) the review of the literature also reveals no evidence of the 

influence of complexity theory on academic writing about community relations 

policy in Northern Ireland.  

 

As will be seen in the data discussed in Chapter 5, when a complexity lens is used 

to examine the most recent public consultation on community relations policy, 

the contesting views about community relations and the wider components of 

peace are also evident in stakeholder discussions about the purpose and scope of 

public policy in this area.      

 

3.3 General guidance on policy making in Northern Ireland 

Looking beyond the academic literature focused on the implementation of The 

Agreement and community relations, there is some evidence in the Northern 

Ireland Civil Service’s own literature that it understands the complicated nature 

of policy making, albeit in a linear way that does not seem to have taken on the 

implications of complexity theory.   Two initiatives are relevant to this research: 

firstly, the general guide to policy making published by the Northern Ireland Civil 

Service and secondly, the out-come based approach to policy making that it 

adopted.      

 

In 2016, three years after Together: Building a United Community was published, 

the Northern Ireland Executive published “A Practical Guide to Policy Making in 

Northern Ireland” which sets out guidance to help those developing or reviewing 

policy.   If legislation is required, twenty-six stages are outlined.  The guidance 

reviews the policy making process, the role and sources of evidence, the decision-

making process and appraisal of options to achieving desired outcomes, the role 

of engagement, co-design and co-production, and evaluation.  The guide finishes 
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with specific guidance on outcomes-based accountability, an approach which was 

being adopted and promoted by government.  The guide identifies ten features of 

good policy making: that it is forward-looking, focused on outcomes and takes 

account of factors in the national, European and international context;  that is 

innovative and alert to new ideas and people outside the specific policy domain; 

that it is evidence-based; that it is inclusive of those responsible for 

implementation and those affected by it; that it is joined up, taking account of 

cross cutting issues;  that evaluation is systematic and lessons are learnt and 

disseminated with distinctions made between failure to impact on the problem 

and failures in implementation;  that there is communication with the public 

about the policy is designed and implemented;  and that the policy is constantly 

reviewed to ensure it is dealing with the problem it was designed to address or if 

not, that it is discarded.   

 

In this guidance, policy making is clearly understood as a complicated process, 

even before the messy business of implementation gets underway.   The guide 

identifies twenty- four questions to be considered in planning a policy and it is 

clear from them that context, stakeholder perspectives, methods, participation, 

resources, information, assumptions, risks, mitigations, contingencies, 

constraints, barriers, consequences (good and bad), side-effects, are all 

understood as necessary to be considered. The document sets out twenty-nine 

stages in the policy making process beginning with evidence and the identification 

of need and ending with evaluation.  Implementation is recorded as stage twenty-

seven, only one of the stages in this long linear process.   

 

Figure 1. shows the policy context diagrammatical as it is set out in the policy 

guide.   It captures in static terms a range of domains that impact policy and, in 

that sense, the complicated and interrelated nature of the issues that need to be 

considered.  However, it does not address the dynamic ebb and flow of the system 

and the communication structures necessary to work within it.  The extent to 

which aspects of complexity, set out in four characteristics in Chapter 2., can be 
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seen in the background and design of the three community relations policies will 

be discussed later in this chapter.  

 

Chapter 5. and 6. of this thesis will discuss the way in which the dynamic open 

systems into which community relations policy is delivered become visible in 

public consultation processes and cannot be ignored if we are to fully understand 

the nature of this policy domain.   

 

 

 

 



64 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The policy process in context (The Executive Office, 2016) 
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Turning to the second major influence on policy in Northern Ireland: the NI Civil 

Service has adopted a new approach to policy using the concept of outcome-

based accountability.  The method emerged from the work of Mark Friedman 

(2005) based at the Fiscal Policy Institute, Santa Fe, New Mexico and was 

enthusiastically taken up as a means of measuring performance first by the 

Scottish government, though subsequently modified, and then later by Wales and 

Northern Ireland.  The method was described as a challenge to the policy 

approach to social change that had gone before because it was more 

straightforward, relied less on paper and administration, was interested in finding 

out what works, and used common sense and plain language.  The method is 

based on setting outcomes and then backward mapping the steps necessary to 

achieve them, based on evidence of what works.   It requires the use of a small 

number of improvement indicators that plot the desired direction of travel, how 

much has been done, how well it has been done and whether anyone is better off.  

Outcomes are considered at the level of performance and at the level of 

population.  Service providers were accountable for performance outcomes while 

wider impact on society was described as accountability at a population level.  The 

method challenged the policy approach to implementing change and pointed to 

examples of poor progress in relation to poverty and other social issues.  The 

method appears to reduce the messy detailed struggle of policy analysis, design, 

and implementation to a set of more simple steps based on strong statistical 

evidence and a willingness to cut programmes that are not achieving results.  It 

also relies on a joined-up approach across all interventions to deliver the overall 

outcomes.  Writer including Cook (2017) have acknowledged potential benefits in 

the outcomes-based approach with the suggested move away from measuring 

activity to a longer-term view based on data and monitoring impact. However, the 

method is not without its critics.  Boviard (2014) sees the risk that an outcomes-

based approach based on moving backwards from desired outcomes may lead to 

a narrow, underspecified chain of relationships between cause and effect.   The 

process fails to understand the complicated dynamic relationship between 

intended and unintended consequences and the outworking of actions unrelated 

to the policy interaction often seen in adaptive open systems.  To deliver this 
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approach well and fully track the factors contributing to outcomes requires time 

and data development which in the context of the collapsed Executive and 

absence of Ministers in Northern Ireland between January 2017 and January 2020 

encouraged the Civil Service to take a “long finger” approach and to delay 

significant change to avoid the risk of stepping into the decision-making role of 

Ministers.      

 

This has caused concern that in Northern Ireland implementation of OBA has 

simply become old wine in new bottles.  Implementation appears to lack an 

agreed understanding of ‘outcome’ and ‘indicator’, and of the relationship 

between them and performance.  Implementation has conflated the concept of 

outcome with performance output terms such as objectives and targets.  

Implementation has struggled with the challenges of identifying appropriate 

improvement indicators, with establishing agreed outcomes that are not vague, 

and with developing new data sets rather than setting targets based on the 

information that is already available or easy to get.  

 

As a result, the 2016 draft Programme for Government, which remained the plan 

in the absence of Ministers, lacked features that would previously have been 

associated with delivery, including proposed policies and funding priorities.  

Performance monitoring became the collection of existing outputs using OBA 

scorecards and terminology which in turn became the description of the delivery 

plan.  As can be seen in the draft Programme for Government Outcome Indicators, 

it has been accompanied by the reduction and simplification of measures in many 

policy areas, an absence of discussion about how actions can be attributed to 

outputs and outcomes and a stripping away of understanding of the impact of 

factors in the context.  

 

3.4 Background to Community Relations Policy in Northern Ireland 

Moving from the general policy guidance in Northern Ireland to the policies 

specifically focused on community relations, the literature review will now 

examine the three community relations policies to emerge since The Agreement.  
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Before doing so, this next section will briefing set out the legal and policy 

background into which those policies emerged.  The Agreement provided the 

context for the future government of Northern Ireland.  It set out a range of 

governance arrangements including, a devolved government made up of a 

legislative assembly elected by proportional representation with consociational 

decision making features; a North/South Ministerial Council promoting co-

operation and supervising north-south implementation bodies; a British-Irish 

Council linking the administrations of the two states, the devolved administrations 

in the UK, and the crown territories of the Isle of Man, Jersey and Guernsey; and 

a British- Irish Intergovernmental Conference (replacing provisions in the Anglo-

Irish Agreement).  Confidence building measures were set out on the status of 

Northern Ireland, on conditions necessary for the unification of Ireland, on dual 

citizenship, on human rights, on equality, and on the criminal justice system and 

policing.   There were also specific measures in relation to a reduction in the 

security presence, support for the victims of violence, the release of paramilitary 

prisoners, the decommissioning of weapons and a commitment to “...strive in 

every practical way towards reconciliation and rapprochement within the 

framework of democratic and agreed arrangements” (Belfast Agreement, 1998, 

Declaration of Support).  

 

The details of many of these provisions were to be worked out later.  Iterative 

implementation was therefore part of the fabric of The Agreement from the start.  

The emergent, dynamic environment that was integral and implicit to the design 

of the Agreement set the scene for policy making in the subsequent years.   It is 

because complexity theory is interested in the links between intricate, unfolding 

context and policy making that it is important to this study. 

 

With its subsequent framework of legal and regulatory governance instruments 

The Agreement of 1998 emerged in a policy design and delivery context that was 

complicated and one which would continue to inform the framework for 

community relations and other policies.  There was an array of existing and 

developing legislation: The Fair Employment Acts 1976 and 1989 prohibited 



68 

 

discrimination in employment and training on the grounds of religious belief or 

political opinion.   Protection for the provision of goods, facilities and services was 

later introduced by the Fair Employment and Treatment (Northern Ireland) Order 

1998.  The Race Relations (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 prohibited discrimination 

in employment and training, education and the provision of goods, facilities and 

services on racial grounds.  The Human Rights Act (1998) which came into force in 

the United Kingdom in 2000, required public authorities to comply (unless 

prevented from doing so by statutory rules) with the European Convention for the 

Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.  As shall be seen in this 

research through the examination of the responses to the most recent 

government consultation on community relations policy, the wider legal and 

policy backdrop created path dependency but was not embedded consistently in 

the minds of all stakeholders. 

 

As an area of public policy, ‘community relations’ came to the fore in the context 

of immigration and social pressures in the United Kingdom in the 1960s.  With the 

introduction of the 1965 Race Relations Act the first legislation in the UK to 

address racial discrimination, social policy began to acknowledge different racial 

and cultural groupings, the need for the wider community to change to 

accommodate them, and the need for the law to uphold human rights and 

equality.  In line with these developments Northern Ireland established a 

Community Relations Commission in 1971 and a Minister of Community Relations.  

When an Executive was later established in 1974, it took on the responsibilities of 

the Community Relations Commission and closed it.  As a result, when Direct Rule 

was reintroduced, District Councils, the Department of Education, and the 

community and voluntary sector were left to sustain community relations activity.   

 

Following publication of a report commissioned by the Standing Advisory 

Commission on Human Rights (Fitzduff and Frazer, 1986) a new Central 

Community Relations Unit (CCRU) was established in 1987, which later became 

the Community Relations Unit in the Office of the First and Deputy First Minister.  

Its role was to ensure equality of opportunity and treatment in Northern Ireland 
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and to encourage mutual understanding, respect for cultural diversity, and 

contact across the community.  An interdepartmental committee was to act as an 

advisory mechanism to support strategic policy making.  After a consultation 

process the CCRU established a regional arms-length body, the Community 

Relations Council.   This body distributed funding, gave advice on good practice 

and policy feedback to government.  It worked in conjunction with CCRU and with 

community relations officers in what were then twenty-six district councils that 

also received funding from CCRU for local community relations programmes.  

 

This approach to delivery of the policy objectives was delivered in conjunction 

with other community relations developments across government: The 

Department of Education delivered programmes, including the Schools Cross 

Community Contact Scheme established in 1987 but later renamed the Schools 

Community Relations Programme and following the 1989 Education Reform Order 

also the Education for Mutual Understanding and Cultural Heritage programmes.  

The Department for Education’s Strategic plan (1996-2000) identified 3 areas for 

action: cross community contact programmes; Education for Mutual 

Understanding in the curriculum; support of the development of integrated 

education.    Despite these interventions and the fact that the Education Order 

1990 placed a statutory duty on the Department of Education to encourage and 

facilitate integrated education, over the intervening years the number of 

integrated schools has increased slowly, and the schools’ estate remains 

predominately segregated.  

 

Housing policy has also made a public policy contribution to community relations.  

The Cameron Report in 1969 into civil disturbances in Northern Ireland noted that 

council housing policy was distorted to political ends.  Responsibility for housing 

moved from District Councils to a newly formed Northern Ireland Housing 

Executive established as part of the response to the report.  Although there were 

significant improvements in the quality and allocation of housing, the escalation 

in violence at that time lead to a trend towards residential segregation which 

proved difficult to retrieve later; this was even though the Belfast Agreement 
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referred to promoting integrated housing and the subsequent Northern Ireland 

Act 1998 Section 75 placed a duty on public bodies, including the NI Housing 

Executive to promote good relations.  In a consultation document “Towards a 

Community Relations Strategy” produced by the Housing Executive the following 

year (Northern Ireland Housing Executive, 1999) it estimated that 70% of estates 

were segregated.  It identified intimidation and related territorial symbols such as 

kerbstone painting, murals and graffiti, and its impact on housing choice and the 

cost of vacant housing.  It also noted increasing difficulty in finding homes for 

mixed religion families.  In 2000 the Housing Executive produced a new 

Community Relations and Community Safety Implementation Plan (Northern 

Ireland Housing Executive, 2000) but in the subsequent years its capacity to 

influence large scale change in public housing patterns has diminished with the 

decline in public housing stock and its role as landlord.    

 

The architects of The Agreement hoped to inspire a renewed commitment to 

cross-community peace building initiatives and the establishment of a culture of 

tolerance. The legislation which enacted The Agreement created the link in law 

between equality and good relations but did not define “good relations” or explain 

the balance between them in Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act (1998) which 

placed a statutory duty on all public authorities to promote equality and to have 

‘regard’ to the desirability of promoting good relations between persons of 

different religious belief, political opinion, or racial group.   

 

In 2001 the first Programme for Government of the devolved Assembly for 

Northern Ireland sought to ‘promote’ greater equality and efforts to combat 

community division and subsequently the government carried out a review of 

community relations policy (Harbison, 2002).  The report recommended a 

strengthened and comprehensive policy linked to a challenge function that would 

support implementation.  The targets of the policy were the development of 

integrated/shared communities; more communication, tolerance, and trust in 

segregated areas; respect and celebration of different cultures, faiths, and 

traditions; the elimination of sectarianism and racism, fear, and intimidation; and 
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policies, practices, and institutions to develop trust and good relations.  The report 

was not implemented.  In 2002 the Assembly collapsed and did not re-emerge 

until 2007.  Direct rule was reintroduced but during this period and after a long 

consultation process which began in January 2003 (OFMDFM, 2003), a new policy 

for good relations emerged in March 2005: A Shared Future – Policy and Strategic 

Framework for Good Relations in Northern Ireland (OFMDFM, 2005a).  

 

3.5 A Shared Future 

The Shared Future policy (OFMDFM, 2005a) came out in an era in which the legal 

basis underpinning equality and human rights had begun to emerge, and the 

patchwork of small-scale housing, education, and voluntary sector interventions 

on community relations had made an important but scattered attempt to stabilise 

relationships against a turbulent political background.  The new policy, together 

with continued financial backing of the European Union, the United States of 

America, the Republic of Ireland and the United Kingdom, seemed to mark the 

start of a more coordinated effort to tackle community relations in a coherent, 

multi-dimensional way.   

 

To the extent that all post-Agreement activity is impacted by new processes and 

ways of working, A Shared Future – Policy and Strategic Framework for Good 

Relations in Northern Ireland (OFMDFM, 2005a) formed part of the much wider 

implementation stage of the Northern Ireland peace agreement, even though it 

had no legally binding component.  In addition to what has already been discussed 

in this chapter, other significant large scale change processes designed to create 

confidence in the overall system were taking place in this period.  A notable, high 

profile example, The Police (Northern Ireland) Act 2000 was already in place with 

an accompanying Implementation Plan (Independent Commission on Policing for 

Northern Ireland, 1999).    

 

The authors of A Shared Future (OFMDFM, 2005a) located the policy approach in 

The Agreement, noting its commitment to “the achievement of reconciliation, 

tolerance, and mutual trust, and to the protection and vindication of the human 
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rights of all” and “an essential aspect of the reconciliation process is the 

promotion of a culture of tolerance at every level of society, including initiatives 

to facilitate and encourage integrated education and mixed housing.” A Shared 

Future also stated that it drew on experience from community cohesion policy in 

Great Britain:  

 

 “that community cohesion needs to be promoted through 

  increasing knowledge of, contact between and respect for 

  various cultural groups. The aim being to increase  

 community cohesion through promoting a sense of  

 ‘citizenship’ shared by all” (OFMDFM, 2005a, p59).   

 

The policy aligned itself to three principles -  

 

“First, everyone in Northern Ireland deserves to be treated  

as an individual, equal with every other (‘vindication of the  

human rights of all’) - not a mere cypher for a ‘community’. 

Second, each of us must mutually recognise our common 

humanity (‘achievement of reconciliation, tolerance, and  

mutual trust’)– rather than engaging in a perpetual and  

sterile battle for ethnic power. And third, the state must 

 be neutral between competing cultural claims (‘promotion  

of a culture of tolerance at every level’ and encouragement  

of ‘integrated education - in its widest sense – 

and mixed housing’).” (OFMDFM, 2005a, p9) 

 

A Shared Future set out its aim as “The establishment over time of a normal, civic 

society, in which all individuals are considered as equals, where differences are 

resolved through dialogue in the public sphere, and where all people are treated 

impartially.  A society where there is equity, respect for diversity and a recognition 

of our interdependence” (OFMDFM 2005a p7).  A Shared Future emerged during 

one of the periods when the local political relationships and structures had broken 
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down.  It therefore had no local political sponsorship as there was no devolved 

government, however the policy had undergone an extensive public consultation 

and had input from the NI Civil Service.   Despite this, the actions laid out in the 

policy were never fully implemented.  With the resumption of devolution in May 

2007, the policy was seen as part of the direct rule period, so the Office of the First 

and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) began developing a new strategy to 

integrate the existing race and community relations policies.  The Programme for 

Government 2008-2011 did not mention the strategy, A Shared Future and none 

of the twenty-three public service agreements in it related to community 

relations.   Despite this absence, the Office of the First and Deputy First Minister 

released a draft “Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration” for public 

consultation on 27th July 2010.    

 

3.6 Cohesion, Sharing and Integration 

Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) emerged following the 

reestablishment of the Assembly and the Executive in 2007 even though The 

Programme for Government 2008-2011 did not indicate a plan to change the 

existing policy.  Given the turbulent political backdrop and the lack of agreement 

across the parties about the scope and purpose of community relations, it was 

surprising that a document was agreed for public consultation.   However, it was 

an indication of the deep political divisions at the end of 2009, that the two parties 

holding the positions of First and Deputy First Minister in the Northern Ireland 

Executive, the Democratic Unionist Party and Sinn Fein, released separate 

responses to Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.   

 

Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) was intended to replace the 

existing policy framework “A Shared Future” and was released for consultation in 

the context of a recession and the prospect of spending cuts.  The draft policy set 

aims for people and places; empowering the next generation; respecting cultures; 

a secure community; a cohesive community; supporting local communities; and 

looking outward (The North/South, East/West and European Dimensions).  The 

draft policy appeared to treat culture and identity as more fixed and stable with 
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little sense of cultural dynamism, unlike A Shared Future (OFMDFM, 2005) which 

had a vision of constant cultural change and dynamism.   Cohesion, sharing and 

Integration also differed by placing its emphasis on promoting pride and 

confidence in different cultural identities.  This separate but equal approach 

presented a continuing challenge for those who were still working within the spirit 

and architecture of the Good Friday Agreement and trying to navigate the 

contested space in which the conflict had been carried into future political 

relationships.  The interpretation of the fundamental issues to be resolved lay at 

the heart of this very public debate, specifically the relationship between equality 

and good relations. Under Section 75 subsection (I) of the Northern Ireland Act 

1998 in carrying out their functions all public authorities are required to have ‘due 

regard’ to the need to promote equality of opportunity between persons of 

different religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, marital status, sexual 

orientation, men and women, persons with or without a disability, or those with 

or without dependents.  Under Section 75 subsection (II) in carrying out its duties 

a public authority must have ‘regard’ to the desirability of promoting good 

relations between persons of different religious belief, political opinion, or racial 

group, without prejudice to its obligation under subsection (I).  The weight, 

distinction, and interpretation to be placed on these requirements had been 

subject to discussion for many years and was evident in the responses to the 

public consultation on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration in 2010, discussed in Ch. 

5. 

 

During the consultation period the draft document received a lot of criticism and 

as a result, the government did not proceed with the policy.  This was the last 

public consultation on community relations policy and for that reason it will be 

examined in detail later in this study.  Three years afterwards and without further 

public consultation the devolved administration launched the policy document 

Together: Building a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013) claiming it was a 

response to the findings of the Cohesion, Sharing and Integration consultation 

process.  In the introduction to the strategy the First and Deputy First Minister 

stated: 
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 “we have listened carefully to the wide range of detailed  

 views provided in response to the earlier consultations on  

 our approach to good relations. The interest shown throughout  

 the 2010 consultation process indicates the importance of the  

 many issues that this Strategy is seeking to address. We recognise 

  that it is now time to move from policy development to  

 implementation and action. That is why we have already 

 announced major new cross-community initiatives around  

 education, housing, sport, youth volunteering and interface  

 barriers.” (OFMDFM, 2013, Introduction) 

 

As will be seen in Chapter 5, it is certainly the case that there was a wide range of 

detailed views, and that the policy was clearly important to many organisations 

and individuals.  It is also the case that there were many issues raised in the 

responses.  This introductory statement also suggests that the strength of feeling 

in the consultation had been heard and action was now required, but as Chapter 

5. will show, although there were many voices in the consultation, they were 

saying different things.  The complexity of the problem was evident in the 

responses and the future direction far from settled for stakeholders, who had a 

wide variety of opinions on what needed to be done.  What was largely agreed 

was that the next steps should build on the work that had already been 

undertaken.  Instead, as the introductory statement indicates, the government 

chose to announce a series of new headline actions.  

 

3.7 Together: Building a United Community 

The Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister launched the next policy 

Together: Building a United Community on 23rd May 2013. This was not without 

its challenges as was the case with the previous draft policy, as the two largest 

parties remained divided in their constitutional aspirations and, except for The 

Office of the First and Deputy First Minster, all government departments were led 

by individual Ministers from different parties.  The challenge of joined up 
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government is not easy in any circumstance but in a perverse outworking of The 

Agreement the very structures that were designed to build structural checks and 

balances into the future were also the source of uneasy alliances and policy 

stalemate.   Despite this, when the policy was launched, there was a determined 

effort to present the public with a united front. 

 

One of the things that marked Together: Building a United Community policy out 

from its predecessors was a set of Headline Actions which were to provide 

innovative approaches to building a united, shared and reconciled community and 

to demonstrate the Executive’s commitment to realising change through the 

strategy.  The Headline Actions became the focus of implementation with 

significant civil service effort and finance going into putting them place in the years 

that followed.  They were developed as new programmes and had all the 

associated delays in getting started and in subsequent delivery. The Headline 

Actions represented a significant shift in the scale of programme intervention by 

government.   

 

Three years after the publication of Together: Building a United Community, in 

2016 the new Programme for Government and related outcomes framework 

emerged for consultation.  The draft Programme for Government included the 

return to an emphasis on reconciliation in the region and there appeared to be a 

slow, reluctant acceptance that moving into the future by simply not dealing with 

the past would not be possible, neither would it be possible to take a ‘separate 

but equal’ approach as had been the central tenet of the draft Cohesion, Sharing 

and Integration policy (OFMDFM, 2010).   However, the programme for 

government remained only as a draft.  The devolved administration subsequently 

fell in the context of recriminations about the design and implementation of a new 

Renewable Heat Incentive Scheme and the accusation that there had been a 

general failure to implement past political agreements. The power sharing 

administration would not operate again for three years until January 2020, which 

was twenty-two years after the signing of The Agreement.    When he resigned on 

9th January 2017 the Deputy First Minister, Martin McGuinness wrote “The 
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equality, mutual respect and all-Ireland approaches enshrined in the Good Friday 

Agreement have never been fully embraced”.  As has been discussed earlier in this 

study, long before that letter, the ambiguity of The Agreement had been criticised 

for leaving a legacy of stalemate in implementation. 

 

3.8 Understanding complexity in community relations: The policy makers’ 

perspective 

Policy makers, like everyone else in the region, were aware of the volatile political 

environment into which community relations policy struggled to emerge after The 

Agreement.  What is less clear is the extent to which they were paying attention 

to the other dynamics in the policy arena.   This section of the thesis will consider 

the three community relations policies from the perspective of the four variables 

summarised from complexity theory in chapter 2:   

 

1. The first area of observation related to how the policy issue under 

consideration is understood and the intractability of the community 

relations policy area. 

2. The second area of observation related to attractors, path dependence, 

the influence of previous interventions and learned responses.   

3. The third area of observation relates to the understanding of the nature of 

the networks, organisations, and individuals in the community relations 

policy area  

4. The fourth area of observation related to knowledge and sense-making 

based on evidence from evaluation and research.   

3.8.1. The intractability of the policy area 

The authors of A Shared Future (OFMDFM, 2005a) set out the problem they were 

seeking to address: 

 

 “…the underlying difficulty is a culture of intolerance, which  

 we will need  to remedy if we are to make Northern  
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 Ireland a more ‘normal’ society”. (OFMDFM, 2005a, p8).   

 

They defined the policy goal as a shared society that was at ease with diversity 

and the policy described “fundamental principles” (OFMDFM, 2005a, p14-16) and 

thirteen objectives that flowed from the aim of the policy but provided no 

explanation of the causal relationship between them.  As was discussed earlier in 

this thesis, the relationship between cause and effect is traditional understood as 

a policy challenge. Community relations policy has been no exception to that, but 

later in this study the extent to which causal relationships can ever be fully 

understood will be discussed.   The intractability of community relations was 

evident in the a Shared Future policy which set a wide range of objectives 

(OFMDFM, 2005a, p10-11), including the elimination of sectarianism, racism and 

all forms of prejudice; the reduction of tension and conflict at interface areas; the 

development of a shared community where people wish to learn, live, work and 

play together; promotion of civic-mindedness via citizenship education through 

school and lifelong learning; protection of members of minorities and mixed 

marriages from intimidation; impartial public services shaping policies, practices 

and institutions to enable trust and good relations to grow; encouraging 

understanding of the complexity of history, through museums and a common 

school curriculum; supporting cultural projects which highlight the complexity and 

overlapping nature of identities and their wider global connections; supporting 

and learning from organisations working across ethnic divides for reconciliation, 

including those operating on a north-south basis; ensuring voice was given to the 

diverse victims of violence in Northern Ireland, including archives and victim-

centred reconciliation; encouraging communication, tolerance and trust across 

Northern Ireland, but particularly in areas where communities live apart; and 

finally promoting dialogue between and mutual understanding of, different faiths 

and cultural backgrounds guided by overarching human rights norms.  Its vision 

was to be delivered through actions for a wide range of policy stakeholders 

including government departments, local authorities and others which were set 

out in priority areas with illustrative actions to be further developed in a more 

detailed Triennial Action Plan, which was published later (OFMDFM, 2006).  There 
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was a lack of agreement about the purpose and scope of the policy among 

stakeholders and this would continue to be a consistent feature of the community 

relations policy landscape presenting difficulties for both design and 

implementation.   

 

The intractable nature of community relations was picked up again in the draft 

Cohesion, Sharing and Integration policy (OFMDFM, 2010) when the devolved 

administration committed to a shared and better future for all, offering a vision:  

  

“to build a strong community where everyone, regardless of  

race, colour, religious or political opinion, age, gender,  

disability or sexual orientation can live, work and socialise  

in a context of fairness, equality, rights, responsibilities  

and respect” (OFMDFM, 2010, p1).   

 

The intractability is evident, as it had been in the previous policy, in the number 

of actions which were seen to be derived from the policy’s purpose (OFMDFM, 

2010, p7-9).  The draft policy set out the goals necessary with particular emphasis 

placed on young people; fostering positive relationships with those from minority 

ethnic backgrounds; and tackling the conditions that give rise to urban and rural 

segregation.  The actions were divided into short, medium, and long term, 

although the reason for this it is not obvious from their nature.  

 

A wide range of themes emerged again in the Together: Building a United 

Community policy which set out a vision of:  

 

“a united community, based on equality of  

opportunity, the desirability of good relations and  

reconciliation – one which is strengthened by its  

diversity, where cultural expression is celebrated  

and embraced and where everyone can live, learn,  

work and socialise together, free from prejudice,  
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hate and intolerance.”  

(OFMDFM 2013, p3).   

 

Demonstrating once again the intractability of community relations, the 

underpinning principles of cohesion, diversity, fairness, inclusion, integration, 

interdependence, respect, responsibilities, rights, sharing, and tolerance were set 

out along with a wide range of related actions under the four priority areas: Our 

Children and Young People; Our Shared Community; Our Safe Community; and 

Our Cultural Expression (OFMDFM 2013, p4-6)  

 

In fragmented ways there was recognition of the porous nature of the boundary 

between community relations and other social policies in all three policies with 

references to poverty, safety, and other social issues.  However, there was no 

detailed exploration or explanation of the nature of the interdependence or the 

implications for policy design and implementation.   The draft Cohesion, Sharing 

and Integration policy (OFMDFM, 2010) is an example of this when it states that 

the 2008-2011 Programme for Government had committed the Executive to 

‘reduce poverty and address inequality and disadvantage’, and this included an 

objective to ‘promote equality and the enforcement of rights.’ (OFMDFM, 2010, 

p5-6).   

 

3.8.2 The influence of previous interventions 

All three policies acknowledge the extent of investment in Northern Ireland from 

national and international sources, including the International Fund for Ireland, 

the European Union, and the Irish government.  A Shared Future also states that  

“It is important, however, to recognise the very positive work that continues to 

take place right across Northern Ireland” (OFMDFM 2005a p13-14).  However, 

whilst acknowledging the good work and the need to build on it, the three policies 

all fail, to varying degrees, at a practical level to link the actions they proposed 

with those that are already operating.  As will be discussed in Chapter 5, 

respondents to the public consultation on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration 

policy (OFMDFM, 2010) were disappointed by the absence of a formal review of 
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the impact of the previous policy.  The draft policy did not reference the previous 

policy or the previous contribution of stakeholders, and it failed to make 

connection with the work that was underway to deal with the legacy of the past.  

It also failed to make a connection with the European Union’s Peace III funding 

programme strategic objectives and priorities to which the government had 

already agreed.  

 

However, in relation to previous or current interventions the Cohesion, Sharing 

and Integration policy (OFMDFM, 2010) defined the contribution it intended to 

make to public policy by noting that it was one of a family of policies seeking to 

tackle prejudice and hate (OFMDFM, 2010, p10). Equality was mentioned 

frequently in the text of Cohesion, Sharing and Integration but actions in this area 

were not strengthened nor were they linked to what was already taking place.  

The draft policy noted that government would bring complementary policies to 

promote equality, fairness, rights, respect, and responsibility for all of the Section 

75 (1) groups and that these policies, and the framework supporting them, would 

be complementary to Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.  The draft policy also 

stated that it was not intended to supersede or replace the Racial Equality Strategy 

for Northern Ireland 2005-10, which had been endorsed by the Assembly on 3 July 

2007.  It was to provide the framework for delivery of the aspects of that strategy 

which related to good race relations in a more co-ordinated, joined up process. 

However, the document committed to revisiting the aims in the Racial Equality 

Strategy in the light of whatever results came from the public consultation 

exercise on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration in “close consultation with minority 

ethnic groups and the wider community” (OFMDFM, 2010, p5).  The draft policy 

also committed to publishing a sexual orientation strategy.  

  

Together: Building a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013) stated that: 

 

“a remarkable depth and value of work to advance good  

relations within our community has been taken forward  

over many years by individuals, groups, and agencies at  
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a local level. This work has been supported from a range of  

funding sources including OFMDFM through the District  

Council Good Relations Programme and the Community  

Relations Council, along with European Peace  

Programmes, and programmes such as The Atlantic  

Philanthropies and the International Fund for Ireland.  

This strategy sets out how we can build on the work and  

relationships that have been established as a result of this  

investment to help continue to shape a united community  

and improve community relations” (OFMDFM 2013, p20) 

 

In relation to funding delivery, the intention was to ensure that funding was 

directed in a way that secured sustainability of the infrastructure that had been 

established at a local level and to continue to develop the capacity of individuals 

and organisations working to build good relations across society. The policy 

therefore noted the intention to use the findings and recommendations from an 

evaluation of the District Council Good Relations Programme to help inform an 

enhanced delivery model that reflects the strategic priorities of the strategy. This 

seemed to indicate that the policy would build on the work that went before.  

There was also an intention to ensure that good relations considerations were 

mainstreamed into the revised arrangements under the Review of Public 

Administration. Again, this seemed to indicate that previous experience would 

inform future delivery.  This was important because, as will be seen later in this 

research, the lack of coherence with existing community relations work was one 

of the most frequently raised concerns in the previous public consultation on 

Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.  However, the policy then went on to set out a 

series of new Headline Actions which subsequently became the focus of the policy 

and resources. 

 

The Headline Actions related to the establishment of ten new shared education 

campuses; getting 10,000 young people, not in education, employment or 

training, a place on the new United Youth volunteering programme; establishing 
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ten new shared housing schemes; developing four urban village schemes; 

developing a significant programme of cross-community sporting events; 

removing interface barriers by 2023; and piloting 100 shared summer schools by 

2015.    

 

The emphasis on the new Headline Actions was also accompanied by a failure to 

recognise and deal with the feeling among stakeholders that implementation of 

the new policy was not building on the experience of the work that had gone 

before.  Old lessons were being relearnt by new, often less experienced people.  

Many of those who had been supporting good relations at the local level for 

decades were left with a feeling of dislocation and displacement.  The frustration 

of stakeholders can be seen in the early records of The Together: Building a United 

Community Forum published on the website the Community Relations Council.  

The Forum was established by The Executive Office (formerly The Office of the 

First and Deputy First Minister) and is convened on its behalf by the Community 

Relations Council to receive information on the implementation of the policy.   

 

3.8.3 The policy network 

All three policies refer to many different agencies and groups involved in the 

issues discussed in the policy: regional government, cross-departmental 

initiatives, local councils, public bodies, funders, community groups and 

individuals.  The three policies discuss interfaith-groups, minority ethnic groups, 

the women’s sector, interface and rural community groups, victims and survivors’ 

groups, ex-prisoners support agencies and others.   

 

 

The extent to which the nature of society is understood as fluid and dynamic varies 

across the policies and there is no discussion in any of them about how this might 

affect policy design or alter processes.   A Shared Future noted:  

 

 “A ‘cultural variety’ in constant motion is very different  

 from, and highly preferable to, a limited ‘variety of  
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 cultures’ set in aspic. Nor, however, are we talking about  

 a process of homogenisation, or of assimilation to one  

 official ethos, but a ring of diverse cultural expressions  

 where interactions, can thrive.” (OFMDFM, 2005a, p8) 

 

This suggests some awareness of the fluid dynamic nature of the policy 

environment. The idea that culture was constantly in motion as opposed to being 

set in a limited number of fixed forms would come to mark this policy out from 

the subsequent one, Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) which 

was drafted when the devolved structures were re-established.   The idea that the 

objective was not to assimilate different cultures but to encourage interaction 

between them was also to prove important, as different understandings about the 

purpose of the policy emerged in public consultations.  The draft Cohesion, 

Sharing and Integration policy (OFMDFM, 2010) stressed that respect for cultural 

manifestations should be compatible with human rights but moved away from 

exploring the potential for increasing relationships organically between people 

from different backgrounds which had been present in the previous policy 

towards a focus on creating shared, safe spaces and mutual accommodation.   

 

In the short-term actions set out in the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and 

Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) there is a reference to the enhancement of 

community capacity to play a full role in implementing it (OFMDFM, 2010, p7-8), 

which suggests participation but there is no detail of how this would occur or if it 

would extend beyond implementation to areas such as design and resource 

allocation.   

 

The Together, Building a United Community policy (OFMDFM, 2013) also 

recognised the need for wide-spread involvement and stated that government, 

community, and individuals would work together to build a united community and 

achieve change in 4 priority areas: Children and young people; Shared community; 

Safe community; and Cultural expression (OFMDFM, 2013, p4- 6).  Setting out in 

rhetorical terms the importance of stakeholders, the policy states: 
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“The involvement of community partners in the  

implementation of this Strategy is important to  

effective delivery of positive change at a local level.   

A united community cannot be achieved solely by  

Government or those directly involved in peace  

building, although both have a vital part to play.   

This Strategy recognises that the voluntary  

and community sector, statutory agencies  

and the business community, and cultural and  

sporting organisations all have a unique role in  

tackling the challenges that hinder us from  

achieving a more united community.  Each  

sector brings with it a distinct experience,  

skill set and motivation” (OFMDFM 2013, p104-5) 

 

Once again there is no detailed analysis of the nature of this policy eco-systems or 

the networks and relationships in it.  The wide-spread involvement of society in 

building good community relations cuts across all three community relations 

policies and this concept of multi-level engagement is in keeping with complexity 

theory.  However, the references in the policies suggest a linear understanding of 

relationships in this policy arena.  The emphasis is on stressing the importance of 

involving everyone, the interaction between government and the community, and 

the extent need for central and local delivery.  This linear “top-down” and 

“bottom-up” understanding of the policy domain belies the nature of the 

networks, linkages, patterns of interaction, and their impact on policy.  This will 

be explored in more detail in Chapter 5 and 6.   

 

3.8.4 The limits of knowledge 

A Shared Future policy (OFMDFM, 2005a) placed considerable emphasis on 

monitoring and evaluation and made provision for a subsequent Triennial Action 

Plan (OFMDFM, 2006).  The European Union Programme for Peace and 
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Reconciliation 2007-2013 Northern Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland 

Operational Programme (SEUPB, 2007), which was approved by Ministers noted 

“A Shared Future, therefore, provides a strong strategic framework on which to 

ground the Priority areas and actions to be supported under the Peace III 

Programme” (SEUPB 2007, p103).  At that point there appeared to be an agreed 

way forward and a coherent, if linear, approach to monitoring and evaluation. 

 

However, A Shared Future lacked clearly agreed definitions for many of the terms 

it used such as sectarianism, racism, reconciliation, integration, and good relations 

and it also lacked agreement on the extent to which they these issues were viewed 

as central to the problem to be resolved. This absence of agreement on the nature 

of the problem was carried forward into the subsequent draft policy Cohesion, 

Sharing and Integration policy (OFMDFM, 2010) and into Together; Building a 

United Community policy (OFMDFM, 2013).   All of the policies discussion 

monitoring and evaluation from a top-down perspective.  Evaluation is 

understood to be about formulating targets and monitoring delivery against plans. 

Stakeholder involvement is understood to be about seeking views on the targets 

and gathering information on their delivery.  In a conventional top-down 

approach, the Cohesion, Sharing and Integration policy (OFMDFM, 2013) 

committed the Executive, Assembly and Departmental Committees to “continue 

to play a role in the robust scrutiny of policy delivery and outcomes”.    The 

Together; Building a United Community policy (OFMDFM, 2013) stated the 

intention to establish a Panel comprising all Ministers from the Executive in 

addition to senior representatives from a range of statutory agencies and 

community partners. The membership of the Ministerial Panel and associated 

subgroups was to reflect the range of sectors contribute to building good relations 

across the community. Each Minister was to report against the actions and targets 

attributed to his or her department and show how and to what extent 

departmental policies were achieving the objectives aligned to this strategy.  They 

were to develop detailed action plans and assign resources and responsible 

departments/agencies to each target.  With regard to monitoring and evaluating 

the policy set out the intention to review and consult on the Good Relations 
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indicators by the end 2013 taking account of the views received during the 

consultation on the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM 

2013, p114).   

 

This, in keeping with the other policies, shows that there was an understanding of 

the wide range of stakeholder views that should be included in the discussion.  

However, the emphasis is on delivery of the content of the policy actions, there is 

no evidence that the iterative nature of learning from the dialogue with 

stakeholders might alter the nature of the policy content.  None of the community 

relations policies consider the possibility of using shared learning as an iterative, 

policy design process.  None of the policies address the problems of sense-making 

in the absence of shared understanding, the challenge of consensus building 

amongst multiple perspectives, the difficulty in harnessing and distributing 

learning, the balance between complexity and simplicity in large scale and multi-

dimensional communication, or the role of data in an evolving policy context.  

Chapter 5 will explore the stakeholder perspective on involvement in learning, 

reflection, and sense-making.   

 

3.9 Chapter conclusion 

This chapter has discussed community relations policy in the context of relevant 

academic literature since The Agreement.  It has found that the literature that 

came immediately after The Agreement was mostly concerned with the nature of 

the political settlement and the contentious variables in play during the multi-

party discussions.  It was later writers that turned their attention to 

implementation issues and the policies that emerged after The Agreement.  Since 

then, a substantial body of work has emerged examining a wide range of variables 

affecting or influenced by community relations.  However, there is very little in 

the literature about community relations policy issues in Northern Ireland that 

uses a complexity lens to examine theory or practice.  The main sources of 

information on complexity theory are using data from elsewhere.  The theory 

underpinning their writing has nonetheless been a helpful frame for this study.   
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The general guidance on policy making, which was published by The Executive 

Office in 2016 and discussed in this chapter, sets out the process of designing 

policy and related legislation as it is understood in the Northern Ireland Civil 

Service.  The depiction of policy is linear, but it shows that the process of policy 

development is understood to be complicated, even before the unpredictable 

business of implementation commences.   It also shows that newer, systemic, 

complexity thinking has yet to influence practice in the public sector policy domain 

in Northern Ireland.   

  

This literature review identified other influences which emerged in the policy 

landscape during this period in Northern Ireland, such as the outcomes-based 

approach to public policy.  Boviard (2014) argues that the outcomes-based 

approach risks moving backwards from desired outcomes to a narrow, 

underspecified chain of cause-and-effect relationships that fail to understand the 

complicated dynamic between intended and unintended consequences, or how 

unrelated actions impact policy interaction in adaptive open systems.  Because of 

the influence outcomes-based language (if not, methods) have had on the public 

sector in Northern Ireland, Boviard’s point is worthy of testing.  The Good 

Relations Indicators Baseline Report (OFMFDM, 2007) would suggest there is 

some evidence of this, due to the absence of a clear rationale for what counts and 

what does not.  This narrowing of what is considered relevant is in direct conflict 

with the analysis offered by complexity theory and an area which would benefit 

from further research. 

 

This chapter has also set out in chronological terms the path that Community 

Relations policy has travelled in the years since The Agreement.  The first policy 

lacked local political ownership having emerged during a period of direct rule; the 

second never got beyond being a draft due to the negative response in the public 

consultation as will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5; and the third which was 

characterised by its Ministerial Headline Actions has been largely implemented in 

their absence during the three-year collapse of government in Northern Ireland.  

In the iterative process of building good community relations in the aftermath of 
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The Agreement, implementation has played a mercurial role.  For many the 

turbulent political landscape that existed before and after the signing of The 

Agreement was always likely to make a community relations policy difficult to 

conceptualise, design and implement.  This chapter has examined the three 

policies from the perspective of the four variables summarised from complexity 

theory in chapter 2:   

 

1. The first area of observation related to how the policy issue under 

consideration is understood and the tractability of the community 

relations policy area. 

2. The second area of observation related to attractors, path dependence, 

the influence of previous interventions and learned responses.   

3. The third area of observation on complex environments related to the 

characteristics of open, adaptive, self-organising and non-linear systems 

described in the literature.   The nature of the networks, organisations and 

individuals in the community relations policy area was examined.  

4. The fourth area of observation related to the limits of knowledge and 

sense-making based on evidence from evaluation and research.  In other 

words, the emergent nature of learning and what can be known in complex 

environments.   

 

To the extent that the design of the policies understood that community relations 

was a multi-faceted arena; intended to involve a wide range of stakeholders; 

required communication and co-ordination mechanisms; and attention to 

monitoring and learning, the policies could be said to have taken account the four 

complexity variables discussed in Chapter 2. of this study.  The policies, in keeping 

with the Agreement, are all drafted with some constructive ambiguity (Graham 

and Nash, 2006) which may be a strength as will be seen in this study. Without 

being prescriptive the A Shared Future policy (OFMDFM, 2005a), sought to move 

away from adaptive policy responses to a co-ordinated, multi-level and long-term 
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agenda for transforming and improving relations at all levels.  The policy gave a 

framework to the conflict resolution strategies which had emerged before it and 

recognition to the multi-faceted nature of the conflict and the need to build 

interpersonal and intergroup relationships of trust in the public, private and 

voluntary space.  The policy also paid considerable attention to the complexity of 

implementation recognising the cross-governmental, interdepartmental nature of 

the challenge and the monitoring arrangements that would be needed to 

demonstrate the impact of the policy.  Despite this the policy was not a success.  

This was in large part due to a lack of ownership at the local political level. Later 

policies became increasingly ‘top-down’, culminating in the Headline Actions in 

Together: Building a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013).  

  

Across the three policy documents, there is difference in the level of emphasis on 

reconciliation, on implementation structures and on the priority given to various 

themes, but there are also striking similarities in the areas of activity. Although 

there is no consistent agreement on the priorities and approaches across the 

three policies, there is evidence of a broad appreciation of the wide range of 

variables involved in this policy area.   With no clear overall path to success, a 

myriad of projects and interventions are set out and all three policies referred to 

many issues, actors, and multiple levels of intervention.  The variables discussed 

in complexity theory in Chapter 2 are present in these policies, but the complexity 

approach is not. Chapter 5 and 6 of this study will explore other perspectives to 

get a fuller understanding of how the community relations policy is experienced 

and if the policy expectations and approach may need to be adjusted.   If there is 

little that could have been done about the volatile political context, it is 

reasonable to wonder if other factors, that may have been important to the 

design of community relations policy at the time, were overlooked.  Based on the 

review of the academic literature on issues affecting or influenced by community 

relations, the general policy guidance in Northern Ireland, and the specific policies 

on community relations, it appears that complexity theory has yet to have an 

influence in Northern Ireland. The next chapter will discuss the research 
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methodology used in this thesis before returning to use complexity theory to 

examine community relations policy from other perspectives in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 4: The research methodology  

  

4.1 Introduction 

The research hypothesis is that we are losing insights into community relations 

policy design and implementation in Northern Ireland since The Agreement 

because we are not using the complexity lens.   This research, influenced by the 

work of practically oriented theorists Eppel & Rhodes (2018), therefore uses a 

complexity lens to identify gaps in the process and inputs considered in 

community relations policy design and implementation.  The research consists of 

three elements, an analysis of the background to the study including a review of 

the three community relations policies that have emerged since The Agreement; 

a review of the literature relevant to community relations policy in Northern 

Ireland; and a document analysis of the responses to the most recent public 

consultation in this policy area, which related to Cohesion, Sharing and Integration 

(OFMDFM, 2010).  The research is ‘policy-oriented’ (Becker & Bryman, 2004) and 

it seeks to extend the knowledge on community relations policy design and 

implementation in Northern Ireland.  Bearing in mind the specific context and 

variables, it may also be of some interest to policy development in other places.  

 

The researcher chose to analyse existing documents in this study to ensure that 

the research was unbiased and unaffected by her previous knowledge, opinions, 

and experience in this policy area.  In addition to using existing data over which 

the researcher had no influence, and in relation to axiology (Heron, 1996), the 

researcher has chosen to make a statement on her personal involvement in this 

area of public policy. The researcher holds a senior position in a public body 

focused on community relations and acknowledges the influence of this on her 

values and this research.  However, it is also important to state that, beyond her 

interest in knowing if there were other ways in which policy might have responded 

in this complicated environment, the researcher had no preconceived view in 

relation to the outcome of this research as the study is focused on method in 

relation to policy making rather than the policy content.     
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In relation to the methodology of this study the researcher understands that 

language and names are often contested matters.  What is said or meant is not 

always what is heard.  This phenomenon is particularly relevant in regions of 

conflict where there is a long history of divergent views amongst groups in society, 

mistrust based on previous actions and issues where there is no shared 

understanding among those living there.  Even the name of the geographical area 

in which the research is set is described differently by actors with different 

political perspectives.  The political agreement in the region under consideration 

in this study also has a variety of names that have been politicised, therefore what 

is said and what is understood are not free of political nuance.  In recognition of 

this difficulty, the researcher uses the formal titles for the region and the political 

agreements throughout this paper. The formal constitutional title of the region at 

the time of this research is Northern Ireland and the title on the front page of the 

political agreement is The Belfast Agreement (or The Agreement).  Northern 

Ireland and The Agreement are therefore used in this research. No political 

inference should be drawn from this; it is a conscious attempt to address any 

potential claim of latent bias and to recognise the problem of language and 

naming.  

  

The research design requires its own consideration because of its importance, 

independent from the research results.  The researcher has a background in the 

community relations policy area and in designing the research wished to ensure 

that any risk of impact on the research findings was mitigated to the greatest 

extent possible.  The chapter sets out the rationale for the methodological choices 

for the research.  It deals with the research philosophy and approach, the strategy 

in relation to the data subject and requirements, and the techniques used to 

gather and analyse the data and develop conclusions. 

 

4.2 Focus of the research 

A general hypothesis was set out for testing based on the literature on complexity, 

which provided a framework for this case study.  The research hypothesis was that 
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we are losing insights into community relations policy design and implementation 

in Northern Ireland since The Agreement because policy makers are not using 

tools that fully capture the complex policy environment within which they 

operate.  The research examined the explanatory value of current complexity 

theory in the context of a specific time-bounded community relations policy study 

covering the period since The Agreement was signed using grounded theory 

principles.   

 

4.3 Research philosophy and design 

From the literature on research methodology and the struggle to translate doxa 

to episteme, a wide range of research philosophies emerge, in other words the 

translation of things that are believed into things that are known.  The review of 

the literature clearly shows that no single research design, philosophical 

paradigm, or theoretical model is suitable for the analysis of all aspects of policy 

implementation.  Over time a range of research methods have been employed in 

implementation studies and the literature also reveals that policy research has 

focussed as much on values and beliefs as it has on empirical research evidence 

(Yin, 2009).   

 

Bearing in mind the variety of research methods and the philosophical 

perspectives that underpin them, pragmatism was adopted as the underpinning 

methodological philosophy for this study. This position argues that the research 

question is the most important determinant of the research philosophy.  

Discussing this approach Tashakkori & Teddlie (1998) argue that it is possible to 

research within both a positivist perspective defined as objective, observable 

reality often using laboratory or field experiments, surveys, and simulations and 

an interpretivist approach, generally defined as subjective interpretations of 

realities often using descriptive or speculative reviews, action research, role play, 

phenomenology, or hermeneutics.   In choosing a pragmatic approach the 

researcher did not avoid the substantial debate in the literature about these two 

broad approaches. All methods are valuable if used appropriately and a separate 

study in this research area could have been conducted using either of these 
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methods.  Pragmatism has been identified as appropriate in this case due to the 

constraints of the study in terms of time and resources. 

 

Bryman (2006) provides an important reminder that in considering the 

appropriate methodology, research is designed to test, or to build theories, using 

two fundamental approaches. An inductive approach involves data collection and 

findings that take research ‘towards the formulation of general theoretical 

conclusions’ (Becker and Bryman, 2004, p78).  A deductive approach examines 

pre-existing theory, testing hypothesis through data collection and findings.  This 

study is largely deductive, in that it examines a specific case in the context of 

existing theories on the policy process.  The research is seeking to build on the 

existing knowledge of policy design and implementation and to make an original 

contribution to it by examining the specific case of community relations policy 

development in Northern Ireland in the complicated environment that has existed 

since The Agreement.   

 

There are many possible research methodologies that can be deployed including 

surveys, case studies and action research using direct intervention, simulation, 

forecasting using time series and regression analysis, and subjective methods such 

as hermeneutics and phenomenology. Each has strengths and weaknesses which 

the researcher examined in the context of the research topic, time, and resources 

available for the study, the longitudinal character of the research period to be 

covered, the availability of data and ethical issues.   

 

Bearing in mind the nature and scale of this study which is focused on a specific 

policy area for a bounded period and the limited resources available for it, a 

mixed-model approach was selected for the research.  A mixed model approach 

combines quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis techniques.  

Quantitative research is concerned with identifying justifiable indicators and 

detailed measurement to develop a framework of information with which to 

understand and explain phenomena.  Quantitative research may be challenged 

for the degree to which the design of the studies and underpinning hypothesis, 
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categorisation and narrow range of features investigated may be too artificially 

drawn or influenced by the researcher’s world view.    Qualitative approaches tend 

to be more descriptive and emergent in their method, stressing the value laden 

nature of research, the socially constructed nature of reality, the relationship 

between what is studied and the constraints that surround and shape all research.  

There is criticism in the literature of both approaches (Yin, 2009).  Qualitative 

research methods are criticised for the extent to which they are reliable and valid 

due to the narrow anecdotal nature of many studies. This method is also 

challenged for the risk that the researcher’s own views may influence the 

selection of points from long passages of interview notes that fit with the research 

hypothesis.  The narrow focus can also raise challenges about the extent to which 

general findings may be deduced since they are often so closely related to the 

context of a particular small case study.  This research used a mixed methods 

approach to counter the risks associated with either approach in a small study and 

because it considered the criticism offered by Bryman (2006) in relation to the 

confusion that is often evident in adopting solely either of those methods.  The 

mixed method approach was also appropriate because of the nature of the 

research question and the amount of data that was explored.  The research 

question is concerned with complexity therefore scope and quantitative data 

were important to the study in relation to gathering the quantity of community 

relations issues and networks.  However, detail was also important in relation to 

the nuance and complexity of themes and the intricacy of the networks, therefore 

qualitative data was also used.   

 

Document analysis was selected as the key research method. The research design 

selected had three elements: the context of the study, including the review of the 

three policies that emerged during the time frame; a literature review; and a 

document analysis of material which came from multiple sources during the most 

recent public consultation in this policy area.  Due to the volume of documents 

the researcher was also able to use a quantitative approach to examine the 

frequency of reference to policy topics the consultation responses which were 

then discussed in themes emerging from the literature review.   
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4.4 Document content analysis 

Three policy framework documents emerged during the period under review in 

this research:  A Shared Future-Policy and Strategy Framework for Good Relations 

in Northern Ireland (OFMDFM, 2005a); The Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and 

Integration (OFMDFM, 2010); and Together: Building a United Community 

(OFMDFM, 2013).  In this study the three policies and the two hundred and 

seventy-six responses to the most recent public consultation, which was in 

relation to Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) are analysed from 

the perspective of complexity theory to examine the community relations policy 

environment.  There was an advantage in using document analysis over 

information gathered from responses to specific questions in structured or semi-

structured interviews because the researcher is familiar with the policy field and 

known in it.  Analysis of existing documents avoided any conscious or 

unconsciousness bias that may have emerged in the use of interviews.  Hakim 

(1982) observed that those undertaking research projects tend to instinctively 

think of questionnaires as the key tool for data collection though they are not 

always appropriate or cost effective.  He noted that very few social scientists 

choose re-analysing existing data sets or documentary research methods which 

tend to be more often used by historians.  Document analysis is a social research 

method which involves generally substantial reading of existing text to find and 

interpret patterns in the data.  Patterns are classified and generalised results 

recorded.  There are two types of documents: primary, direct accounts and 

secondary documents, which are derived from them.  Awareness of the origins, 

purpose and original audience of the documents is important from a research 

perspective as this provides important information about the influence of context 

and perspective on the originators of the material.  This was important to the 

research in this case as the researcher was not a direct witness of all the issues, 

co-present and proximate with all stakeholders so is using mediate indirect access 

(Scott, 1990) to infer what was happening at a previous time. 
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This study uses both quantitative and qualitative methods of document analysis.  

The researcher was mindful that when undertaking a qualitative analysis there are 

issues to be borne in mind associated with taking a semiotic approach to 

interpreting and studying underlying messages in text.  A discourse analysis 

produces meaning through talk and text by understanding how people use 

language.  Related to this, conversational analysis is concerned with interaction 

while interpretative analysis is focussed on the audience, hidden meaning, 

ambiguity, and encoded messages.  Although there may certainly be issues of 

coded, hidden meaning and ambiguity in the data used in this study, a quantitative 

approach using existing data was selected for the research for pragmatic reasons.  

This was due to the difficulty, real or perceived but nevertheless difficult to 

counter, of gathering primary data.  The researcher recognised the challenge of 

ensuring authentic responses from interviewees uninfluenced by her position and 

knowledge of this policy area.  Given the range of potential perspectives on this 

policy issue, the fact that relevant data existed also dealt with the constraints in 

terms of time and the potential difficulty in undertaking sufficient in-depth 

interviews to be meaningful and representative. The availability of relevant 

documents allowed a research design that linked themes in the analysis of the 

documents to variables derived from the literature review.   

 

Quantitative analysis is a formal systematic review of content.  Although it is 

sometimes challenged for ignoring multiple meanings and context, this approach 

can give structure to research with variables that are categorised in a precise and 

countable way.  The researcher focused largely on manifest content rather than 

latent intentions as the latter cannot be measured objectively or systematically 

within the constrained resources available to this study and would have left the 

researcher more open to a challenge of bias, intended or unintended.  Using this 

method requires a research area that can be measured with variables and a coding 

system.  The sampling frame must be representative and able to be analysed, for 

example counting the number of references to a particular word or category.  This 

was considered appropriate for this study as key themes emerging from the 

review of all the consultation responses that could be linked to variables in the 
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literature review.  In addition, the use of public consultation responses represents 

an authentic sample that was not skewed by the focus of the research.  These two 

features ensured that the researcher’s knowledge of the policy area could not 

skew the research as all evidence can be traced back to the original documents.  

Nevertheless, the researcher accepts that it is not fully possible to escape the 

impact of her knowledge and background in the policy area and its influence on 

the research. 

 

The researcher was fortunate that documents existed that were relevant to the 

research area and timeframe.  Although this data may have been examined for 

specific policy design purposes at the time it was produced, it has not been used 

to draw more general observations about the policy making process.  The data 

was available to the public, sourced without cost and there are no ethical issues 

associated with accessing it. This allowed the research to examine the policy area 

from a range of perspectives that could be defined by some in the literature as 

“top-down” and “bottom-up”, although this study demonstrates that the context 

is much more multi-faceted, emergent, and interconnected than these two-

dimensional descriptions.  The “top-down” perspective is derived from the three 

community relations policy framework documents that emerged in Northern 

Ireland before and since The Agreement, A Shared Future-Policy and Strategy 

Framework for Good Relations in Northern Ireland (0FMDFM, 2005), The 

Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) and Together: 

Building a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013).  The “bottom-up” perspectives 

were analysed using the documentary research that emerged from the analysis of 

the two hundred and seventy-six responses to the most recent public consultation 

in this policy area, in conjunction with themes from the literature on policy design.   

This was a valuable source of information since the document originators 

responding to the public consultation were uninfluenced by this research 

question.  Document analysis has the advantage of not artificially interrupting a 

programme of work or policy activity for the purposes of the research, the 

information already exists.  There are likely to be fewer biases in the process of 

gathering data and therefore a more accurate insight into what people think.  It 
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allows access to information that might be difficult to get in another way, such as 

during a formal research interview when someone is aware that their answers are 

for that purpose. The researcher is likely to be accessing more authentic data, 

spontaneous responses recorded in a specific context, not answers to a research 

question.  By using such documents, the researcher attempted to eliminate 'the 

researcher effect' that she may have had on a person or situation if she had 

conducted primary research. This effect was a concern to be countered in this 

research due to the knowledge or bias that the researcher has or may be 

perceived to have by those who would have been interviewed in primary data 

collection.  It also eliminated the impact of the research situation itself, including 

how the interviewer may have behaved, or how they might have been perceived 

by the interviewee and the response to these personal characteristics.  The data 

used in this research was information and opinion freely given to serve the 

purpose of the public consultations, not the more artificial context of a research 

interview.  Nevertheless, the researcher accepts that this does not mean that it is 

entirely without bias, subjectivity or social context as the data is socially produced 

and therefore qualitative and quantitative methods were used to triangulate the 

research findings and assist with identifying themes and variables.   

The researcher concluded that documentary analysis would be the most 

appropriate method as relevant documents existed for longitudinal research 

allowing information to be gathered from different time periods and they 

provided a larger sample than would have been possible by interviews or 

questionnaires.  This was an important consideration in choosing the approach to 

this research due to the period under consideration and the limits on the 

resources available to the researcher. 

Documents have the advantage of generally not being created with research in 

mind.   However, the researcher is then restricted to what is available and the 

quality and focus of the information can therefore vary.   In this case the choice of 

data meant that some of the information was not directly relevant to the research 

question, so it was important to remain clear on the research focus during the 
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examination of the documents.  This was a time-consuming part of the research, 

but it contributed to the researcher’s wider understanding of the policy context.   

In summary, this research choice was based on the lack of extant complexity 

literature on community relations policy; the fact that there was a body of general 

theoretical literature from which to extract variables with which to code but not 

confine the research; the availability of relevant, representative secondary data; 

and the knowledge that the anticipated findings would be grounded and of value 

to practitioners as well as policy makers and academics. 

 

4.5 Research data: Community Relations strategies and the public responses 

This research examines the development of community relations policy since the 

signing of The Agreement in Northern Ireland from the perspective of complexity 

theory, policy design and implementation.  The literature on policy theory was 

therefore a central component in the research strategy.  It provided a valuable 

insight to the development of theory in relation to policy design and 

implementation. From this literature the researcher became interested in the way 

in which complexity theory seemed to come to terms with intricate, non-linear, 

policy environments.  From the literature the researcher summarised the 

literature into four broadly based areas affected by complexity perspectives under 

which to examine the data.  The four characteristics were broadly based to 

capture but avoid curtailing the concepts in complexity theory.  The four areas 

related to the intractability of the policy issue, the influence of past interventions, 

the nature of the policy stakeholder networks and environment, and the extent 

to which we can learn about the policy environment.  This created a framework 

which minimised the extent to which the data could intentionally or 

unintentionally be manipulated by the researcher.  The four complexity 

characteristics set out in Chapter 2 are: 

 

1. How the policy issue under consideration is understood and defined. 

Through the evidence in this study the understanding and tractability of 

the community relations policy area is discussed. 
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2. Attractors, path dependence, the influence of previous interventions and 

learned responses.  The influence of this phenomenon is raised in the 

literature on complexity and this research draws out the evidence of 

reference to previous or existing legislation, policy, delivery structures, 

projects and programmes, or research/evaluation in the community 

relations policy area. 

3. Open, adaptive, self-organising and non-linear systems described in the 

literature.   The nature of the networks, organisations and individuals in 

the community relations policy area is examined in this research.  

4. The emergent nature of learning and what can be known in complex 

environments.  The limits of knowledge and sense-making based on 

evidence from evaluation and research; and the impact of this 

characteristic is discussed in complexity theory and examined in this 

research in relation to the community relations policy area. 

The review of the literature on community relations policy gave the background 

to this policy environment.  It established that complexity theory offers a 

perspective not yet considered in community relations policy in Northern Ireland. 

 

The existence of a significant amount of relevant data in relation to the policy area 

also helped shape the research design.  The research examines the three policy 

framework documents using a complexity lens for the first time: A Shared Future-

Policy and Strategy Framework for Good Relations in Northern Ireland (OFMDFM, 

2005a); The Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010); 

and Together: Building a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013) from the 

perspective of the four themes set out in Chapter 2. The researcher also used the 

four characteristics to examine data from the most recent public consultation on 

community relations policy which related to The Programme for Cohesion, Sharing 

and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010).   
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The quantity of data permitted the researcher to collate qualitative and 

quantitative evidence.  The wide range of sources assisted the researcher in 

triangulating the findings and was also evidence relevant to one of the four 

complexity characteristics in the overall findings of the study.   

 

The researcher read and analysed the two hundred and seventy-six consultation 

responses. There was no requirement to transcribe data as the responses were 

available in hard copy.  The responses provided the researcher with the 

perceptions and experiences of a large, representative population of those in the 

policy environment and created a multi-dimensional view of the dynamics and 

interactions in it, important in the context of case study based on complexity 

theory and enabling the qualitatively and quantitively interpretative exploration 

of the policy environment framed by theoretical concepts.  Considerable time and 

care were taken in gathering the themes discussed in the responses and collating 

them into a simple data matrix and spreadsheet of variables.  Qualitative data 

relevant to the four complexity areas discussed in chapter 2 was also gathered 

and analysed.  At the same time the researcher recorded quotes from the 

responses that were relevant to the issues emerging from the qualitative and 

quantitative analysis.  This catalogue of information was then used to discuss the 

frequency analysis and qualitative research in this thesis.  The analysis of the data 

and the findings are discussed in Chapters 3, 5 and the concluding chapter.  The 

extent to which the information is relevant to the four complexity theory 

perspectives discussed in this research is also discussed in Chapter 5 and 6.   

 

When using document analysis, the researcher was aware of a risk that data may 

be incomplete due to errors in record keeping.  The material available can be 

affected by the perceived importance of keeping or not keeping a record of certain 

information which can create gaps.  The documents related to public policy which 

are available may be affected by government priorities at the time and the 

information recorded at one time may differ from that at another.  All the 

documents in this research are either official government policy consultation 

papers or formal public responses to them, so there is a high level of assurance in 
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relation to the authenticity of the provenance and original purpose of the 

material. They were available on The Executive Office website and have since been 

archived. The documents have been preserved by government and are compliant 

with all the ethical requirements associated with public records.    

In relation to public policy consultation, there is always a concern that responses 

may be limited and not reflect the full range of perspectives important to a 

research theme or on which to base a more generalised finding.    However, many 

of these advantages and disadvantages apply to other secondary data sources too 

although they will vary with the type of source.  In this case the documents were 

many and detailed and they provided information than could not hope to be 

gained from a questionnaire or interview, this allowed the researcher to use 

qualitative and quantitative methods of analysis.  The researcher adopted 

methods that were straightforward, practical and within the limits of the time and 

other resources available.  While it could be argued that the material does not 

reflect the full spectrum of reality on this policy area there is a sufficiently large 

amount of material coming from multiple sources to allow for correlating 

evidence.  They are also first-hand accounts created at the time when these 

policies were under consideration, not sometime developed later for the purposes 

of this research or with the benefit of hindsight.    

This is in line with four criteria for handling documentary evidence identified by 

Scott (1990): representativeness, authenticity, credibility and meaning.  

‘Representativeness’ refer to whether the documents under consideration are 

representative of the total documents relevant to the study.  The documents used 

in this research are all three of the policies produced during the period and all the 

responses received in the most recent public consultation.  The researcher also 

reviewed the responses to the previous consultation, which was on A Shared 

Future-Policy and Strategy Framework for Good Relations in Northern Ireland 

(OFMDFM, 2005a), in the early stages of designing this study to establish the 

extent to which the themes and concerns of respondents have remained 

consistent.  They were found to be very similar, and this was another way in which 
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the researcher established the representativeness of the data used in this study.  

‘Authenticity’ is said to refer to whether the evidence in the documents is genuine 

and from verifiable sources. In this research the authenticity of the documents has 

a high level of security.  The documents were all drawn from the Northern Ireland 

government’s archive; the chain of handling was short and provenance verifiable.  

‘Credibility’ is concerned with whether the evidence in the documents is sincere 

and free from distortion. This characteristic gives documentary content analysis 

an advantage over research interviews and surveys and was a key factor in the 

design of this research.  ‘Meaning’ is concerned with whether the evidence in the 

documents in the study is comprehensible.  In this case placing the documentary 

evidence in the context of theory was helpful in that it was the theory that drew 

meaning from the raw data rather than the perspective, views, or opinions of the 

researcher.   

 

Due to the number of documents to be read the identification and collection of 

available relevant data was a labour-intensive process with hundreds of individual 

documents examined for relevant information.  The researcher was aware of a 

tension between determining the issues raised in the documents and what might 

be meaningful enough to be of more general use.   Therefore, the consultation 

documents were read through firstly to identify all the themes in them.  The 

themes were then gathered in headings derived from the literature on complexity 

theory discussed in Chapter 3.  This allowed the researcher to ensure that the data 

was not curtailed by the themes but adequately reflected the emerging insights.  

 

The consultation responses were chosen to be analysed for several reasons:   most 

important of which was that they came from a very wide variety of stakeholders.   

This had the benefit of helping to triangulate results and ensure that they were 

not skewed as might have been the case with what would, due to resource 

limitations, inevitably have been a narrower number of research interviews.   They 

were also developed in an unselfconscious way in that the consultation 

respondents were writing for a particular purpose, to provide their views on the 

nature of a policy and its implementation.  They were not responding to the more 
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orchestrated and artificial setting of a research interview or survey.  This did not 

mean that they were without conscious value-based characteristics, but they were 

directed at the policy discussion and an intended audience, not at the researcher 

or the research question.   The research is a case study of community relations 

policy covering the period since 1998.  The documents used in the research were 

created during that time so reflect contemporary thoughts then and views 

unaffected by hindsight.  Hindsight would have been a concern if interviews had 

been undertaken now and used to collect data.  As the documents were either 

widely available as government policies or held as part of formal public 

consultations there was a high level of confidence that they were not tampered 

with or modified in any way.   

 

The last public consultation in this public policy area took place a decade ago in 

2010, which is worthy of comment in the context of this study.  It focused on 

“Cohesion, Sharing and Integration” (OFMDFM, 2010) and took the form of public 

meetings using a consultation toolkit, themed/sector specific events, an omnibus 

survey and responses to a consultation document which often took the form of 

written submissions as respondents were generally unhappy with the format of 

the questionnaire and ignored it.  This provided circumstances which were 

valuable to this research allowing the data gathered and set out in this study to 

comes directly from the public responses unfettered by the constraints of the 

policy consultation response document devised by the Office of the First and 

Deputy First Minister at the time of the consultation.  Most of the respondents 

were unhappy with the consultation document and chose to respond in their own 

terms.  The minority who did use the tick boxes in the policy response document 

to record a positive view then often went on to make negative comments and vice 

versa.  As a result, the researcher used the written comments derived directly 

from the views of stakeholders rather than the framework set by the policy 

makers. Because respondents rejected simply ticking boxes in a consultation 

document, this research was able to draw on the rich information provided in the 

written comments and papers of the respondents at that time.   In theoretical 

terms this was also valuable because consultations with the public are not value 
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free.  The information gathered may influence policy, but the needs of policy 

makers may also influence the focus of the data that is sought and collated.   

Nutley et al (2007) set out a range of ways in which research results and other 

information can be used by policy makers.  In some instances, research may have 

a direct influence in making a policy decision, in others the research may have a 

conceptual impact changing how policy makers think about or understand an 

issue.  Research outcomes and processes relating to design and method may also 

be used to validate the virtue or otherwise of certain actions.   However, research 

can also be used in a tactical way to support an existing political stance or policy 

decision.   Crawley (2009) argued that negative attitudes and responses can help 

shape the approach of the policies that are designed to change but they can also 

become institutionalised as a way of addressing public concern.  As discussed in 

Chapter 1, these various policy responses are all evident in the history of 

community relations policy.  Also important to the Northern Ireland context, as 

with any divided society, is the fact that even after a peace accord has been 

signed, the relationship between policy making and stakeholder opinion can be 

influenced by a dynamic, sometimes angry web of opinions and values shaped by 

previous negative experiences.  Although these views may be most strongly felt in 

relation to the legacy of the conflict and the nature of the constitutional 

settlement emerging from the political negotiations, they can continue to shape 

responses to other issues such as how power is shared in political structures, the 

authority and administration of justice, community safety and how everyday life 

is organised in relation to employment, housing, public space, and cultural 

celebration.    Stakeholder opinions and attitudes are never simply a tool for policy 

makers to use or ignore.  They provide an insight into how people feel about the 

world they live in, and they underpin the behaviours and actions of those 

stakeholders in everyday life.  This rich, multi-dimensional context is what 

complexity theory seeks to explore and this study is unique in using concepts and 

themes identified in the literature on complexity as a lens to examine public 

responses to community relations policy.   
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As discussed earlier in this chapter observations were recorded based only on the 

words used by the respondents.  No assumptions or extrapolations were made to 

infer meaning, if not specifically stated.  This study was not concerned with the 

extent to which respondents agreed or disagreed with the contents of the draft 

strategy as set out in the tick boxes in the consultation document.  This research 

was interested in the respondents own perspectives on the issues surrounding 

community relations policy.  The research focused only on what respondents 

wrote in their response, observations were recorded based on the words used by 

respondents, making no assumptions or extrapolations to infer meaning.  The data 

tables recorded when specific comments were made by the respondent.  This 

method was used to identify and quantify the issues that were of sufficient 

concern to respondents for them to be included in their submission.  The research 

recorded the themes in the comments, regardless of whether they were positive 

or negative. This provided rich data directly from the stakeholder point of view 

and a record of the themes that were of particular concern to the respondents.  

This method also avoided the potential research difficulty of the material being 

overly influenced or framed by the policy makers’ perspective.    

 

The initial reading of the consultation documents generated a table of headings 

and themes present in the responses: 

 

1. The name of the responding organisation and consultation reference 

number.  

2. References to past legislations/policy/programmes.  

3. References to the scope and conceptual framing of the issues.  

4. Operational issues and themes under the following headings:  

• poverty/economic regeneration  

• Hate crime/safety 

• The past 
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• Shared space in housing/work 

• Education 

• The arts 

• Faith 

• Age  

• Gender 

•  Leadership  

• Localism 

•  Cost/funding 

•  Monitoring and evaluation 

•  Research and learning   

Due to the large number of related references in the response material, 

observations were also noted about the number of expressions of interest in 

implementation, future consultation, and general involvement.  The extent to 

which this enthusiasm is overlooked is discussed in Chapter 4 and proved to be 

one of the findings of the research. 

 

Subsequent analysis used a quantitative method of data collected to gather 

evidence using the prevalence of these themes in the consultation documents.  

Main and secondary themes in the content of the documents were recorded.  

Contradictions and issues of consistency that might require explanation were also 

recorded.   Throughout the analysis process notes of emerging insights were 

logged, in some cases discussed with the research supervisor and finally used to 

inform the findings and conclusions about the research.  The emerging issues, 

patterns, frequencies, and relationships in the data were identified.  These were 
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recorded and used in the subsequent analysis of themes discussed in Chapter 4 of 

the thesis:  

 

• Defining the problem: the intractability of community relations, including 

financial issues such as socio-economic conditions, available resources and 

co-ordination issues. 

• Attractors, path dependence, and the influence of previous interventions 

and learned responses.  

• Open boundaries, adaptive, self-organising and non-linear systems: The 

nature of the target systems – the number of actors involved, 

characteristics and network relationships.  

• Emergent knowledge and the limits of sense-making:  Knowledge capture 

and implementation mechanisms relating to monitoring and evaluation. 

 

4.6 Confidentiality and other ethical considerations 

This research was conducted in line with the ethical guidelines of Queen’s 

University Belfast and many of the ethical issues often associated with research 

were not present due to the choice of research method in this study.  The use of 

publicly available data in the research document analysis removed any potential 

concerns about confidentiality and many other ethical issues associated with 

generating primary data through interviews or other methods.  

 

The researcher holds a senior position in a public body focused on community 

relations and recognises the influence of it on her values.  To address the issue of 

axiology this potential conflict was addressed in the design of the study and 

discussed in this chapter.     

 

4.7 Reliability and validity 

The researcher’s professional position presented a risk of perceived bias in this 

study.  Credibility and the risk of bias were considered in the design of the research 

by the use of a specific research method, document analysis.  The use of interview 

as a method to gather data was rejected due to the risk that responses would be 
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affected, consciously or unconsciously, by knowledge of the researcher’s 

professional position.   

 

The data was triangulated to validate the findings.  The triangulation method 

involves the use of two or more research methods to investigate the same 

phenomenon and multiple sources of evidence to reduce the risk of bias or 

deficiencies arising from one method (Saunders et al, 2009).  In this case the 

research included a quantitative and qualitative analysis of documents derived 

from multiple sources, framed within themes derived from multiple sources in the 

literature.  

 

The credibility of the policy consultation responses used in the document analysis 

and the extent to which they constitute sincere testimony, without information 

being ignored, or bias and assumptions in the authors, is a challenge that the 

researcher accepts in this study.  However, if this is perceived as a weakness in the 

data it is also what causes it to be a credible authentic insight into the policy 

environment at that time. 

 

4.8 Limits of the Research 

This was a small-scale research study designed to provide evidence on which 

future theory and practice may be built in this policy area.  Ideally the topic would 

benefit from much wider research in the future.  The research examines whether 

existing theory provides an insight into community relations policy in Northern 

Ireland using a review of the literature and the analysis of documents.  Document 

content analysis has been described as an approach that is formal and systematic 

seeking to quantify document content in terms of pre-determined categories in a 

systematic and replicable way (Saunders et al, 2009).   The themes were 

established from the literature; data was collated and categorised under the 

themes; the process was reviewed to ensure that the themes were not distorting 

the original material; the themes were discussed, and the data treated with 

sufficient caution to allow for critical reflection.  This approach provides structure 

to the research, but it does not necessarily allow for the risk of multiple meanings.  
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While this research does not take a semiotics approach, the researcher is mindful 

of the gap between what is expressed and what is understood and that it could be 

argued that every interpretation or version of reality could be deconstructed. 

However, in Chapter 4 the research does explore an example of where 

interpretation seems to be particularly evident in the material in the context of 

complexity theory.  It will be for others to examine in detail the impact that 

semiotics may be having on this policy area.   

 

This research sought to apply theory already established in the literature in a 

particular geographical and historic context, and to draw conclusions relevant to 

a specific area of policy.  However, it may be possible to generalise some of the 

findings, if the factors discussed in the research are adequately considered and 

the variables and their influence is fully understood in other specific contexts. 

  

4.9 Chapter conclusion  

This is a case study using qualitative and quantitative methods. The research 

design was influenced by the availability of a large quantity of existing, 

representative, authenticity, and credibility secondary data directly relevant to 

the study. The method chosen was also influenced by the most significant 

limitations on the study.  The two most influential constraints related to resources 

and the researchers role in the policy area under consideration.  The study was 

constrained by the fact that it was completed by one individual within a specified 

time.  The research design was influenced by the fact that the researcher wished 

to avoid using interviews to gather primary data due to the risk that her public 

position would influence interviewee responses.   

 

The next chapter of the research will examine the stakeholder perspective on 

community relations policy in Northern Ireland.  
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Chapter 5: The stakeholder perspective on community relations 

policy in N. Ireland 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapters set out the policy background, methodology and literature 

relevant to this study.  The evidence suggests that the background to this policy 

was and is intricate and it shows that government responses have been faltering 

and slow to evolve.  The review of the relevant literature also revealed many 

themes and tangled processes in the theories underpinning policy design and 

consultation.   Complexity theory emerges as one that draws these themes 

together and seeks to engage policy directly with the intricate, emergent nature 

of reality, rather than trying to develop models based on flawed or incomplete 

knowledge of it.   In complexity theory’s understanding of the policy making 

context the benefits of modelling are more limited because changing 

circumstances in the system alter responses across it, causes and effects cannot 

be fully mapped and there are rarely instances when one solution will work in the 

predicted way in all cases for any given problem.  The theory challenges the 

tendency of policy making to pay attention to a small amount of information and 

overlook or not recognise the relevance of the other factors in the overall system.  

The theory suggests that there are limits to linear policy strategies due to the 

dynamic context, emergent nature of issues and the constant effects of 

interactions in the system.   Information in complex systems is defined as highly 

distributed and fragmented so the ability of policy makers to gather all relevant 

data is limited. This points to an important and continuous role for stakeholders.  

It also suggests a different way of thinking about the policy-making environment 

and it challenges how government thinks about itself as a component in the 

dynamic evolving system it seeks to intervene in.  

 

Earlier in this study the three community relations policy statements that have 

emerged since The Agreement were set out along with the political circumstance 

in which they emerged. The policy framework documents are: A Shared Future-
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Policy and Strategy Framework for Good Relations in Northern Ireland (OFMDFM, 

2005a); The Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010); 

and Together: Building a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013).  The latter was 

published as the response to the most recent public consultation in this area of 

policy, that undertaken in relation to Cohesion, Sharing and Integration 

(OFMDFM, 2010).  To get further perspectives on community relations in Northern 

Ireland this chapter will examine the responses to that public consultation.  To 

give some context to this part of the research, the chapter will begin by providing 

some background on the previous public consultation on community relations in 

Northern Ireland, which related to A Shared Future-Policy and Strategy 

Framework for Good Relations in Northern Ireland (OFMDFM, 2005a).  The 

researcher reviewed the responses to that consultation early on in the design of 

this study to establish the extent to which the themes and concerns of 

respondents have remained consistent and found them to be very similar.  This 

was one of the ways in which the researcher established the representativeness 

of the data used in this study.   

 

The chapter will discuss the most recent public consultation in this policy area 

using a complexity lens and drawing on the practical approach adopted by Eppel 

and Rhodes (2018).  In this literature complex systems are understood as self-

organising, adaptive and their boundaries are fluid and as discussed in the 

literature review, this characteristic means that knowledge is fragmented and 

widely distributed so sense-making is continuous, reflective, and incremental.  

Sense-making throughout the system is dispersed and for this reason there is a 

limit on what can be known because focussing on part of the open system is 

unlikely to help in understanding the overall position.   For policy design this 

means there are limits to what can be predicted and rational approaches and 

analysis are therefore often frustrated.  This will be explored in the context of this 

case study which is based on criteria for handling documentary evidence identified 

by Scott (1990) in that it is representative, credible, authentic and has meaning.  

The analysis will also be informed by the literature on public consultation, 

particularly the work of Schuck-Zöller et al. (2018) who argue for participants 
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becoming researchers in the process and the use of ‘participation within 

phenomena’ as a form of research.    

 

It is perhaps one of the most striking findings of this study that although there 

have been consultations on a range of themes affecting community relations, it 

has been over ten years since the last public consultation on the overall policy.  

This is only partially explained by the fact that the Northern Ireland Executive was 

not operating from January 2017 to January 2020 and that it was dealing with the 

Coronavirus health emergency from March 2020, which was only a few weeks 

after the devolved administration had returned.   

 

5.2 Background to public consultation on Community Relations Policy  

The policy document A Shared Future (OFMDFM, 2005a) that subsequently 

emerged stated that it drew considerably from the very widespread debate 

generated during the consultation which had ended on 30 September 2003, 

having been extended from an original closing date of 31st July 2003.  The policy 

described the preceding consultation as a highly inclusive process, which involved 

more than 10,000 people and over 500 written responses.  The policy noted that 

the consultation document had also been considered by the Northern Ireland 

Grand Committee on 17 June 2004 and by the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee 

in 2004 during its inquiry into hate crime in Northern Ireland.  The policy made 

reference to what it described as “earlier preparatory work” carried out by Dr 

Jeremy Harbison (Harbison, 2002).  The Shared Future consultation document had 

sought to stimulate the wide debate on what the fundamental aims and objectives 

of the future policy should be based on seven areas of enquiry related to the aim, 

outcomes, principles, role of local government and the community, the division of 

functions at regional and central government level and the approach to 

monitoring.   

 

A broad range of methods were used to generate views from stakeholders 

including public advertisements, workshops, focus groups and questions in the 

2003 Omnibus survey, a random sample of one thousand, two hundred and forty 
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respondents across Northern Ireland. The consultation revealed high levels of 

interest and enthusiasm for the development of community relations policy and 

a positive response to the proposals in the policy, albeit that there were 

differences in emphasis and understanding of what needed to be tackled.  

However as discussed in Chapter 1 the policy suffered from having emerged 

during a period of direct rule.  It became a political orphan when the devolved 

administration returned and although it continued to underpin delivery structures 

it was largely ignored at the Programme for Government level.   

 

5.3 The consultation on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration 

The subsequent and last public consultation on an overall community relations 

policy in Northern Ireland and the subject of this research was in relation to 

Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010).   The rationale for examining 

using these consultation responses was set out in detail in Chapter 2 and is line 

with four criteria for handling documentary evidence identified by Scott (1990) in 

that they are representative, credible, authentic and have meaning.  Their 

representativeness was discussed earlier in this chapter and relates to the 

consistency with previous consultation responses in the policy area.  Authenticity 

was established because the documents were drawn from the government’s 

archive, the chain of handling was short and provenance verifiable therefore they 

have a high level of security.   Credibility is concerned with whether the evidence 

in the documents is sincere and free from distortion. This characteristic in 

particular gives documentary content analysis an advantage over research 

interviews and surveys and was a key factor in the design of this research.  

Meaning is concerned with whether the evidence in the documents in the study 

is comprehensible.  In this case placing the documentary evidence in the context 

of theory was helpful in that it was the theory that drew meaning from the raw 

data rather than the perspective, views, or opinions of the researcher.   

 

It was anticipated that there would be a significant amount of interest in the 

consultation since the previous policy consultation had received so many 

responses.   It was launched on 27th July 2010 by then First Minister Rt. Hon Peter 
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Robinson MLA and Deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness MP MLA. This 

marked the first and most significant characteristic of the new draft policy, it was 

not a product of direct rule.  The draft policy emerged from discussions between 

the political parties in Northern Ireland.  This was a significant achievement 

bearing in mind the scepticism about the purpose and value of community 

relations activity discussed earlier in this thesis.   

 

The consultation took the form of public meetings using a consultation toolkit, 

themed/sector specific events, an omnibus survey, and responses to a 

consultation document which, as was discussed in Chapter 4, took the form of 

written submissions for most respondents as they were unhappy with the format 

of the questionnaire and ignored it.  The responses to the consultation document 

were used in this research because they contain information coming directly from 

stakeholders in their own words and the quantity of responses provided 

qualitative and quantitative data from the two hundred and seventy-six written 

responses.  This was a good response but considerably less than the previous 

consultation.  The level of criticism contained in the responses might suggest that 

others were so discouraged by the draft policy that they simply did not respond 

to it but without evidence it is unclear if this led to fewer responses.  The political 

discord which was the background to the policy may have undermined confidence 

in the process.  Consultation fatigue may also have played a part as the concept 

had already emerged in the voluntary sector and.  However, this research found 

no evidence of the government in Northern Ireland examining the extent and 

impact of consultation fatigue on this or any other policy, although it is a risk that 

is identified in the literature (OECD, 2001).   

 

The consultation document had been in the form of tick box questionnaire but 

only sixty-eight of the two hundred and seventy-six respondents ticked the 

required consultation boxes.  Of the sixty-eight who used the tick boxes, one was 

only partially completed, and the others provided written information that often 

contradicted the positive or negative box they had ticked. Respondents noted that 

they found the questionnaire unhelpful and restrictive. Critics argued that there 
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had been an attempt by the policy makers to curtail and frame the consultation 

responses.    Some said it was leading, limited in scope or “did not allow a true 

reflection of opinions” (The Rainbow Project, 2010). Commenting on the 

questionnaire another respondent (Shared Education Learning Forum, 2010) said 

it was a strange example of a disconnected bottom-up and then later top-down 

intervention that presumed the outcome of the consultation.   East Belfast 

Development Agency (2010) conducted local consultations at which the language 

of the consultation document was described as “hard to read, understand and 

comprehend”.  Greater Mourne Good Relations Forum (2010) said it contained a 

lot of “buzz words and language that lay people do not understand”.   Pobal (2010) 

raised a concern that the recommendations of the strategy were not made 

available in the Irish language.  This negative feedback and mismatch of 

expectations was a bad start for the policy consultation and as the OECD guidance 

(OECD, 2001) had warned the mismatch between the expectations of the public 

and the engagement method contributed to the negative response that the draft 

policy received.  

 

As has been discussed in Chapter 4. this research focused only on these written 

submissions to the public consultation as they were the views of the respondents 

unfettered by the structured framework required by the policy makers in the 

other consultation methods.      The written responses were selected for two 

additional reasons:  firstly, they were openly sourced and available to the public 

and the researcher on the OFMDFM website when the research was undertaken; 

secondly, there were a large number of responses from a wide range of networks 

ensuring the validity of the data sample for this research.    

 

The full list of the written responses to the Cohesion, Sharing and Integration 

consultation published and later archived by The Office of the First and Deputy 

First Minister (now named The Executive Office) is in Appendix 1.  The written 

responses came from a wide range of bodies in the public, voluntary, community 

and private sectors.  However, as one respondent put it, the key would be: 
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 “how much heed Government takes of the advice that is being  

 offered” (WAVE, 2010) 

 

The table in Appendix 2. categorised the responses by interests and areas of 

activity. The data shows a great many participants in this policy process, a wide 

range of stakeholders, organisations, types of networks and sectors, which 

immediately suggests a complicated policy area.  The policy was of sufficient 

interest across society for a wide variety of bodies to take the time to respond to 

the public consultation.  Further complexity can be seen in the interactions, 

relationships, and connections within and between these participants.  This will 

be examined later in the chapter.  As was explored earlier in this study, the 

development of theory on policy shows early recognition of the complicated 

landscape but often described it as problematic for the policy interventions.  In 

other words, the environment in which policy was intervening was full of 

inconvenient, additional, unexpected, or complication features that interfered 

with the anticipated policy outcome.  This differs from viewing it as part of the 

iterative, unfolding reality of life and therefore worthy of detailed examination 

and inclusion at the policy design stage as has emerged more fully in complexity 

theory.   

 

The initial reviews of the consultation responses generated a list of themes in this 

study as discussed in Chapter 2.  The number and topic of themes raised by each 

respondent were subsequently recorded to provide a quantitative analysis of the 

data.  The findings were then grouped and considered under the four areas of 

observation drawn from complexity theory and set out in Chapter 2: 

 

1. The first area of observation and complexity relates to how was the policy 

issue is understood and defined. Through the evidence in the consultation 

responses this study will show the intractability of community relations as 

a policy theme. 
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2. The second area of observation and complexity relates to attractors, path 

dependence, and the influence of previous interventions and learned 

responses.  This phenomenon is raised in the literature on complexity and 

this study will draw out the clear evidence of reference to previous or 

existing legislation, policy, delivery structures, projects and programmes, 

or research/evaluation in the consultation responses. 

3. The third area of observation and complexity relates to the nature of the 

networks, organisations and individuals that responded to the 

consultation which shares many of the characteristics of open, adaptive, 

self-organising and non-linear systems described in the literature. 

4. The last area of observation looks at the emergent nature of what can be 

known in this policy area and the limits of knowledge and sense-making 

through the evidence in relation to evaluation, research and learning in the 

consultation responses. 

 

5.4 Defining the problem - The intractability of community relations 

In the early literature on policy Hogwood and Gunn (1984) urged the need for 

policy based upon a valid theory of cause and effect, the absence of such being 

likely to lead to inconsistent treatment of citizens and a frustration of the 

democratic and constitutional process.  It was their view that a direct relationship 

between cause and effect and few, if any, intervening links provided the optimum 

conditions for effective policy.  They argued that there must be a complete 

understanding and agreement on the objectives to be achieved and this must 

persist throughout implementation.   Mazmanian and Sabatier, (1983) reached 

similar conclusions arguing that careful drafting of statute could structure 

implementation only to the extent that there are clear and ranked objectives 

derived from an adequate causal theory with sufficient resources and a limited 

number of decision points and actors.  Highlighting the impact of insufficient 

powers to ensure the compliance of target groups, they raise other variables 



121 

 

including the extent to which those charged with implementation (including those 

in parliament and the courts) fully support the policy changes.    

 

In this early literature on policy the tractability of an issue related to its technical 

difficulty in terms of number and measurability of steps required to implement it, 

the size and uniformity of requirements of the target group and the ease of 

general prescription, and the extent and cost of the behavioural change required.  

However, complexity theory moves away from concern about how to develop a 

linear, staged assessment of a process from problem to effective policy 

intervention towards a greater appreciation of the dynamic, interdependent, 

constantly changing nature of the issue as experienced in its wider system.  As 

discussed in Chapter 3, the presence of wide-ranging perspectives and multi-

faceted understandings of an issue sits comfortably within complexity theory 

which argues for a move away from reductionist thinking to a more systemic 

understanding of the fluid, dynamic processes involved in implementing change.   

Key to understanding this approach is the acceptance of the intractability of policy 

problems as they are conceptualised at different levels of aggregation.  Policy 

models that reduce real world dynamics to a series of steps based on broad 

assumptions about cause and effect, however finely tuned, are unlikely to fully 

understand the environment and factors at play in it.   

 

The intractability and multi-dimensional nature of community relations as a policy 

issue is very evident in the responses to the public consultation on Cohesion, 

Sharing and Integration. Respondents had a wide variety of views about the 

underpinning issue to be resolved by the policy: 

   

1. 203 respondents (73.5%) responded that the policy needed to focus on 

sectarianism and racism. 

2. 195 respondents (70.6%) responded that the policy needed a focus on 

equality and human rights.  
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3. 174 respondents (63%) responded on respect, diversity, and cultural 

identity.  

4. 120 respondents (43.5%) responded on the policy vision, by making 

particular reference to reconciliation, interdependence, and integration.  

These respondents felt that the draft policy was aimed at creating an 

environment where sections of the community lived separate but equal 

lives.   

5. 51 respondents (18.5%) responded on all of these elements. 

 

The consultation responses also presented a complicated picture when it came to 

views on what the focus of the programmes and interventions should be:    

 

1. 204 respondents (73.9%) commented on costs and funding 

2. 190 respondents (68.8%) responded about hate crime, safety, and fear  

3. 186 respondents (67.4%) responded about shared space, including the 

workplace, housing, or leisure 

4. 182 respondents (65.9%) responded about education 

5. 170 respondents (61.6%) responded about specific age profiles, in 

particular young people 

6. 168 respondents (60.9%) responded about the issues of poverty and 

economic regeneration 

7. 145 respondents (52.5%) responded about the past  

8. 136 respondents (49.3%) responded about leadership, whether at the 

political or civic level  

9. 111 respondents (40.2%) responded about religion and faith  

10. 24 respondents (8.7%) responded about the arts 
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11. Only 4 respondents (1.4%) responded on all these themes 

 

Although only 1.4% of respondents recognised the multifaceted nature of the 

issue to the extent that they wrote about all these issues, it is also the case that 

only 11.2% (31 responses) mentioned less than 6 of these themes.   Most of the 

responses showed a significant level of insight into the multi-dimensional and 

interrelated nature of community relations as a policy area.   

 

Respondents placed differing emphasis on the factors in play.  The response from 

the Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Minorities (2010) set out a conceptual 

framework towards the Council of Europe’s rights-based approach to social 

cohesion and went on to set out its view on the relationship between human 

rights, equality, and good relations and between good relations and other policy 

areas.  In its response to the consultation, The Northern Ireland Human Rights 

Commission (2010) also conceptualised sectarianism and good relations within a 

wider framework.  The response from the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary 

Action (2010) argued for the inclusion of reconciliation and a recognition of the 

range of affected layers in the population.  It offered a framework based on the 

work of Lederach (1998) that required high level negotiation on cease-fires and 

mediation by government, religious bodies, and the military; middle level 

interventions by respected sectoral leaders, academics, humanitarians on conflict 

resolution; and grassroots work on prejudice reduction and societal post trauma 

psychology.  It went on to discuss good relations in the context of equality and 

human rights.   As the list above reveals there were many detailed submissions on 

others specific themes. 

 

Looking back at the review of the policy approaches in Chapter 3., all three 

community relations policy documents struggled to deal with the tractability and 

multi- dimensional nature of community relations as a policy area.  A Shared 

Future (OFMDFM, 2005) responded by reducing the area of community relations 

policy to communal division between Catholics and Protestants and ‘good 

relations’ as set out in Section 75 (II) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, which 
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included persons of different religious belief, political opinion or racial group. The 

new draft policy, Cohesion, Sharing and Integration also recognised the issue of 

tractability and the multi-dimensional character of the issues to be tackled, 

suggesting an interdepartmental co-design approach with the community.   The 

publication of Together: Building a United Community, which claimed to be a 

response to the negative feedback in the previous public consultation on 

Cohesion, Sharing and Integration, saw the multi-dimensional challenge of 

designing and implementing policy and the tractability of community relations 

emerge again.  To deal with it this time the Together: Building a United Community 

policy reverted to narrowing the scope of the intervention, referring to other 

policies dealing with groups defined in Section 75 (l) of the Northern Ireland Act 

1998 and promising to “ensure that good relations considerations are 

mainstreamed into the revised arrangements under the Review of Public 

Administration” (OFMDFM, 2013, p8).    

 

An examination of reconciliation as just one of the themes raised in the 

consultation responses provides further evidence of the intractability of this policy 

issue and of the relevance of a complexity lens.  Reconciliation has moved in and 

out of favour in the history of community relations policy as was discussed in 

Chapter 3 and it was raised by 43.5% of the respondents to the Cohesion, Sharing 

and Integration consultation: 

 

 “Cohesion jettisons the goal of ‘reconciliation’ emphasised 

  in Shared  Future.  The community relations task  

 focuses upon creating shared and  safe spaces,  

 through local community involvement, and encouraging   

 ‘mutual accommodation’.  While these are admirable goals,  

 they fail to harness all the good will, positive potential and  

 cultural energy in the  society.  It is far from clear that a  

 government goal of ‘mature  accommodation’ is enough  

 to hold off the dangers of re-sectarianisation especially  

 among the young”. (Lower Castlereagh Community Group, 2010)    
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A concern about the underpinning theory of intervention was also raised by The 

Nerve Centre: 

 

 “The strategy appears to be avoiding any role in developing 

  reconciliation  between communities here.  There is a  

 negative focus on imprecise  proposals around dealing 

  with the manifestations of division in Northern Ireland  

 rather that real actions to develop positive  

 community relations  through the reconciling of  

 diverse communities here.  The document would seek 

  to bring people together without making provision for 

 addressing the very issues that underlie the current division. 

  

 A key element of such a reconciliation process is dealing  

 with the past.  There is no apparent policy development  

 around this issue in the document.” (The Nerve Centre, 2010) 

 

There are also differing views on the concept of reconciliation in the literature and 

diverging opinions on how to achieve it in practice.  The term is applied in many 

different circumstances for example between individuals, institutions or even in a 

more symbolic way, in relation to states after a conflict. Reconciliation can 

therefore refer to many activities on a continuum that runs from violence to non-

violence to deeper interrelationships where fear has been removed and trust and 

confidence has been established.  Reconciliation can therefore be confusing 

because it is a goal but also a process of actions to achieve the goal.  Each step in 

the process has the purpose of moving towards greater tolerance and away from 

revenge.   These steps are likely to require different institutional responses at 

different points in the process, but they are also non-linear.  Small incidents can 

have large impacts on the overall stability of the system and vice versa.  Evidence 

of the unpredictability of the system was seen when the political institutions 

collapsed between 2017 and 2020.  In the history of events in the peace process 
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this was a large incident, but it did not cause an unravelling of the overall stability 

in the region.   This feature of being unable to predict with certainty whether small 

or large alterations will affect the overall concept of stability in the system was 

discussed in the review of the literature on complexity theory in Chapter 2.  John 

Paul Lederach (1998), an influential writer on conflict resolution describes 

reconciliation as involving four processes: trust, mercy, justice, and peace.  In 

social psychology literature others such as Bar-Tal (2000) describe reconciliation 

in psychological terms as concerned with the relationships between ‘outgroups’ 

and ‘ingroups’.  Tausch, Kenworthy and Hewstone (2005) identified criteria that 

they considered important to intergroup relations: firstly the need for equal status 

in those brought together; co-operation towards a common goal; personalised 

contact between members of the different groups to build personal trust and a 

sense of common humanity; an explicit link between participants in the process 

and their wider groups; psychological changes such as empathy, reduced anxiety 

about threat from the other or “outgroup” ; the avoidance of a “re-entry” to the 

exceptional setting through generalisation of the experience by the use of a range 

of contexts and settings; ongoing evaluation to determine levels of connection 

across the groups and reduction in negative behaviours (for example reduced 

violence) to determine causality and outcomes in behavioural and attitudinal 

change.   For these writers, acts of reconciliation are voluntary, they are not 

something that can be imposed, and they are not linear processes.  These 

characteristics create challenges for government in the design of conventional 

policy.  Reconciliation programmes may take many forms and operate at many 

levels, from analytical problem-solving workshops or dialogue processes; to 

contact work to establish familiarity, common bonds, and a sense of shared 

humanity; to wider structural interventions to create change at a societal or state 

level, including increased standards of democracy, justice, equality, and human 

rights; and also political, social, and economic justice.   Although reconciliation 

involves negotiation with the enemy or the other party, it also requires internal 

processes to relinquish resentment and anger so that past events do no determine 

future choices.   The extent to which this can engender some form of fundamental 

forgiveness is the subject of ongoing discussion among those involved in 
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reconciliation work.  Because it is difficult and risks reopening the issues that lead 

to conflict, other short-term political or economic interests are more likely to be 

addressed causing reconciliation measures and the policies associated with them 

to be set aside or postponed.  This is understandable and perhaps reflected in the 

extent to which the policy makers of this time felt reluctant or unable to tackle it.  

In A Shared Future reconciliation was viewed as moving from mistrust to mutual 

recognition and trust.  In Cohesion, Sharing and Integration reconciliation was set 

aside in favour of mutual accommodation.  The subsequent government policy, 

Together: Building a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013) saw a return to the term 

reconciliation demonstrating to some extent that, however difficult, it was 

something that could not be ignored or left to improve on its own with time.  

Taking this and all the other themes that were raised by stakeholders in the 

consultation, the level of complexity in the emergent, shifting community 

relations policy environment is evident.   

 

This deeper examination of reconciliation as one of the concepts which was raised 

by respondents in the public consultation is an indication of the complicated 

nature of this policy area in which there are many dimensions and differing views 

on focus and method.  However, it is only one in the list of the concepts raised in 

the public consultation on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.   Reconciliation and 

all of the other issues raised must find a way to be understood and located among 

the many other challenges facing a government trying to develop and implement 

policy in the context of volatile, emergent, and fluid post-conflict dynamics.  Most 

of the more established policy approaches will consider this intricacy as something 

to be simplified, modelled, narrowed to smaller points of intervention, or the 

subject of mitigation in risk registers.  The complexity lens argues that policy must 

accept and work in and with these dynamics, evolving with and informed by them.  

The literature on complexity that has emerged so far has been largely focused on 

the explanatory power of the approach and the suggestion that policy success 

should be measured differently.  Except for writer such as Eppel and Rhodes 

(2018) little has been written about the implications for structures and methods.  
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Later in this chapter the challenge of transferring knowledge and sense making 

will be discussed in relation to complexity theory. 

 

Complexity theory does not require a resolution or prioritisation of the many 

components and strands impacting policy, community relations policy in this case, 

because it recognises the continuous, interrelated, evolving and emergent nature 

of all these elements within the overall system (Eppel & Rhodes, 2018).  The 

theory accepts the emergent, dependent, conditional, and diffuse nature of any 

change in social issues.     This evolutionary process was recognised by some 

respondents.  Partisan Productions challenged the draft Cohesion, Sharing and 

Integration, noting:  

 

 “It is our view that this perspective, in which ‘culture and  

 communities’  are envisaged as the fixed and finished  

 outcomes of antagonistic histories  and are invited to  

 interact at some level while maintaining ‘pride’ and  

 ‘confidence’ in their supposedly ‘distinctive’ cultural  

 identities, offers no  prospect of honest engagement,  

 reinforces segregation and impoverishes our culture.   

 We suggest that this ‘vision’ is revised to include the  

 Possibility that culture is dynamic and concerned to  

 provide the concepts and practices essential to individual  

 and group questioning of perceived social norms, the  

 creation of new understandings and the testing of possible  

 futures.  All of these elements will be central to the  

 development of a shared and decent future and will provide  

 the conceptual framework for any process leading towards 

 Integration.”   (Partisan Productions, 2010) 

 

In the context of The Agreement and the subsequent St. Andrew’s political 

negotiations the interrelated, multi-tiered and unpredictable nature of the 

environment was also taken up by Todd and Ruane (2010): 
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 “The state-level changes of 1998 and 2006-7, together  

 with the development of the equality agenda, have already  

 set the stage for change in community relations.  But such  

 structural changes affect community relations in  

 unpredictable ways.  For individuals, they disconfirm old  

 assumptions and expectations, and older habitual responses,  

 values and even identities seem anachronistic.  Individuals are  

 as likely to react to these challenges in sectarian and exclusive  

 as in reconciliatory and inclusive ways. The social, cultural and  

 interactive mechanisms that allow some groups to move to 

 accommodation, some to explore new understandings, others  

 to de-politicise, and still others to reassert old antagonisms are  

 still not fully understood.  We need sensitive models of the  

 multiple ways that change occurs and that individuals come  

 to terms with a violent and conflictual past.   Key policy  

 objectives – including that difficult but important aim of  

 ensuring ‘parity of esteem’ – can be pursued effectively  

 only with such models of the varied aims and choices of  

 the different populations”.  (Todd & Ruane, 2010) 

 

Based on the statistics derived from the most recent public consultation, the 

fragmentation of community relations policy occurring in government was 

mirrored to a much smaller extent in the stakeholder environment with only 31 of 

the 276 consultation responses (11.2%) focusing on a narrower range of issues 

such as language, gender, and singular identity rights.  If, as complexity theory 

suggests, policy is co-created, evolving in context with participant observation, 

feedback, and action, it will require a new approach from everyone in the system.   

A multifaceted approach to policy would require a change in perception and 

method across the whole system and not just in the policy makers at government 

level.  This research reveals a policy environment in which stakeholders 

understood that at least as far back as 2010.  In this context complexity theory 
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suggests that we accept and works in and with the evolving interplay between 

multiple issues and the unfolding meaning and value among stakeholders of issues 

such as reconciliation. The approach does not require a resolution or prioritisation 

of the many components and strands impacting community relations policy 

because it recognises the continuous, interrelated, evolving and emergent nature 

of all the elements within the overall system and accepts the dependent, 

conditional, and diffuse nature of any change in social issues (Eppel & Rhodes, 

2018).   This appeal to patient evolution is certainly a description of how 

community relations policy has been evolving over time and it may reflect the true 

nature of all change in complex social environment.       

 

5.5 Attractors, path dependence and the influence of previous interventions and 

learned responses 

In the literature on policy making the issues of path dependence, the influence of 

previous interventions and learned responses emerged as important in the 

behaviour of complex systems.  Complex systems have history, and they continue 

to be influenced by stimulus that have gone before.  Path dependence is 

influenced by decisions and events taken in the past as people and institutions 

have adapted to earlier stimuli. Of the 276 responses to the consultation on the 

draft Cohesion, Sharing and Integration policy that were examined, 223 (80.8%) 

made explicit reference to past or existing legislation, policy, delivery structures, 

funding programmes, research, evaluation, or projects.  Of the 53 respondents 

that did not make explicit reference, 14 of these bodies were involved in delivering 

cross community projects but did not mention it in the response. Most 

respondents expressed regret, anger, or confusion that the draft policy did not 

appear to acknowledge, link, or build on what had gone before. Many, referred to 

the apparent absence of policy screening as required in Section 75 of the Northern 

Ireland Act 1998.  Others, for example The Training for Women Network (2010) 

and Women’s Aid Federation (2010) referred to a failure to align with the 

OFMDFM Gender Equality Strategy and the United Nations guidance UNSCR1325.  

Anonymous response CSI/51/2010 offered a full gender critique of Cohesion, 

Sharing and Integration and a list of community relations interventions by women. 
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There was also concern that the policy did not seem to be in accordance with the 

Northern Ireland Civil Service Practical Guide to Policy Making 2003 or 

commitments made and noted in Hansard record (Sinn Féin, 2010).  

 

In its response to the consultation, The Church of Ireland (2010) set out a list of 

other policies noted in the draft Cohesion, Sharing and Integration policy. 

Appendix 3. shows a table based on that list but configured to group the policy 

themes.   

 

Complexity theory (Eppel & Rhodes, 2018) argues that path dependencies should 

be identified, understood, and worked with as part of the overall context.  The 

influences of previous policy, funding and law govern behaviours and learned 

responses makes change difficult and most interventions struggle to overcome 

routine and established expectations.  The persistence of habits of behaviour 

creates attractors that also influence the system.  In this context all policy must 

expect to be absorbed to some extent or repelled by routine in a system.  As 

revealed in the literature review in Chapter 2, the literature on policy theory 

recognises this phenomenon to varying degrees as an issue to be overcome.   The 

literature often suggests that there is value in crisis because it offers an unfrozen 

opportunity to escape systemic inertia when routines are broken down.  However, 

for Eppel and Rhodes (2018) new interventions will have more opportunity to 

influence the environment if they build organically on learned responses.   

 

It is a noticeable feature of the subsequent policy and also the political 

agreements that have emerged following the political fallouts discussed in 

Chapter 1 which have been numerous since The Agreement that new headline 

actions, fresh starts and new approaches are favoured. The numerous references 

to other policies and programmes in the Cohesion, Sharing and Integration 

document might suggest that the new policy was well nested in the existing policy 

and delivery environment. However, there is no evidence in the Together: Building 

a United Community policy which emerged three years after the Cohesion, Sharing 

and Integration consultation that those drafting it noticed the number of 
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references to past policy, funding, law and programmes or the extent to which 

embed practice and path dependency was a feature of the policy environment 

they hoped to influence and the opportunity it might represent.    Close study 

reveals that the draft policy made no attempt to analyse what these policies had 

achieved, what remained to be done, how they link together or what additional 

contribution Cohesion, Sharing and Integration was to make to them.   This caused 

confusion and in some cases resentment in the established stakeholders (Public 

Health Agency (2010), REACT (2010), Stranmillis University College (2010)).   

 

An organisation that emerged in response to the bombing of Enniskillen in 1987 

wrote: 

 

 “In twenty years of practice the SOE core international  

 programme has trained over 1200 young leaders and  

 facilitators who are now represented through all levels and  

 walks of life in NI.  Our present schools programme  – now  

 delivered voluntarily by these experienced young leaders –  

 has since 2005 provided training and learning opportunities  

 for over 7,000 post- primary pupils to help their better  

 understanding, and dealing well with those who are different.   

 

 Through this experience the Trust believes there is a critical  

 need to harness the energy and potential that lies within the  

 interest and ability of  all young people to challenge  

 prejudiced and disaffected attitudes, and work for a positive  

 future for their own communities.”   

 (Spirit of Enniskillen Trust, 2010) 

 

The Centre for Research in Political Psychology, at the School of Psychology in 

Queen’s University Belfast also wrote: 

 

 “The document does not acknowledge the large body of  



133 

 

 research, analysis theory and evaluation that has accompanied 

 the substantial investment of resources in peace-building and the 

 professional expertise of practitioners and their trainers that has  

 been influential in promoting resolution strategies for diverse  

 national and international conflicts.” (The Centre for Research in  

 Political Psychology, at the School of Psychology in Queen’s  

 University Belfast, 2010) 

 

Commenting on the same issue The Chartered Institute of Housing wrote: 

 

 “The consultation document fails to take account of  

 previous policies and also the substantial volume of work  

 that has taken place over the past decade and more; CIH  

 would have expected to see an assessment of existing  

 policies, programmes and initiatives, both within  

 and outside government, and a review of existing structures.   

 This would have given a much clearer sense of what the  

 current position is in relation to the policy areas outlined 

 in the consultation document;” (The Chartered  

 Institute of Housing, 2010) 

 

Stranmillis University College captured the lack of historical context: 

 

 “One of the weaknesses of the CSI document is its  

 very limited perception of the history of community  

 relations work in Northern Ireland over the past four  

 decades.  This work was often sustained by the voluntary 

 sector, and sometimes from initiatives emanating  

 from the academic institutions, when government seemed  

 unconcerned or impotent. Were the authors of this  

 document even aware of this history?  If they are unaware  

 of what has already been attempted or achieved, there is  



134 

 

 likely to be a risk of re-inventing wheels and neglecting the  

 significant skills base that already exists. These issues are  

 too important to be left to government departments alone –  

 we need a genuine partnership in achieving these goals.”   

 (Stranmillis University College, 2010) 

 

The absence of recognition of the historical context or the sensitivity of raising it 

in a policy document due to the complexity of the political situation was also a 

source of concern for the Minority Ethnic Arts Forum: 

 

 “2.1 There is no clear evidence or reference to the  

 conflict from which this document emerges.  There  

 was a conflict in Northern Ireland which resulted in  

 over 3000 deaths and polarisation of the two main  

 communities.  This is the history and for the document  

 to have context and meaning, this must be 

 referenced and explained.  

 

 2.2 There is no explanation of the history of the document.   

 The preceding document (A Shared Future) is not referenced  

 nor is the lack of agreement on a follow up document which  

 led to publication of two separate papers (specifically by two  

 parties Sinn Fein and Democratic Unionist Party) that prefaced  

 this document by OFMDFM – which appears to incorporate  

 but dilute all the previous documents. 

  

 This is important as it provides context and illustrates how  

 sensitive and challenging the process of developing a  

 document which all parties can agree to and support is.”  

 (Minority Ethnic Arts Forum, 2010)  
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In keeping with these respondents, the lens of complexity theory also suggests 

more value should be placed on this established, trusted, and embedded activity 

because it is part of the emergent, interactive ecology.  To an extent that is hard 

to quantify because it has not been measured, this ecology carries knowledge, 

networks, good will, and trust which community relations policy has failed to 

recognise and convert into esteemed social capital. This is an issue emerging from 

this small study that would benefit from larger scale examination. 

 

5.6 Open boundaries, adaptive, self-organising and non-linear systems  

Complexity theorists set out a challenging policy landscape defining systems as 

having many parts that are self-organising with boundaries that are likely to be 

open, fluid and socially constructed (Eppel & Rhodes, 2018). The opportunity for 

a cohesive end-to-end approach to policy either ‘top down’ or ‘bottom up’ is 

limited.  The context is non-linear, fluid and emergent.  Therefore, policy makers 

must expect unintended consequences and develop practices that can 

accommodate and learn from them.  Patterns of interdependence influence the 

feedback loops in relation to any policy intention, both negatively and positively.   

In other words, some inputs are amplified while others are closed down; small 

actions can have big effects or big actions proportionately little impact.  Ultimately 

although the overall system may seem stable, the apparent equilibrium may 

include areas of significant instability.  In this context a very slight alteration to the 

conditions can cause the system to move quickly and in unexpected chaotic ways.  

This is important in the context of the risk raised by Boviard (2014) of moving 

backwards from desired outcomes to a narrow, underspecified chain of cause-

and-effect relationships that fail to understand the complicated dynamic between 

intended and unintended consequences or how unrelated actions impact the 

policy interaction in adaptive open systems. 

 

The multi-dimensional non-linear, fluid, and emergent systems that complexity 

theory seeks to acknowledge built on earlier policy literature going back as far as 

Hogwood and Gunn (1984) who recognised, albeit in a more two dimensional and 

top-down way, that intricacy will impact delivery.  Even their early attempt to 
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depict policy design has clear implications for community relations policy given 

the number and variety of agencies identified in all three policy documents.   Two 

hundred and seventy-six policy consultation responses were examined in this 

research and the networks they represented involve much larger numbers of 

people.  Evidence gathered in this research shows the variety of network loops 

and communication channels falling into four broad categories:   

 

1. Membership bodies and Community networks: The Irish Congress of Trade 

Unions (2010) was an example of a single response made on behalf of a 

wider constituency of interest; in its response it noted that it represented 

734,842 members made up of 36 trade unions and 250,948 individual 

members.  Disability Action (2010) wrote that it served 45,000 people 

annually.  As a geographically based organisation, East Belfast 

Development Agency (2010) wrote that it represented 109,000 people. 

Other examples of individual responses made on behalf of a large 

membership included the NI Council for Voluntary Organisations (2010), 

NI Council for Ethnic Minorities (2010), NI Federation of Housing 

Associations (2010), NI Housing Executive’s (2010) network of 350 groups, 

NI Interfaith Forum (2010). 

2. Communities of interest: The consultation responses included many 

examples of communities of interest and networks that were clearly 

interconnected and influencing each other.  Women’s Aid Federation NI 

(2010) responded in conjunction with a number of other bodies: Foyle 

Women’s Information Network (2010), First Steps Women’s Centre (2010), 

NI Rural Women’s Network (2010), Training for Women’s Network (2010), 

Women’s Resource and Development Agency (2010), Women into Politics 

(2010) Shankill Women’s Centre (2010), and Women’s Support Network 

(2010) which itself represented 84 bodies and facilitated consultations 

with over 100 women in Belfast, Derry/Londonderry, Dungannon, and 

Newry. This response was also referenced by two other networks - the 
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Rural Community Network (2010) and the West Belfast Partnership Board 

(2010). 

3. Specific consultation events: There were numerous consultation events 

run independently by organisations as part of the development of their 

response to the public consultation.  In addition to the consultations run 

by the women’s sector, consultation response CSI/198/2010 is an example 

of an individual response that was made after undertaking twenty-two 

structured conversations with people involved in politics, journalism, 

community, churches, and public service.  The Labour Party (2010) wrote 

in its response that it undertook “a two-month consultation”.  Mencap 

(2010) responded on behalf of 50 local groups that it had consulted.  In the 

response from The Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education 

there was reference to the fact that from a community perspective, this 

was not the only consultation going on at the time and neither was there 

coherence between them:  

 “This document is not connected with the other  

 consultation documents available to the public at  

 the moment: the Review of Teachers Education, Early  

 Years Strategy, Community Relations, Equality and  

 Diversity Education.” (The Northern Ireland  

 Council for Integrated Education, 2010) 

 

This respondent focused on educational policies, but the same point could 

be made and illustrated with policies across the whole range of variables.  

This is an important observation, because it illustrates the practical 

challenge of applying a complexity approach to public consultation:  the 

need for an integrated approach.    It suggests that each policy would need 

to be fully aware of, consider and refer to other policy interventions that 

will impact on its environment but in addition, that overall consultation 

with the public would need to be a more holistic and ongoing process 

rather than an individual government department by department activity.  
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It also suggests the need for a more consistent structure of local 

consultation that is less reliant on the topical interests of individual groups, 

although they would also have an important contribution to make.   

  

4. Network influencers: Some consultation responses were clearly influenced 

directly or indirectly by other consultation responders.  The response 

made on behalf of the Women’s Aid Federation and that of Jennifer Todd 

and Joseph Ruane (2010) on behalf of the Joseph Rowntree Charitable 

Trust were particularly influential and directly quoted, referred to or used 

in numerous other responses to the consultation. The response of the NI 

Liberal Democrats (2010) was another example of a response which 

referred to the responses from others, in that case The Rainbow Project 

(2010), Lesbian Advocacy Services Initiatives (2010), Cara-Friend (2010) 

and QueerSpace (2010)    

This relatively simple analysis shows that those who responded to the 

consultation shared many of the characteristics of open, adaptive, self-organising 

and non-linear systems described in the complexity literature (Eppel &Rhodes, 

2018).  However, there is no evidence in the subsequent policy, Together: Building 

a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013), that these networks are recognised as part 

of the constantly intersecting infrastructure of the ecosystem. The non-linear, 

fluid, and emergent nature of these connections is not remarked on and there is 

no evidence that it is considered as likely to impact in any way to the policy making 

process.  The impact of this failure to recognise the characteristics of the system 

and the significance for policy processes mean that as discussed in the literature 

review and predicted many years ago by Nakamura and Smallwood (1980) they 

re-emerge later as implementation delays and a constant need to go back and re-

engage with stakeholders.  This long history of implementation problems 

discussed earlier in the study is evidence that policy makers must expect 

unintended consequences and unpredicted conditions.   The significance of this 

finding for community relations policy design is that it must accept and build this 
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into processes from the outset and develop practices and integrated structures to 

accommodate and learn in a continuous feedback loop.      

 

5.7 Emergence and the limitations of knowledge and sense-making 

In the public consultation on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration 129 of the 

respondents (46.7%) wrote explicitly about monitoring, evaluation, research, and 

learning.  A finding of this study is therefore that less than half of the respondents 

appeared to find this aspect of policy design and implementation significant 

enough to write about it.  This was surprising given that monitoring and evaluation 

had been a long-established requirement for all funders in this area of public 

policy.  It suggests that in 2010 a culture of learning was not sufficiently 

established or viewed as important enough to be evident in the issues agencies 

chose to raise in their response to the policy proposals.  The current position may 

or may not have been affected by the attempts to introduce an outcomes-based 

approach to policy implementation in Northern Ireland, but this would need to be 

tested by further research.   

 

Boaz and Nutley (2019) distinguished between the use of data and its influence, 

defining the use of data as the instrumental application of research-based 

evidence and the influence of research as reflected in the gradual conceptual 

shifts and reframing of problems. However, they acknowledged that the 

measurement of either is often difficult, as government departments and other 

agencies use different methods to track how information is used.  What can be 

said with reasonable certainty is that the information gathered by funders and 

others in monitoring and evaluation processes is under- utilised.  Further research 

in this area would be useful to test this hypothesis and establish how and to what 

extent it is being used or could be better used and learning taken from it and 

distributed across the system in a way that was meaningful, relevant, and 

understandable to all stakeholders.  This is an approach more in keeping with 

complexity theory, and it is an important change in emphasis that would be 

essential.   However, due to the range and shifting nature of perspectives, 

calculating the value of information to a sector, and getting information to and 
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from those individuals and bodies, is as difficult as agreeing on its relevance, 

credibility, and legitimacy.  It is no less difficult in government where it is 

established practice to move civil servants from department to department and 

developing their skills as policy generalists.  This was an area of concern raised in 

the public consultation on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration:  

 

 “Due to the nature of how the NICS moves staff around on  

 a regular basis there is little institutional expertise and  

 memory that is sustained within Departments.  Departments  

 then default to bureaucratic and narrow policy interpretation 

 which is seldom based on the learning and good practice  

 within the broader field of implementation.”   

 (TIDES Training, 2010) 

 

In relation to both use and influence of data and findings, Boaz and Nutley arrive 

at a concern of interest to this study, which is “whether our understanding of 

research has progressed to a point where it is possible to identify, with confidence, 

the key features of an effective evidence ecosystem” (Boaz and Nutley, 2019, 

p252). 

 

Complexity theory (Eppel & Rhodes, 2018) argues that policy processes need to 

be context sensitive, continuous, and iterative with design, implementation, 

evaluation, and redesign closely drawn, interrelated, and nested in the 

environment they seek to influence.  The impact on policy design and 

implementation of this understanding open systems is that they are 

interconnected and learning processes are continuous.  Local flexibility must be 

designed into policy to allow for appropriate, agile responses in an emergent, fluid 

real world context.   In the earlier literature writers such as Lipsky (1980) paid 

particular attention to the limits of linear strategies, due to the emergent nature 

of issues constantly affected by local interactions.  The later attempt by New 

Public Management to overcome this lack of central control through integrated 

targets that linked individual contributions to overall outcomes only succeeded in 
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encouraging new forms of reactive, emergent behaviour.  For this reason, as 

mentioned earlier in this study the benefits of modelling must also be more 

limited as there is unlikely to be one overarching solution to be tested and rolled 

out in response to complex problems.  Information is dispersed and fragmented 

in dynamic systems so gather all relevant information is difficult.  Complexity 

theory (Eppel & Rhodes, 2018) suggests that attention is generally only paid to a 

small amount of information related to the focus of the policy intervention that is 

being promoted.   Large parts of what is going on in the system is overlooked, not 

recognised as relevant or so diffuse that it discourages collation.    If this is to 

change policy making will need to recognise, to a fuller extent than it currently 

does, the value of other stakeholders and actors in helping to understand the 

nature of problems and the environment surrounding any potential policy 

intervention. This interdependence points to the need for a pragmatic approach 

to research methods and participatory practice in policy making involving all types 

of expertise and experiment.   Such co-evolutionary processes between policy 

makers and the open system they govern, would allow greater freedom to learn 

and adapt to changes in the environment.  This suggests the requirement for a 

new approach to how policy success is defined. It would also require high levels 

of active participation by stakeholders.   This study established that there are high 

levels of enthusiasm for involvement in community relations policy.   235 

respondents (85%) to the public consultation commented on implementation, 

delivery methods and mechanisms.  227 respondents (82.25%) specifically stated 

that they were interested in future involvement in the policy design or 

implementation and in consultation with wider society.   The Chinese Welfare 

Association (2010) wrote: 

 

 “The ‘community’ are the ‘actors’ with a part to play and  

 CWA urges OFMDFM to consider all the ‘actors’”  

 (The Chinese Welfare  Association, 2010) 

 

These high levels of enthusiasm bode well for a change in approach.  There is also 

evidence of interest in the issues associated with local delivery, 156 respondents 
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(56.5%) wrote specifically about their interest in impact and involvement in 

delivery at the local level.  This percentage reflects the fact that many of the 

responding agencies were not locally based but for those that were, this was an 

important issue and likely to be increasingly so if complexity theory influences the 

approach in the future as it stresses the need for flexibility to respond to the 

variety of ways in which policy can interact with other local inputs in the system.  

These figures are evidence of a reasonably high level of enthusiasm, and they 

suggest the basis for a framework to carry and feedback on variation and iteration 

across the system is already there.    The response from Disability Action (2010) 

suggested that the qualitative data available from research and evaluation across 

all the groups should be aggregated.   

 

The scale of the task is daunting.  It would require further exploration if any future 

policy model were to be informed by complexity theory.  Consultation 

respondents are silent on the potential drawbacks of inclusive processes and the 

implications of contradictory views for policy inertia.  If it is possible to get all 

stakeholder views, and this is far from likely, a valuable and rich analysis of the 

system could emerge.  It will nevertheless be difficult to determine the 

appropriate conditions for policy intervention in circumstances where 

stakeholders are not agreed on how to proceed.  This is likely to be often, given 

the range of views and networks.  What will be the incentive for minority opinions 

to stay in the process?  

 

The importance of feeding back to stakeholders on how their comments have 

been incorporated into the policy or explaining why they have not been, is 

highlighted in the literature to increase the sense of being valued in the process, 

the notion of common endeavour, and a fuller public understanding of how policy 

is developed (Pal, 2010).  However, research conducted by Ernst (2019) which 

would need to be tested and confirmed, suggests that a trusted moderator and 

co-decision making has a bigger influence on engendering trust in stakeholders.   

The explanatory and descriptive powers of complexity theory are proving valuable 

in this study but the practical implications for policy are underdeveloped. 
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5.8 Chapter conclusion  

This study is exploring the hypothesis that something is being lost in not valuing 

complexity theory as an approach to the development of community relations 

policy in Northern Ireland.  This chapter has used the issues emerging from the 

literature on complexity theory and public consultation as a theoretical frame for 

the examination of the responses to Cohesion, sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 

2010).  Although the theories on public consultation were not the focus or concern 

of this study, some of the findings in that literature were relevant to this thesis 

because of the data used in the case study.  The trade-off between clarity and 

complexity was of particular interest to this research.  Policy influence is more 

likely to be achieved if the hypothesis, findings, and likely impact are 

understandable.  The need for communities of interest to have a shared 

understanding and language for knowledge transfer to be maximised is also 

discussed in the literature.  This issue of knowledge transfers and shared 

understanding emerges as important for this study because of the extent to which 

all stakeholders are required to be actively involved in the policy process if we 

accept the challenge of working in and with the intricate nature of systems as set 

out in complexity theory.  It is a finding of this study that there is not yet sufficient 

practical examination of the impact on current structures and ways of working to 

fully understand how complexity theory could be implemented.  This interface 

between theory and practice would benefit from more research and a deep 

examination of the tools and methods necessary to transform policy processes 

using a complexity methodology.   This includes exploring in greater detail the 

challenges of capturing and transferring knowledge and how to maximise the 

reliability and accuracy of data and communication.  The disputed role of evidence 

in policy making was again highlighted in this chapter as had been found and 

discussed earlier in the thesis in relation to post conflict situations.   If aspects of 

a struggle remain unresolved, and are carried forward into the new political 

structures, there is the ongoing risk of a subliminal or overt battle between 

ideology and evidence for a foothold on public policy.  
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This study found no evidence in the literature that the quantity of public 

consultation undertaken so far had given rise to an increased sense of democratic 

legitimacy in policy making or evidence of the impact from having access to a 

wider range of experiential knowledge.  More research is therefore needed into 

the impact of public consultation on policy making.    

 

The literature on consultation is largely concerned with how to structure 

participation effectively but one strand that was particularly relevant to this 

research was the work on understanding the differing psychologies of policy 

makers and researchers in the numerous stages of policy decision making.   It 

highlights the need for comprehensive research methods to accommodate the 

multi-faceted components and relationships in the policy environment.  

Participants becoming researchers in the process, through the use of 

‘participation within phenomena’ as a form of citizen science was also found to be 

a useful theoretical approach relevant to this study, but no evidence was found 

on how citizen science is influencing practical approaches to community relations 

policy.  The idea that citizens in their everyday lives might feedback on community 

relations issues is appealing.  It has the potential to reveal the complex, emergent 

nature of the domain and allow new issues to be identified quickly.  It also has the 

benefit of being authentic and not mediated through third parties. There are 

obvious challenges in encouraging people to become involved and the potential 

numbers suggests a need for methods that involve new technology. This study 

found no evidence of how social media and other new technologies are 

influencing approaches to feedback on community relations policy, but the 

subject would from further research. The literature on consultation points to the 

value of citizen science in dealing with the contingent nature of the policy 

environment but it also warns of the balance to be struck between complexity and 

clarity in communication of issues and ideas, a vital component of the complexity 

theory approach to policy. There is a difference between counting birds in your 

garden, an area in which citizen science works very well and the issues likely to 

emerge in community relations policy.  The extent to which this would present a 
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problem that could not be overcome is unclear and would benefit from further 

research.  

 

This chapter set out the background to the last public consultation on community 

relations policy and then examined the responses to it using a complexity lens.  

The tractability of community relations as an issue was explored; the influence of 

past interventions was identified and discussed; the nature of the policy network 

was examined; and the challenge of sense-making across the system was also 

discussed.  The next chapter will summarise the findings and set out the 

conclusions and recommendations of this study.   
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Chapter 6: Does complexity theory provide an insight into 

community relations policy in N. Ireland? 

 

6.1 Introduction – the research hypothesis 

The hypothesis for this study was that community relations policy design and 

implementation in Northern Ireland since The Agreement will be more effective 

when we draw on ideas emerging in the toolbox of theories about the nature of 

complex policy environments.   The themes of the study were derived from and 

built on the literature on policy design and implementation, particularly 

complexity theory and the study drew out and explored variables that can be seen 

to be affecting community relations policy in Northern Ireland.    

 

Using a complexity lens this research identified and discussed gaps in the process 

and inputs normally considered in community relations policy design and 

implementation.  The research used data never examined before for general 

observations about the policy making process, although it may have been used for 

specific policy design purposes at the time it was produced. The findings reveal 

new information and perspectives for theorists and policy makers in Northern 

Ireland.  Some of findings may also be generalisable to other policy developing 

environments, subject to their underpinning conditions.  

 

The research examined the three community relations policies that have emerged 

since The Agreement, the policy framework documents were: A Shared Future-

Policy and Strategy Framework for Good Relations in Northern Ireland (OFMDFM, 

2005a); The Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010); 

and Together: Building a United Community (OFMDFM, 2013).  The latter was 

published as the response to the previous public consultation in this area of policy, 

that undertaken in relation to Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) 

the responses to which were also examined.  The review of these documents was 

framed by four areas of observation drawn from the literature on complexity and 

set out in Chapter 2.   
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6.2 Summary of the findings of this research 

Chapter 1 of the study established that although one of the planned actions in the 

Programme for Government (Northern Ireland Executive, 2001) which emerged 

after The Agreement was to undertake a review of existing community relations 

policy by 2002, it took until 2013 for the policy “Together: Building a United 

Community” to be published and for implementation to start.  Even then it was 

only approved by the 2 larger parties, the Democratic Unionist Party and Sinn Féin.   

Acknowledging that there were numerous theoretical discourses through which 

this turbulent context could be examined and the constraints on this small study, 

the hypothesis to be tested was then set out.  The hypothesis was that insights 

are being lost into community relations policy design and implementation in 

Northern Ireland since The Agreement because we are not using ideas emerging 

in the theories about the nature of complex policy environments.    

 

Chapter 2 of the study examined the scholarship on policy design and 

implementation, particularly the recent literature on complexity theory.  The 

chapter also reviewed the recent literature on public consultation as an additional 

theoretical frame and background to the examination, using a complexity lens, of 

the last public consultation on community relations policy, which related to 

Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.  The earlier literature on “top-down” and 

“bottom-up” approaches to policy was explored because of its continued 

influence in the policy environment and how these learned ways of thinking about 

policy may impact the potential for complexity theory to be used in practical ways 

in community relations policy making. The review of the literature on policy theory 

established that complexity theorists are explaining and accepting the contingent, 

emergent, often messy policy environments and suggesting ways in which the 

approach to policy design should be reframed to work with this dynamic, multi-

faceted settings. The explanatory power of complexity theory was persuasive, and 

this theoretical approach provided a framework for the research which explores 

the community relations policy arena from the perspective of the four variables 

summarised from the theory in chapter 2:   
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1. The first area of observation related to how the policy issue under 

consideration is understood and the tractability of the community 

relations policy area. 

2. The second area of observation related to attractors, path dependence, 

the influence of previous interventions and learned responses.   

3. The third area of observation on complex environments related to the 

characteristics of open, adaptive, self-organising and non-linear systems 

described in the literature.   The nature of the networks, organisations and 

individuals in the community relations policy area.  

4. The fourth area of observation related to the limits of knowledge and 

sense-making based on evidence from evaluation and research.  In other 

words, the emergent nature of learning and what can be known in complex 

environments.   

 

Chapter 3 examined the literature that has emerged on community relations 

policy in Northern Ireland. This revealed that most writers focus on specific sub-

themes within this policy area.  The research found no body of writing that took a 

whole system approach and only one writer (Doran, 2020) who was applying 

complexity theory to the legacy of the past and the impact of societal trauma on 

the political future of Northern Ireland.  The Northern Ireland Peace Monitoring 

Report (Nolan, 2012) was discussed as an example of work that is attempting to 

develop a multi-dimensional approach to the policy landscape in which 

community relations responses are developed.  

 

Further academic exploration of complexity theory examining its contribution to 

public policy making may encourage a wider body of whole system research to 

emerge in Northern Ireland taking a more integrated approach to that of the 

writing already available on a wide range of themes.   
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The literature review then went on to explore the writing of general policy making 

processes produced by the Northern Ireland Civil Service in Northern Ireland and 

the recent influence of outcomes-based approaches.  The chapter then to set out 

the legal and policy background to community relations policy development as a 

frame for the subsequent examination of the three community relations policies 

produced by government using the four complexity characteristics set out in 

Chapter 2.  The three policies have much in common in the wide range of actions 

included in the policy arena but also their failure to discuss the emergent, dynamic 

nature of community relations which reacts in predictable and unpredictable ways 

to external and internal stimuli.  The three policies also share a failure to analysis 

in depth the dynamic nature of relationships in the community relations field even 

while understanding the wide range of actions and actors involved in the policy 

environment.  They also tend to fail to build systematically on previous 

interventions even when they state their intention to do so.   None of the three 

polices clearly defines community relations and a range of other concepts used. 

Most importantly in that regard they fail to engage with the iterative, nature of 

the policy domain, the diffuse nature of knowledge and the lack of shared 

understanding among stakeholders.   

 

Chapter 4 of the study set out the methodology of the policy-oriented case study 

which used qualitative and quantitative methods.  The researcher’s senior 

position in the policy field influenced the choice of research method and data.  The 

researcher chose to avoid the use of interviews because of the risk of influencing 

the responses.  Although the researcher accepts that it is not possible to fully 

escape the potential for her background in the community relations policy arena 

to influence her analysis in this research, the secondary data used in the study was 

information and opinion freely given to serve the purpose of the public 

consultations, not the more artificial context of a research interview.  Document 

analysis was used because relevant data already existed, was publicly accessible, 

of high quality and never used for this type of study.   The credibility of the policy 

consultation responses used in the document analysis and the extent to which 

they constitute sincere testimony, without information being ignored, or bias and 
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assumptions in the authors, is a challenge that the researcher accepts in this 

study.  However, if this is perceived as a weakness in the data it is also what causes 

it to be a credible authentic insight into the policy environment at that time.  

Qualitative and quantitative methods and information from multiple sources 

triangulated the findings and the theoretical chapter provided a frame for the 

analysis to mitigate the risk of subjectivity.  Due to the quantity of data this was a 

labour-intensive process, but the availability of relevant consultation responses 

was a credible, authentic, and substantial sample of representative data.  The 

consultation documents were read through first to identify all the themes in them.  

The themes were then grouped under headings derived from the literature on 

complexity theory discussed in Chapter 2.  This allowed the researcher to ensure 

that the data was not curtailed by the themes and that emerging insights were 

adequately reflected in the themes.  

 

Chapter 5 of the study used the four characteristics from complexity theory set 

out in Chapter 2. to examine the last public consultation on community relations 

policy, which related to Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.  This consultation took 

place in 2010 and was the most recent public consultation on the overall 

community relations policy, although there have been other consultations on sub-

themes and related topics.  There is a Together: Building a United Community 

Engagement Forum, which operates as a communication vehicle showcasing 

various projects and research, but it is not used as a consultation channel. In the 

context of a study which is exploring closer and more dynamic forms of connection 

that better engage with the complexity of the environment, this fact that there 

has been no consultation in a decade is a finding in itself.  The chapter examines 

the two hundred and seventy-six consultation responses using a complexity lens.  

The responses came from a wide range of bodies and thematic interests.  The 

range of stakeholders, organisations, types of networks and sectors was an early 

indication of the complexity in this policy area.   The research findings were 

discussed under four areas of observation related to issues associated with the 

tractability of community relations as a policy area, the influence of past 

interventions, the nature of the policy network and the challenge of sense-making 
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across the system.  These themes, central to complexity theory, were found to be 

evident in the consultations studied.  The remainder of this concluding chapter 

will set out the findings from Chapter 5 in the context of the four aspects of 

complexity discussed in Chapter 2: the understanding and tractability of the 

community relations and how the policy is understood and defined; attractors, 

path dependence, and the influence of previous interventions and learned 

responses; The nature of the networks, organisations and individuals in the 

community relations policy area as characteristics of open, adaptive, self-

organising and non-linear systems; and the limits of knowledge and sense-making 

based on evidence from evaluation and research, emergent nature of learning and 

what can be known in the community relations environment.  

 

6.3 The intractability of community relations  

The first area of observation related to how the policy issue was understood and 

defined by stakeholders. Through the evidence in the consultation responses the 

study showed the intractability of community relations as a policy theme.  

Quantitative evidence of the wide range of themes that stakeholders discussed in 

their responses to the consultation demonstrated the complexity of community 

relations as a policy issue.  An examination of reconciliation, as one of those 

themes in the responses, provided further evidence on the intractability of 

community relations and the extent to which this policy area is evolving and even 

contested, lacking a shared understanding of its components and the relationship 

between them.   While more established policy approaches might consider this 

intricacy as something to be simplified, modelled, or narrowed to smaller points 

of intervention, or subjected to other mitigation in a risk register, the complexity 

lens argue for acceptance of these dynamics in this policy environment which 

should be worked in and with, as policy choices evolve with and are informed by 

them.  As was discussed in the review of the policy literature, the writing on 

complexity that has emerged so far has been largely focused on the explanatory 

power of the approach and the suggestion that policy success should be measured 

differently.  The approach was persuasive in this research as the issues that it 

focuses on were evident in the case study.  However, less has been written about 
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the practical implications of the theory for policy making processes and for the 

structures, methods and challenge of knowledge transfer and sense making.  This 

is an area for further research.  If the approach is to gain a foot hold in policy 

making, it must be able to present a method of application that is practical and 

convince stakeholders of the benefit of their constant participation in processes.    

 

6.4 The influence of previous interventions on the community relations policy 

arena 

The second area of observation related to attractors, path dependence, and the 

influence of previous interventions and learned responses.  The phenomenon had 

been raised in the literature on complexity and this study established clear 

evidence of the influence of previous and existing legislation, policy, delivery 

structures, projects and programmes, or research/evaluation in references to 

them in 223 (80.8%) of the consultation responses.  Complexity theory argues that 

these path dependencies should be identified, understood, and worked with as 

part of the overall context.  New interventions will have more opportunity to 

influence the environment if they build organically on these learned responses.  

The numerous references to other policies and programmes in the Cohesion, 

Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) document suggested that the new 

policy was well nested in the existing policy and delivery environment.  However, 

close study reveals that the draft policy made no attempt to analyse what these 

policies had achieved, what remained to be done, how they link together or what 

additional contribution Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) was 

to make to them.  Furthermore, there is no evidence in Together: Building a United 

Community, the policy which emerged three years after this consultation, that 

those drafting it had noticed the number of references to past policy, funding, law 

and programmes or the extent to which embed practice and path dependency 

was a feature of the policy environment they hoped to influence and the 

opportunity it might represent.  The study found evidence of confusion and 

resentment in the stakeholders in the responses in the public consultation.  

Theorists using the complexity lens, such as Eppel and Rhodes (2018), suggest 

more value be placed on the established, trusted and embedded activity because 
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it is part of the ecology.  To an extent that is hard to quantify, because it has yet 

to be fully measured, it carries knowledge, networks, good will, trust, and social 

capital which community relations policy has failed to fully utilise and there is a 

sub-optimal engagement and recognition of the value and nature of the whole 

system.   Chapter 5 of this study revealed evidence of a broadly based, group of 

stakeholders interested in this policy area which might be a starting point for a 

new more iterative approach that maps and utilised all interventions in a more 

joined up way.  The potential appears to be there to create a stronger sense of 

shared endeavour in which the extent of community relations work is more visible 

and understood as an interconnected part of everyday life in Northern Ireland 

rather than the territory of a scattered array of interventions (however beneficial 

they may be individually) but this would require further examination.  

 

6.5 Open boundaries and the non-linear community relations system 

The third area of observation related to the nature of the networks, organisations 

and individuals that responded to the consultation. Two hundred and seventy- six 

policy consultation responses were examined in this research, but the networks 

they represented involve much larger numbers of people.  The research shows 

evidence of a variety of network loops and communication channels which fell 

into 4 broad categories: membership bodies and community networks; 

communities of interest; specific consultation events; and network influencers.  

The study showed that those who responded to the consultation shared many of 

the characteristics of open, adaptive, self-organising and non-linear systems 

which are described in the complexity literature.  Albeit that it is not clear from 

the literature on complexity how these feedback loops might be brought to a 

policy conclusion.  It is clear that a new approach to policy making is suggested 

but the practical application requires evidence from many more case studies. In 

this study there was no evidence in the subsequent policy that emerged that the 

value of the policy networks evident in the consultation was recognised as part of 

the constantly intersecting infrastructure of the ecosystem. The non-linear, fluid, 

and emergent nature of these connections is not remarked on and there is no 

evidence that it is considered as important in any way to the policy making 
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process.  How ideas are communicated and changed as they move through an 

open system should be important to any policy that is attempting to influence 

stakeholders. Thinking in terms of open, non-linear systems and implications for 

communication is a starting point for a more organic, emergent approach. By its 

very nature community relations policy, like many others, needs to be able to 

reach, influence and be influenced by everyone, not just those who are already 

convinced and involved.   

 

6.6 The limits of knowledge and sense-making about community relations 

The fourth area of observation discussed the emergent nature of what can be 

known in this policy area and the limits of knowledge and sense-making.  The 

study showed that a culture of learning and knowledge transfer was not as well 

established as might have been expected through the evidence that related to 

evaluation, research and learning in the consultation responses.  Only 46.7% of 

the consultation respondents wrote explicitly about this.   

  

The trade-off between clarity and complexity which emerges in the literature on 

consultation was of interest to this study.  It emerges as an important point for 

this study because of the extent to which all stakeholders are required to be 

actively involved in the policy process if we accept the challenge of working in and 

with the intricate nature of systems set out in complexity theory. Literature on 

research and the role of communication suggests that influence is more likely to 

be achieved if the hypothesis, findings, and policy impact are understandable.  The 

need for communities of interest to have a shared understanding and language 

for knowledge transfer to be maximised is therefore worthy of further research 

and discussion.   

 

It is a finding of this study that there is not yet sufficient practical examination of 

how complexity theory could be implemented to fully understand the impact on 

current structures and ways of working.  This interface between theory and 

practice would benefit from more research and a deep examination of the tools 

and methods necessary to transform policy processes.   This includes exploring in 
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greater detail the challenge of how to capture and transfer knowledge and how 

to maximise the reliability and accuracy of communication.   

 

The disputed role of evidence in policy making is highlighted in this chapter as was 

also found and discussed earlier in the thesis in relation to post conflict situations 

when aspects of a struggle remain unresolved, are carried forward into the new 

political structures and there is a subliminal and overt battle between ideology 

and evidence for a foothold on public policy.   As discussed in chapter 2 of this 

study, the value of evidence would need to be discussed further with policy 

decision makers and an infrastructure developed that relies less on ad-hoc 

research studies and thematic research and more on a whole system approach.  

 

The quantity of public consultation undertaken should by now have given rise to 

an increased sense of democratic legitimacy in policy making and it should have 

provided evidence of the impact from having a wider range of experiential 

knowledge.  More research is needed into the impact of public consultation on 

policy making However, this study could not find evidence of that in the literature.  

The literature on consultation was found to be largely concerned with how to 

structure participation effectively.   One strand of writing that was relevant to this 

research was the work on understanding the differing psychologies of policy 

makers and researchers in the numerous stages of policy decision making.  The 

need for comprehensive research methods to accommodate the multi-faceted 

components, relationships and needs in the overall system is highlighted.   

 

Participants becoming researchers in the process through the use of ‘participation 

within phenomena’ as a form of citizen science was found to be an emerging 

approach relevant to this study and complexity theory.  Further research on the 

utility and necessary infrastructure required for this approach is required as there 

is no evidence that this has been examined in the context of community relations 

policy. 
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The importance of feeding back to stakeholders was identified to increase the 

sense of being valued in the process; to build a sense of common endeavour; and 

to develop a fuller more participatory approach to the policy process. Letting 

stakeholders know how their comments have been incorporated into the policy 

or explaining why they have not been; and providing explanation of how new 

initiatives fit with existing practice or why the latter need to be replaced was 

discussed in chapter 5.  However, no evidence was found in this study of 

established practice in community relations policy makers regularly feeding back 

to consultation respondents on what had become of their suggestions.  The recent 

research conducted by Ernst (2019) suggesting that a trusted moderator and co-

decision making had the biggest influence on engendering trust in stakeholders is 

interesting but would need to be tested and confirmed.    

 

Although new information technologies have emerged and public debate on social 

networks is now a common feature of public life, this research found no evidence 

of the government in Northern Ireland considering how to leverage or mitigate 

risks associated with this technology to improve the methods or 

representativeness of public consultation.  This is an area that would benefit from 

further research.   

 

This research project explored the hypothesis that something is being lost in not 

utilising complexity theory as a lens to examine and develop community relations 

policy in Northern Ireland.  The literature on consultation points to the value of 

citizen science in dealing with the contingent nature of the policy environment but 

it also warned of the balance to be struck between complexity and clarity in 

communication which is a vital component of the complexity theory approach to 

policy.   

 

6.7 Thesis conclusion  

The ideal policy cycle, faithfully implemented to achieve the original goal does not 

exist but theory is beginning to come to terms with the chaotic, fluid, and messy 
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environment of policy design and exploring how to respond to the emergent, 

complex nature of the real world.  The unfolding, contingent nature of change in 

a region that is still emerging from a violent past was explored in this case study 

which went back to examine, through the lens of complexity theory, community 

relation policy since The Agreement and the most recent public response to it to 

find out if we missed important insights on how to better deal with the intricacy 

of this policy environment.   Ideally a larger whole system study would be 

necessary to confirm and build on the findings of this research.  The study has 

revealed that the community relations environment has many of the 

characteristics discussed in the literature on complexity theory.  It has shown a 

wide range of perspectives on community relations and the intractability of the 

issues.  It has demonstrated the influence of previous interventions on path 

dependence and evidence of attractors and learned responses.  The open 

boundaries and non-linear nature of the system were evident in the range of 

networks and linkages, the challenge of knowledge-sharing and sense-making was 

discussed in the context of the diverse and large number of stakeholders and the 

variety of perspectives on community relations.  These variables have implications 

for the development of community relations policy that have been overlooked, 

avoided, or decontextualized and narrowed to accommodate policy intervention.    

 

The contingency and uncertainty that underpins the policy context in Northern 

Ireland existed prior to The Agreement and has continued after it.  Uncertainty 

and contingency is also in the structure of The Agreement because the status of 

Northern Ireland as part of the United Kingdom or part of Ireland is left open-

ended and subject to the will of the people.  Even though it may be argued that it 

is only the explicit stating of this contingency that marks it out from the true 

nature of any political settlement, the uncertainty that is designed into The 

Agreement is now being stress tested by the United Kingdom leaving the European 

Union. The uncertainty and unfolding nature of the legal, political, and economic 

relationships between the United Kingdom and the European Union and the 

consequent constitutional pressures within the United Kingdom may influence 

how elements of the structural framework set out in 3 strands of The Agreement 
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are implemented in the future.  The open-ended design of The Agreement is being 

played out in evolving networks and interconnected loops, existing and emerging 

across society, in legal, business, community and other structures.  Policies 

developed in this environment, including community relations policy, need to be 

open, evolving, interconnected, nuanced and agile enough to be relevant, 

responsive, and timely. The constant need for policy and structures to try to 

produce stability while responding to contingency is not a challenge to find the 

right policy solution that we have somehow missed in the past.  Complexity theory 

argues that it is a more accurate depiction of our continuous condition.  The desire 

to codify relationships and structures in a static order belies the contingent nature 

of our being.  An acceptance of this suggests a move away from attempting to 

gather sufficient data to model the ‘correct solution’ to community relations 

policy concerns towards a more nuanced, constantly recalibrating, model of policy 

design and delivery where the emphasis is on communication, information, 

flexibility, and decentralisation.  This suggests that more attention needs to be 

given to diffuse structures of communication and learning in the community 

relations policy arena.  The importance of local conditions and established 

pathways and interventions was also evident in the consultation responses 

examined in this study.  This research suggests that the pattern of new central 

projects and initiatives that emerge with every agreement that follows a political 

fall-out should be set aside for a time in favour of stable, continuous 

communication structures to identity issues, formulate joined up local responses, 

learn and share information across the system.  This is because there is no elusive 

settled, static shared agreed understanding, condition, or reality in the community 

relations policy domain.  As a policy area, good community relations can only ever 

be the freely lived, peaceful expression of the unsettled, negotiated, emergent 

nature of being. Therefore, policy can never create the solution or conditions that 

respond appropriately to it.  Complexity is not something to be eliminated, it must 

be accepted and engaged with because it is always there.   

 

Throughout the history of community relations policy in Northern Ireland there 

have been debates about whether the theory of intervention is fundamentally 
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incorrect, and the policy flawed at the outset.   At issue is the notion of a pre-

determined vision of the ‘problem’ but it may be that the problem itself is being 

negotiated and understood in an unfolding, iterative process.  It is the continuous, 

negotiated, interaction at all levels of community relations policy that should be 

emphasised.  Rather than viewing this as an obstacle, it may be more appropriate 

to see it as fundamental and constant in the policy design process with the 

significant attendant implications for all community relations stakeholders. In the 

dynamic, complex, and adaptive community relations system that is nonlinear, 

transient, and evolving there will always be movement and change, that is slight 

or significant depending on where you are in the policy environment and your 

sensitivity to the alterations.  The community relations policy design process must 

involve anyone with any element of discretion in their involvement in it because 

they make decisions based on real life situations.  Policy design perspective must 

alter because we are not dealing with an imperfect social order to be “fixed” once 

and for all by any given policy intervention.  Political and administrative control of 

community relations policy will always be challenged because we will always be 

in complex social and policy linkages that have no top or bottom.   

 

Complexity theory has implications for community relations policy in relation to 

recognition of the self-organising nature of the domain, decentralisation and 

autonomy, facilitative leadership and consensus building, convening and engaging 

stakeholders, porous policy boundaries, intersectional policy making and 

incremental interventions, emergent, shared learning and sense-making, and the 

capacity for policy to adapt to constant, context specific feedback. This study 

suggests that the design of community relations policy in Northern Ireland should 

embrace the iterative nature of their policy environment because it is there 

whether we choose to accept it or not. Because there are limits to the role linear 

strategies can play in this area of public policy, due to the emergent nature of the 

issues, the research concludes that, a co-evolutionary, flexible process is essential 

between policy makers and the complicated open community relations system 

they seek to influence.  Treating the community relations policy environment as a 

structure through which policy will flow up and down is to misunderstand its 
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nature. Just as those who design buildings in earthquake zones allow for flexibility 

in their design, so community relations policy makers must recognise the intricacy 

of the domain, the inherent nature of the open system they work in and the 

importance of constant feedback on its state.   This dynamic and complicated 

community relations policy domain should be treated not as an obstacle to be 

overcome but as inherent to the nature of an organic open system that is always 

in flux.  Existing and new fault lines are constantly emerging in the system, as are 

new areas of strength.  The task is to understand and work with the constant 

motion and open nature of the system, not to change that intricacy because it is 

inherent, but to create sufficient resilience in the overall system to generate and 

sustain stability.  Communication and collaboration with community relations 

stakeholders are essential components of this approach to the policy 

environment.   

 

The research reveals a lack of understanding, or if there is understanding, a lack 

of design response to the fact that community relations policy response must be 

organic, flexible, and resilient.  The structure and culture of governance has 

undoubtedly been influenced by the nature of the conflict but there is also 

insufficient attention to the importance of feedback and participation as an 

essential component of policy in this area.    Though recognised in complexity 

theory, the necessity to constantly work to understand and engage with the 

organic and interconnected web surrounding policy is given insufficient attention 

in community relations policy practice other than as a functional step in the policy 

chain.  In this study there was clear evidence of engaged citizens wanting to help 

build and support good community relationships.  There was also evidence of a 

high level of frustration that this network of willing citizens is unrecognised and 

under-utilised.  This research revealed that the willingness of stakeholders to 

engage and participate which was so evident in the data was largely overlooked 

in the subsequent community relations policy, in favour of new pilot interventions 

and structural solutions. Complexity theory suggests that this overlooked organic 

network is a much more important component of successful policy than has been 

acknowledged up to this point.  Complexity theory also suggests that policy 
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makers should acknowledge their interdependence with other stakeholders and 

actors because they form part of the policy system and interact organically in it 

and also because they help to increase understanding of the constantly changing 

context and intricate environment surrounding every potential policy 

intervention. This interdependence points to the need for a pragmatic approach 

and participatory practice in community relations policy making that includes all 

available expertise and experiment.   The small-scale consultations that 

accompany individual policy interventions need to be connected into a system 

wide and continuous approach to feedback.  The logistical challenge is huge for 

communication, technology, data, and community engagement but the co-

evolutionary processes between policy makers and the open system they govern 

could create greater ownership and freedom to learn and adapt to changes in our 

multi-dimensional environment.  It suggests a new approach to how we design 

community relations policy making and define success.  This approach comes to 

terms with the dynamic flux of the overall system, seeing it not as a risk or 

complication to policy making, but as the context into which nimble, nuanced, and 

adaptive community relations policy interventions are woven.  Complexity theory 

has implications for community relations policy making at the administrative and 

political level because it demonstrates the need for a humble approach and an 

acceptance that knowledge and understanding is always limited.  Nevertheless, a 

more open ended, dynamic approach drawing on emergent systems, ideas, and 

processes across all of society may be a more effective approach in the journey to 

the future; to reframe an old idea: governance by the people for the people.    It 

would have the additional benefit of freeing the political parties, that are 

diametrically opposed on many issues, of the burden of community relations 

policy development and allow them to follow or walk beside the wide network of 

stakeholders.  This could be an interesting test of the proposition that the social 

peace process is running ahead of the political process.   

 

6.8 Recommendations   

This was a small-scale research study designed to gather evidence on which future 

community relations policy theory and practice may be built.  If the attention of 



162 

 

policy makers were to turn away from designing specific community relations 

policy responses towards building consultation mechanisms that identify and 

accommodate the wide variety of constantly changing, emergent views of 

stakeholders, it will also need to address the need for adequate training for the 

challenge and how to convince others of its value.  The explanatory power of 

complexity theory in relation to community relations policy has been helpful to 

this study but more research on the practical implications of the approach is 

required in relation to the tools and methods that may be necessary for future 

community relations policy approaches.  New lines of enquiry have emerged from 

this study suggesting further research is necessary on: 

 

(a) the impact of current consultation processes on policy.  

 

(b) the nature of the constant feedback and learning processes that would be 

necessary in a complexity informed approach to community relations policy. The 

emergent, fluid nature of learning in the system would be important feature of 

these studies. These studies must understand and work in the organic nature of 

the policy system taking on board the implications of there being no common 

agreement or understanding of many of the components of community relations 

policy nor a settled view among stakeholders on the role of evidence in policy 

making.  

 

(c) the current and potential new structures that could be used to build 

interconnected communication channels that better reflects the open, 

networked, intricate nature of the community relations policy system and capture 

and transfer reliable, accurate, contextualised knowledge across it.    

 

More research is needed on the structure of participatory mechanisms necessary 

to engage the full range of community relations stakeholders, in gathering and 

sharing what is constantly being learnt throughout the system.  More emphasis 

on the multi-layered nature of the community relations policy domain could be a 

helpful feedback loop on the overall stability of the region in the context of the 
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governance arrangements set out in the three strands of The Agreement discussed 

in Chapter 1 of this thesis.   In a more intricate and nuanced governance frame, 

participatory mechanisms related to Strand Two might find resonance with the 

‘Shared Island’ policy initiative currently underway in the Republic of Ireland.  

Participatory mechanisms related to Strand Three might also represent a timely, 

potentially stabilising intervention in the context of emerging constitutional 

fractures in the United Kingdom since the exit from the European Union.  Both are 

potentially destabilising situations with implications for community relations in 

Northern Ireland. 

 

Returning to the quote that opened the first chapter of the thesis: 

 

“How to manage implementation in context, case by case,   

depends to a large extent on the specific configuration of  

 factors, including political will.  This is why simple rules 

for implementation, generalizable across all  

contexts, are inapplicable.”  (Hill and Hope, 2009, p187) 

 

Wise as it was, this study suggests that there may be an even more accurate, if 

older observation made by Blaise Pascal in 1669-70 that is relevant to the nature 

of policy in this complex environment: 

 

 “Since everything then is cause and effect, dependant and  

 supporting, mediate and immediate, and all is held together  

 by a natural though imperceptible chain, which binds together  

 things most distant and most different, I hold it equally  

 impossible to know the parts without knowing the whole,  

 and to know the whole without knowing the parts in detail.” 

 (Pascal, 1958, note 72)  
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Appendix 1 

List of respondents to the public consultation on the Draft Programme for 

Cohesion Sharing and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) 

 

1.  Action for Children 

2.  Age NI 

3.  Alliance Party 

4.  An Munia Tober 

5.  Antrim Council 

6.  Armagh City and District Council 

7.  Artsekta 

8.  Arts Council NI 

9.  Association of Teachers and lectures 

10.  Bahai Council for NI 

11.  Ballybeen Women Centre 

12.  Ballycastle Church Action 

13.  Ballymena Borough Council Good Relations Unit 

14.  Ballymena inter-ethnic Forum 

15.  Ballymoney Community Network Consultation 

16.  Ballymoney Community Resource Centre 

17.  Ballynafeigh Community Development Association 

18.  Belfast City Council 

19.  Belfast Conflict Resolution Consortium 

20.  Belfast Health and Social Care Trust 



188 

 

21.  Belfast Interface Project 

22.  Belfast Islamic Centre 

23.  Belfast Islamic Centre Women’s Group 

24.  Belfast Reconciliation Network 

25.  Belong  

26.  Bryson Multi Cultural Resource Centre 

27.  Business in the Community 

28.  CALEB Foundation 

29.  Carrickfergus Borough Council 

30.  Carrickfergus Borough Churches Forum 

31.  Castlereagh Borough Council 

32.  Causeway Rural and Urban Network 

33.  CBI 

34.  Centre for Global Education 

35.  Centre for Research in Political Psychology, School of Psychology, 

 Queen’s University Belfast 

36.  Change Makers 

37.  Chartered Institute of Housing 

38.  Childhood, Transition and Social Justice Initiative, Queen’s University 

 Belfast 

39.  Children in Northern Ireland 

40.  Chinese Welfare Association 

41.  Church of Ireland 

42.  Coleraine Borough Churches Forum 
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43.  Coleraine Corrymeela Group 

44.  Columba Community of Prayer and Reconciliation 

45.  Comhairle na Gaelscolaiochta 

46.  Comhdhail Naisiunta na Gaeilge 

47.  Commission for Victims and Survivors Northern Ireland 

48.  Committee for Employment and Learning 

49.  Committee for Social Development 

50.  Committee on the Administration of Justice 

51.  Community Arts Forum 

52.  Community Change 

53.  Community Foundation for Northern Ireland 

54.  Community Network Craigavon 

55.  Community Places 

56.  Community Relations Council 

57.  Community Relations in Schools 

58.  Consensus - Belfast Unemployed Resource Centre  

59.  Connect-Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Minorities and Minority 

 Ethnic Language Interpreters 

60.  Co-operation Ireland 

61.  Corrymeela Community 

62.  Council for Catholic Maintained Schools 

63.  Craigavon Borough Council 

64.  Craigavon District Youth Council 

65.  Cresco Trust 
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66.  Derry Well Woman 

67.  Disability Action 

68.  CSI/59/2010 (20th October 2010 consultation with politicians - response 

 from young students) 

69.  Drumragh Integrated College 

70.  Dungannon and South Tyrone Borough Council 

71.  Early Years 

72.  East Belfast Development Agency 

73.  Eastern Trauma Advisory Panel 

74.  Embrace NI 

75.  Equality Commission for Northern Ireland 

76.  Extern 

77.  Failte Feirste Thiar 

78.  Comhairle Phobail na bhFal- Falls Community Council 

79.  Falls Women’s Centre 

80.  Federation of Small Businesses 

81.  Forbairt Feirste 

82.  Forthspring Inter Community Group 

83.  Londonderry YMCA (Gateway to Protestant Participation Programme) 

84.  GEMS NI Ltd 

85.  Greater Mourne Good Relations Forum 

86.  Greater Village Regeneration Trust 

87.  Greater Whitewell Community Surgery 

88.  Habitat for Humanity Northern Ireland 
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89.  Healing Through Remembering 

90.   Social Care Directorate of the Health and Social Care Board 

91.   Heritage Lottery Fund 

92.   Homeplus NI Ltd 

93.   Four Area Children and Young People’s Committees 

94.   Humanist Association of Northern Ireland 

95.   Irish Congress of Trade Unions Northern Ireland Committee 

96.   Ilex Urban Regeneration Company for Derry-Londonderry 

97.  Indian Community Centre 

98.  CSI/8/2010 –Individual 

99.  CSI/16/2010 –Individual 

100. CSI/38/2010 – Individual 

101. CSI/45/2010 –Individual 

102. CSI/66/2010 –Individual 

103. CSI/67/2010 -Individual  

104. CSI/70/2010 –Individual 

105. CSI/77/2010 –Individual 

106. CSI/79/2010 –Individual 

107. CSI/88/2010 – Individual 

108. CSI/100/2010 – Individual 

109. CSI/201/2010 –Individual 

110. CSI/233/2010 – Individual 

111. CSI/240/2010 – Individual 
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112. CSI/250/2010 –Individual 

113. CSI/261/2010 – Individual 

114. CSI/274/2010 – Individual 

115. CSI/277/2010 – Individual 

116. CSI/278/2010 – Individual 

117. CSI/280/2010 – Individual 

118. CSI/281/2010 – Individual 

119. CSI/282/2010 – Individual 

120. CSI/285/2010 – Individual 

121. CSI/286/2010 – Individual 

122. Northern Ireland Centre for Irish Language Teaching, Queen’s University 

 Belfast 

123. CSI/279/2010 – Individual 

124. CSI/276/2010 – Individual 

125. CSI/275/2010 – Individual 

126. CSI/273/2010 – Individual 

127. CSI/287/2010 – Individual 

128. CSI/284/2010 – Individual 

129. CSI/283/2010 – Individual 

130. CSI/100/2010 – Individual 

131. CSI/108/2010 – Individual 

132. CSI/109/2010 – Individual 

133. CSI/129/2010 – Individual 

134. CSI/163/2010 - Unnamed youth organisation  
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135. CSI/181/2010 – Individual 

136. CSI/182/2010 – Individual 

137. CSI/189/2010 – Individual 

138. CSI/192/2010 – Individual 

139. CSI/194/2010 – Individual 

140. CSI/195/2010 – Individual 

141. CSI/198/2010 – Individual 

142. CSI/199/2010 – Individual 

143. CSI/3/2010 – Individual 

144. Irish Network for Nonviolent Action Training and Education 

145. Institute for Conflict Research 

146. Institute for Community Cohesion 

147. Integrated Education Fund 

148. Intercomm 

149. International Social Theatre Laboratory 

150. Irish Football Association 

151. Irish Peace Centres 

152. John Hewitt Society 

153. Jennifer Todd and Joseph Ruane (for Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust) 

154. Kabosh 

155. Kilcooley Community Forum 

156. Labour Party in Northern Ireland 

157. Law Centre NI 
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158. Lesbian advocacy services initiative 

159. Joint response –Disability Action, Lesbian Advocacy Services Initiative, 

 The Rainbow Project, Women’s Aid Federation NI 

160. Lenadoon Women’s Group 

161. Lisburn City Council 

162. Lisburn Prisoners Support Project 

163. Lower Castlereagh Community Group 

164. Lower Shankill Community Association 

165. Magherafelt District Council 

166. Mandarin Speakers Association 

167. Mater Community Forum 

168. Mediation Northern Ireland 

169. Mencap 

170. Methodist Church in Ireland 

171. Migrant Workers’ Research Network/Univ. of Strathclyde/Belfast 

 Unemployed Centre 

172. Minority Ethnic Arts Forum 

173. Mountainhill Youth Club-senior youth committee 

174. Newry and Mourne District Council 

175. Newry Rainbow Community 

176. NIACRO 

177. Northern Ireland Catholic Council on Social Affairs 

178. Northern Ireland Council for Refugees and Asylum Seekers 

179. Northern Ireland Commission for Children and Young People 
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180. The Consumer Council 

181. Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Minorities 

182. Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education 

183. Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action 

184. Northern Ireland Federation of Housing Associations 

185. Northern Ireland Housing Council 

186. Northern Ireland Housing Executive 

187. Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission 

188. Northern Ireland Inter-Faith Forum and Inter-Faith North/West 

189. Northern Ireland Liberal Democrats 

190. Northern Ireland Local Government Association 

191. Northern Ireland Mixed Marriage Association 

192. Northern Ireland Pakistani Association/ Northern Ireland Family Muslim 

 Association/ Northern Ireland Multi-Cultural Association 

193. Northern Ireland Rural Women’s Network 

194. Northern Ireland Theatre Association 

195. Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform/DemocraShe 

196. Northern Ireland Youth Forum  

197. Empowering young people: conversations with young people on the CSI 

 consultation document 

198. North Belfast Partnership 

199. North Down YMCA and North Down Community Network 

200. North West Community Network 

201. Northern Visions /NvTv 
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202. Oakgrove Integrated College 

203. Oakgrove Integrated College-Board of Governors 

204. Older People’s Advocate Office 

205. Omagh District Council 

206. Omagh Ethnic Community Support Group 

207. Participation and the Practice of Rights Project 

208. Partisan Productions 

209. Platform for Change 

210. Playboard 

211. POBAL 

212. Police Service Northern Ireland 

213. Polish Association Northern Ireland 

214. Presbyterian Church in Ireland – Church and Society Committee 

215. Private Rented Sector Consultation Network N. Ireland 

216. Probation Board for Northern Ireland 

217. Public Achievement 

218. Public Health Agency 

219. QueerSpace (in partnership with Cara-friend) 

220. Reconciliation, Education and Community Training (REACT) 

221. Refugee Action Group 

222. Restorative Action Following the Troubles (R.A.F.T). 

223. Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors Northern Ireland 

224. Rural Community Network 
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225. Northern Ireland Rural Development Council 

226. Sandy Row Community Forum 

227. Social Democratic and Labour Party SDLP 

228. Sesame Workshop 

229. Shared Education Learning Forum (SELF) 

230. Shiloh Christian Fellowship 

231. Sinn Fein 

232. Skegoneill Glandore Common Purpose 

233. South Belfast Roundtable 

234. Soroptimists International Northern Ireland 

235. Spirit of Enniskillen Trust 

236. Strabane District Council 

237. CSI/179/2010 - Unidentified group  

238. Stranmillis University College 

239. Suffolk Lenadoon Interface Group 

240. The Superintendents’ Association of Northern Ireland 

241. Supporting Communities NI 

242. Terry Enright Foundation  

243. The Advantage Foundation Ltd 

244. The Nerve Centre 

245. The Oyster Group 

246. The Junction, Holywell Trust, Holywell Consultancy, Peace and 

 Reconciliation Group 

247. The Prince’s Trust 
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248. The Rainbow Project 

249. British Red Cross 

250. Workers’ Party 

251. Tides Training 

252. Training for Women Network 

253. Irish School for Ecumenics, Trinity College Dublin 

254. Traditional Unionist Voice 

255. The Gaelic Athletic Club 

256. Ulster Human Rights Watch 

257. ULTACH Trust 

258. Unison 

259. Unite the Union 

260. School of Criminology, Politics and Social Policy, University of Ulster 

261. Volunteer Now 

262. Wah Hep Chinese Community Association, Craigavon 

263. WAVE 

264. Pairtiocht Iarthar Bheal Feirste- West Belfast Partnership 

265. West Tyrone Voice 

266. Western Health and Social Services Board Trauma Advisory Panel 

267. Women of the World 

268. Women’s Aid Federation Northern Ireland 

269. CSI/51/2010 – Women’s Groups perspective (author: Angela Hegarty) 

270. Women’s Support Network 
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271. Youth Action  

272. Youth Council Northern Ireland 

273. Youthnet 

274. Youth Initiatives 

275. Cross Links, Youth Initiatives 

276. Youthlink 
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Appendix 2 

Responses to public consultation on Draft Programme for Cohesion Sharing 

and Integration (OFMDFM, 2010) categorised by interests/areas of activity.  

  

Theme/Area of interest No. of responses 

Age related networks/bodies including child 

development networks/bodies and Youth 

networks/bodies 

           23 

 

Arts related networks/bodies 9 

Anonymous 2 

Anti-poverty networks/regeneration bodies 2 

Area based/sub-regional consultation fora/ 1 

Business networks/bodies 6 

Church/faith networks/humanist bodies 17 

Community Development networks/bodies 23 

Community Relations networks/bodies 14 

District Councils/Local Gov. Association 14 

Disability networks/bodies 1 

Education networks/bodies 14 

Equality and Human Rights networks/bodies 5 

Ethnic minority networks/bodies 19 

Family support networks/bodies 1 

Funders 4 

Health Trusts/Boards 1 

Health – community-based networks/bodies 2 
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Housing bodies and residents’ networks  6 

Individuals 46 

Information/advocacy network/bodies 2 

International services/emergency relief 

bodies/networks 

1 

Justice networks/bodies 1 

Land use/planning networks/bodies 1 

Language networks/bodies 8 

Media networks/bodies 1 

North-South networks/bodies 1 

Peace-building networks/bodies 9 

Policing networks/bodies 2 

Political parties 7 

Prisoner support networks/bodies 4 

Rural development networks/bodies 3 

Sexual orientation networks/bodies 5 

Social work networks/bodies 1 

Sporting networks/bodies 2 

Trade Union networks/bodies 3 

Victims and Survivors networks/bodies 5 

Women’s Empowerment networks/bodies 10 

Total 276 
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Appendix 3 

Policies referred to in the Draft Programme for Cohesion Sharing and 

Integration (OFMDFM, 2010)  

 

Existing Laws, Policies, Funds and Programmes 

referenced in Cohesion, Sharing and Integration 

Section 

EQUALITY  

Northern Ireland Act 1998, Section 75 – equality of 

opportunity and good relations; UK government 

immigration and asylum responsibilities  

1.4-1.9 

1.12 

Racial Equality Strategy for Northern Ireland 2005-2010 1.10-1.11 

The role of the Equality Commission for NI in promoting 

diversity in the workplace and developing harmonious 

and shared workplaces. 

3.9 

The NI Civil Service commitment to an equal working 

environment  

3.10-3.11 

Department of Employment and Learning’s Racial 

Equality Forum focused on issues associated with migrant 

workers 

7.14 

EDUCATION  

Department of Education’s statutory duty to facilitate the 

development of integrated education  

3.13 

Department for Employment and Learning’s Learner 

Access and Engagement Pilot Programme 

3.22 

Department of Education’s policy on Community 

Relations, Equality and Diversity in Education. 

4.7-10 

Department of Education’s role as managing agent for 

the Sharing in Education Programme funded by 

International Fund for Ireland  

4.10 
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Department of Employment and Learning’s study of 

those Not in Education, Employment or Training 

4.12 

Department of Education’s revised curriculum at post-

primary level: Local and Global Citizenship. 

5.6-5.8 

Department of Education’s Cross Sectoral Taskforce on 

Traveller Education  

7.12 

HEALTH   

Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety’s 

strategy for issues facing people in areas impacted by the 

conflict 

3.19 

Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety’s 

Equality, Good Relations and Human Rights Strategy and 

Action Plan 

7.6 

Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety’s 

“Embracing Diversity – Good Practice Guide for Health 

Sector Employers” launched in 2004. 

7.7 

LEISURE  

Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure’s plans for 

supporting cross community projects in its strategy for 

Sport and Physical Recreation 2009-2019 

3.21 

HOUSING  

Department for Social Development strategy for 

integration and social mix in new build and existing social 

housing.  

3.29-3.30 

PUBLIC SPACE  

OFMDFM’s Flags Protocol (2005) 3.32 

Arts Council for NI’s Reimaging Communities programme 

aimed at removing displays of sectarian aggression 

3.33 

Department of Social Development’s City and Town 

Centre Master Planning Programme 

3.37-3.39 
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Department for Regional Development’s revised strategy 

including guidance on strengthening community 

cohesion, community spirit and the role of city and town 

centres as shared spaces 

3.40 

OFMDFM consultation paper (April 2010) on Public 

Assemblies, Parades and Protests  

5.13-5.14 

NI Environment Agency’s role in providing access to 

shared sites and buildings 

6.7 

Department of Social Development’s funding of public 

realm schemes 

6.8 

SAFETY and JUSTICE  

Department of Justice’s role in reducing the number of 

young people engaging in hate crime 

4.6 

Department of Justice’s role in targeting anti-social 

behaviour and its Community Safety Strategy 

6.9-6.11 

Police Service NI - District Policing Partnerships, 

Community Safety Partnerships and proposed new crime 

reduction partnerships 

6.12-6.13 

Department of Justice and the Hate Crime Action Group 6.14 

Unite Against Hate initiative and the role of local 

celebrities  

6.14 

NI Executive Justice Bill (due to be introduced in the 

2010/11 Assembly term) to address sectarian behaviour 

at spectator sports 

6.15 

SUPPORTING LOCAL COMMUNITIES   

Department of Agriculture and Rural Development as 

funder of rural community support and women’s 

networks delivering programmes that promote good 

relations  

3.41  



205 

 

Department for Social Development’s Neighbourhood 

Renewal Strategy 

6.22 

OFMDFM’s District Council Good Relations Programme 8.3-8.4 

CULTURE  

Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure’s forthcoming 

strategy regional and Minority Language  

5.16 

OFMDFM funding of minority ethnic cultural celebration 

through the organisation ArtsEkta   

5.18-5.19 

Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure cultural diversity 

funding to promote tolerance, inclusion, health, and well-

being 

5.21 

Community Festival Fund 2006 5.26 

Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure role in 

promoting libraries and Museums as shared spaces 

6.5-6.6 

LANGUAGE  

Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety’s 

“Embracing Diversity –Good Practice Guide for Health 

and Social Care Interpreting Service” developed in 

conjunction with the Equality Commission NI. 

7.8-7.9 

TOURISM  

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment’s draft 

Tourism Strategy for NI 

5.32 

TRANSPORT  

Review of the Regional Transportation Strategy (2002-

2012)  

6.20 

Translink’s Integrated Transport Plans  6.21 

ECONOMY  

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment’s Social 

Economy Enterprise Strategy 2010-11 

7.19 



206 

 

 

 

 


