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Impermeability, incorporation and transformation: ideation and health policy change

This paper examines what ideational approaches contribute, over and above institutional and interest group approaches, to understanding policy change.  Ideation is considered here as a continuum.  At one end is “deep structure” ideation, which consists of a broad framework of ideas and an associated structuring of actors, while “surface level” ideation consists of specific policies and people.  Three different types of change based on this view of ideation are described: Impermeability, where no change occurs to either level; incorporation, where change only occurs at the surface level; and transformation, where the deep structure changes.  Examples of health policy ideas over the last two decades are used to illustrate the different categories, and test the theoretical claims of the typology.  The ideas explored are those associated with shifting to a new model of health (away from biomedical towards more social determinants approaches), changing the organisation and delivery of health services, and increasing the level of control over the work of individual health professionals. Policies aimed at replacing the biomedical model have either resulted in no change (impermeability) or been reshaped to fit with prevailing ideas about health (incorporation – modified fit).  Policies which increase the level of external scrutiny and evaluation of clinical work have impacted at the surface level without challenging the deep structure (incorporation).  A fundamental change to how health is understood is required to generate deep structure change (transformation).  Ideas matter in the policy process.  The typology presented in this paper suggests that a model of policy change based on ideation has theoretical import and some predictive potential in relation to health policy.

