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ABSTRACT 

Over the last century, management consulting has enjoyed a meteoric rise. As part of this, consultants have, 

more and more, become key actors in modern governance systems. This has led academic and non-

academic authors alike to explore how much influence consultants have over public policy. As part of this, 

consultants are seen to exert influence by introducing private sector ideas to assist public sector managers 

resolve pressing organisational and social challenges. Current scholarship, however, tends to downplay the 

more discursive aspects of consultant influence. To address this gap, this thesis is fundamentally a discursive 

study of the policy influence of management consultants. Its main argument is that consultants can draw 

on a repertoire of discursive mechanisms (ideas, identity, narratives, and metaphor) to influence other policy 

actors in a coalition. At the same time, these other actors can resist the ideas, narratives, metaphors, and 

discourses that consultants supply. The crucial factor here, and the contribution of the thesis, is what I refer 

to as interpretive frames. An interpretive frame is a collection of pre-conceived ideas, interests, and 

identities that a coalition uses to understand and interpret the policy world around it. They influence what 

should be done in response to pressing social challenges, as well as the steps, actions, or processes that are 

needed to do so. In addition, the formal rules and structures in a policy process also govern and constrain 

consultants’ ability to be influential. Thus, consultants will be more influential on a coalition when their 

discursive repertoire demonstrates a discursive affinity with the interpretive frame of a coalition. Here, 

consultants can exercise agency in the strategic choices they make about which discourses to reproduce, 

and how. At the same time, their ability to do so is highly constrained - within a coalition’s interpretations, 

as well as by institutional rules and structures.
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CHAPTER 1: THE ‘CONSULTOCRACY’ 

 … in France, a former minister of industry once claimed that a minister arriving 

at a cabinet meeting with a report from McKinsey or the Boston Consulting Group is 

like ‘Moses coming down from the mountain with the Tables of the Law’ (Les Monde 

1999, as cited in Saint-Martin 2013) 

Management consulting can be seen as one of the great success stories of the modern economy. What 

began in the last quarter of the 19th century as a relatively small and specialised vocation (Kipping 1999) 

has since grown to become one of the world’s most pervasive and widely used services. Recent figures 

place the value of the consulting industry as being in the billions (Chia 2015; Momani 2013; Saint-Martin 

2017) and many of the large consultancies have experienced significant financial growth over the last few 

years, even during the global recession. For instance, in 2011, three of the most prominent consultancies – 

McKinsey & Co., the Boston Consulting Group, and Bain & Co. – all grew by 12.4%, 14.5% and 17.3% 

respectively (The Economist 2013). Indeed, their ubiquity has led some management scholars to argue that 

‘few people, whether in their roles as employees or as citizens, will have avoided the effects of some kind 

of consultancy-led initiative’ (Fincham & Clark 2002a, p. 1). 

As part of this growth, management consultants have focused more and more on working with senior 

bureaucrats and politicians (Howlett & Migone 2013a, p. 242). While consulting firms have, throughout 

history, worked with public sector clients (McKenna 2006; Wren 1987), their government work took on an 

increased prevalence during the new public management (NPM) reforms (Hood 1991; Pollitt & Bouckaert 

2004). Introduced in the 1990s in advanced capitalist economies (including Australia, New Zealand, Britain, 

and America), the NPM was a series of reforms to the administration of the state. It privileged private 

sector management practices, including performance management, decentralisation, and more efficient use 

of resources. It also introduced more structural reforms, such as privatisation and competition between 

providers of government services (Hood 1991). Here, management consultants provided policymakers with 

several ideas on how to run government agencies more like businesses, as a way of ‘bridging ideas and 

values from the private and public sector’ (Henkel 1991; Saint-Martin 1999). 

Indeed, a point made by several commentators is that consultants have been central to the implementation 

of the NPM (Jupe & Funnell 2015; Leys 1999). For instance, (Hood 1991) has influentially argued that, 

during the 1990s, the increased use of consultants was one of the key shifts introduced by governments in 

Western liberal democracies. To illustrate, as part of the United Kingdom’s move to the NPM, government 

spending on consultants rose from £71.6 million in 1993 to £925.5 million in 2006 – a change of almost 

1,200% (Lapsley 2009). As a result, consultants are now seen by several commentators to be a central part 

of new modes of governance (Lapsley & Oldfield 2001; Saint-Martin 2000), so much so that the 

Management Consulting Association, a peak body for the industry, has argued that the public sector is one 

of the most important sources of income to the major consulting firms (Saint-Martin 2001, p. 118).  
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The modern prevalence of consultants in political systems not only represents a quantitative change, but 

also a qualitative one. In other words, we have seen a shift in both the amount and nature of consultants’ 

government work. Historically, governments hired consultants to provide advice on matters related 

specifically to the effectiveness and efficiency of their operations (i.e. departmental restructuring, human 

resources practices, etc.). Indeed, many of their early government engagements were conducted to improve 

the efficiency of government departments by introducing private sector management techniques (McKenna 

2006; Saint-Martin 2000; Wren 1987). However, as their public sector presence has increased, they have, 

more and more, been providing advice on matters of public policy, particularly those related to systemic or 

structural reform (Beveridge 2012; Jupe & Funnell 2015). For instance, McKinsey & Co. has very recently 

had extensive involvement in the redesign of the National Health Service in the United Kingdom – work 

that may have included the actual drafting of legislation by the firm (Rose 2012). Other prominent examples 

include the hiring of management theorist Edward de Bono to resolve Ireland’s currency crisis; or the 

Malaysian Government engaging McKinsey & Co. to design its education ‘blueprint’ (for other examples, 

see Hamilton-Hart 2006; Kantola & Seeck 2011). 

The growing prevalence of consultants in policy processes has raised concern from academic and non-

academic authors alike (Craig & Brooks 2006; Lapsley & Oldfield 2001; Saint-Martin 2000). In the non-

academic literature, concerns have been expressed that consultants now make up one part of a ‘shadow 

government’ (Guttman, Willner & Nader 1976) that is ‘plundering the public sector’ (Craig & Brooks 2006). 

The small but burgeoning academic literature on this topic has raised similar issues (Gunter, Hall & Mills 

2014; Howlett & Migone 2013a). Academic commentary has begun from a concern that consultants are 

‘bringing into their sphere of expertise matters that they define as managerial, but which are essentially 

political’ – a phenomenon that has been evocatively expressed as ‘consultocracy’ (Hood & Jackson 1991; 

Saint-Martin 2000, pp. 205 - 6). This situation, it is argued, may stymy debate and introduce a ‘one best way’ 

approach to resolving issues (Kantola & Seeck 2011). 

One of the central focuses of the academic literature on the use of consultants in public policy – what I will 

refer to as the ‘policy consulting’ literature – is consultants’ influence on public policy (Lapsley & Oldfield 

2001; Saint-Martin 2000). The main understanding of consultant influence here is ideational. That is, 

consultants are typically seen to exercise influence through the provision of ideas into policy processes. 

Importantly, ideas are conceptualised here as ‘policy ideas’ (Schmidt 2008b). That is, rather than ‘ideas’ 

being seen as policy paradigms (Hall 1993) or cognitive frames (Schon & Rein 1994), ideas are seen as a set 

of specific solutions to given policy problems. As part of this, the policy consulting literature sees 

consultants as translators of private sector management principles into the public sector context. This is 

typically seen as occurring in one of two ways. First, it occurs as part of processes of systemic or structural 

change (i.e. privatisation of major infrastructure systems such as rail, freight, water, etc.) (Arnold & Cooper 

1999; Beveridge 2012; Hodge & Bowman 2006; Jupe & Funnell 2015). It also occurs as part of processes 

of organisational reform. Here, Saint-Martin (1998, 1999, 2000) has influentially shown how consultants 

have been central in reforming the civil service in Britain, France, and Canada. As part of this, consultants 
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introduced managerial ‘fads’ (i.e. Total Quality Management, Business Process Reengineering) to meet the 

NPM’s objectives of producing more effective management practices in public sector organisations.  

While the policy consulting literature is quite clear about the ways in which consultants shape public policy, 

what is less clear is the extent of that influence. Here, views are mixed. Some academic authors see 

consultants as having large levels of influence over governments (Horrocks 2009; Leys 1999; Shaoul, 

Stafford & Stapleton 2007). At the same time, others still down play the influence of consultants altogether, 

arguing that consultants occupy a more functional or ‘process-driven’ role (Howlett & Migone 2013b) or 

that notions of overarching consultant influence are ‘simplistic’ (Hodge & Bowman 2006). In this way, 

there is no clear agreement regarding the extent of consultant influence in processes of public policy. 

Indeed, as Howlett and Migone (2013a, p. 244) point out, after reviewing the policy consulting literature: 

Whether or not consultant advice has a significant impact on policy-making and policy outcomes is 

thus a significant question and more and better empirical research is required in order to resolve the 

different views on its origins and impact held by different scholars and investigators.  

The implication from these competing views is that there is likely to be several factors that help us explain 

the circumstances in which consultants might be more or less influential.  

On this point, it is probably Saint-Martin (1998, 2000) that has made the most significant contribution to 

our understanding of the variability in consultant influence (but see also Martin 2000). In a series of highly 

influential publications over the late-1990s and early-2000s, Saint-Martin argues that the openness of state 

institutions to consultants is a key concept we can use to explain the conditions under which consultants 

might be more or less influential. In this view, consultants provide ideas to policymakers within an 

institutional environment. This institutional environment consists of the formal rules and structures in 

which policy actors behave. As part of this, Saint-Martin shows that, to be influential, consultants require 

access to key decision-makers, and it is the relative permeability of political institutions that allow 

consultants and their ideas to ‘enter the state’.  

More specifically, Saint-Martin focuses on the respective rules of Brian Mulroney, Margaret Thatcher, and 

Jacques Chirac – all of whom ushered in NPM-type reforms during their time in office. Saint-Martin argues 

that, in their respective jurisdictions, the extent to which consultants were able to exercise influence was 

shaped by how specific public sector agencies were structured, as well as rules related to consultant access 

to civil servants. For instance, in Britain, the left-wing Wilson Government (Margaret Thatcher’s 

predecessor), made the state more open to consultants through the creation of the Civil Service 

Department. In comparison, Canadian consultants have had less influence on public policy in their home 

country. This is because the ways in which the Canadian public service was structured limited the amount 

of access that consultants had to decision-makers. Finally, the ability of French consultants to shape public 

policy has been quite constrained as well, simply due to regulations regarding the ability of accountancy 

firms to sell consulting services to audit clients. In this way, Saint-Martin has convincingly shown how 



 

 4 

institutional structures (i.e. the structure of the public service, as well as local regulations) mediate the ability 

of consultants to be influential.  

The ’gap’ 

Saint-Martin’s arguments are incredibly useful for teasing out the factors that explain the variability in 

consultant influence. However, they do not go far enough in allowing us to understand this variability. This 

is because his arguments are primarily focused on institutional structures and historical processes as the key 

mediating factor between consultants and the bureaucrats they try to influence. What is far less clear from 

Saint-Martin’s analysis – and the policy consulting literature more broadly – is the role that language plays 

in the interactions between consultants and policymakers. Indeed, and as Saint-Martin himself has since 

pointed out (after reviewing the policy consulting literature): 

In particular, and perhaps surprisingly given its growth and variety in organization studies more 

generally, discourse analyses of consultancy remain relatively rare (Saint-Martin 2012, p. 474). 

Likewise, in studying the role of IT consultants in the public sector, Horrocks (2009, p. 124) argues that a 

critical discourse analysis of the role of consultants in public sector service delivery would be a welcome 

intervention. As such, scholarship in this area is already calling for more discursive work. These critiques 

make intuitive sense. Phenomenologically, ideas exist in people’s heads. As a result, to be influential, they 

need to be communicated somehow, either through speech, or behaviour. Thus, just focusing on ideas 

without a concomitant focus on language only tells part of the story. In recognition of this, authors that 

have already written on the policy influence of management consultants have called for more work to be 

done from a discursive lens.  

Moreover, over the last 25 years, scholars from the interpretivist and constructivist traditions in policy 

scholarship have argued that language plays a fundamental role in shaping policy outcomes. Drawing on 

wider post-structural and constructivist traditions in the social sciences, authors like Maarten Hajer, Frank 

Fischer, Vivien Schmidt, and John Dryzek have argued that language is not just a neutral medium that 

carries ideas from actors to institutions. Rather, language is actually constitutive of the social and political 

world. As part of this, language brings ideas and actors into being, and shapes the relations between those 

actors and their institutional environment (Schmidt 2011). In this view, ideas don’t matter on their own. 

Rather, what also matters is how those ideas are communicated, and the behaviours that ensue (Dryzek 

1996; Hajer 1997). As a result, the policy consulting literature could benefit from additional engagement 

with the ways in which consultants draw on discourse to embed ideas within an institutional environment 

(but see Jupe & Funnell 2015).  

This lacuna is also particularly interesting to note as well, given that the business sciences have, for some 

time, focused on the more discursive components of consultant influence on their clients. This literature, 

which is known as the ‘critical consulting literature’ (Clark & Fincham 2002), has focused on the ways in 

which these two actors influence each other. These dynamics are embedded in what has been termed the 

‘client-consultant relationship’. A key insight from this literature is that consultants draw on a discursive 
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repertoire to shape their interactions with their clients. This repertoire incorporates discourse (Merilainen 

et al. 2004), narratives (Clark & Salaman 1996a), identity (Kipping 2011) and metaphor (Clark & Salaman 

1996b). It is true that the critical consulting literature – like the policy consulting literature – gives ideas 

primary importance in the client-consultant relationship. At the same time, the critical consulting literature 

embeds ideas within a wider discursive frame to demonstrate how consultants and their clients influence 

one another.  

At the same time, the critical consulting literature does not provide much insight into how consultants’ 

discursive repertoire plays out within broader processes of public policy. Indeed, it is one thing to show 

that consultants can influence their clients discursively. It is another thing entirely to show how those 

mechanisms are relevant to the messy, complex, and ambiguous world of public policy. More specifically, 

processes of public policy involve a wide variety of actors and coalitions, all vying for influence (Hajer 1997; 

Sabatier & Weible 2014). As part of this, individuals and collectives interact in multiple ways, and to 

different extents. Therefore, just focusing on the immediate interactions between consultants and clients is 

insufficient to give us a fulsome account of how consultants might be discursively influencing public policy. 

In other words, there is an ontological difference between a process and a relationship.  

Moreover, the critical consulting literature is very much focused on the private sector. However, to state 

the obvious, consulting to policy actors occurs in a public sector environment. Indeed, a rich strand of 

research, dating back to at least the 1970s, demonstrates quite clearly that there are fundamental differences 

between the two sectors (Nutt 1999, 2005; Rainey, Backoff & Levine 1976; Rittel & Webber 1973). More 

specifically, this research shows that the two sectors differ in many important respects – including decision-

making ‘styles’, underlying values, funding structures, levels of complexity, and nature of the problems 

being solved. Thus, it is not possible to infer consultants’ discursive influence on public policy from the 

critical consulting literature. Rather, discursive policy influence must be understood on its own terms.   

Finally, and as part of exploring the discursive influence of management consultants, a key question that 

remains to be answered is what it precisely means to exercise influence in discursive terms. Indeed, the role 

of language has not been a key focus of the policy consulting literature and there has been little-to-no 

theorisation of this important concept. Therefore, it is necessary to first generate an understanding of 

consultant influence that pays due respect to the role of language in the interactions between consultants 

and policymakers. Such theorisation is a useful starting point in generating a discursive understanding of 

the policy influence of management consultants. It also can provide several concepts, tools, and frameworks 

that will ground and frame further analysis of consultants’ discursive influence. Part of the problem here is 

that the policy consulting literature seems somewhat divorced from any of the major theories of public 

policy.. While several studies do take a ‘process perspective’ (i.e. trace a policy from its initial inception or 

idea to implementation) (Arnold & Cooper 1999; Jupe & Funnell 2015), this is not the same thing as 

drawing on the concepts, theories and ideas from well-established and influential policy process theories 

such as the advocacy coalition framework, multiple streams framework, discourse coalition framework. 
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Understanding policy influence from the point-of-view of these major frameworks can has the potential to 

deepen our understanding of the policy influence of management consultants, in that it introduces a range 

of new concepts that can help grapple with the topic at hand.  

Overview of the thesis 

In light of these considerations, the thesis asks the following questions: 

• In what way, and to what extent, do consultants discursively influence public policy?  

• What are the ways in, and conditions under which, consultants’ discursive influence varies?  

In response to these questions, the thesis argues that consultants draw on four mechanisms to exercise 

discursive influence: narratives, metaphors, (policy) ideas, and identity. These mechanisms assist other 

policy actors to make sense of, and interpret, a complex and messy policy environment. These mechanisms 

are embedded in wider discourses that are relevant to the particular problems that are facing other policy 

actors – generally (though not always) civil servants. This means that consultants tell stories about what 

should be done about particular policy problems. These stories link problems to solutions – they define the 

specific steps through which a particular policy problem can be resolved. In other words, consultants’ 

stories are very much ‘change narratives’. These stories can shape the ways in which policy actors 

understand and interpret the problem facing them, and possible solutions. These narratives are 

strengthened through the effective use of metaphor. Embedded in these stories are a set of (policy) ideas 

about how a policy problem might be addressed. Finally, consultants are also able to draw on (constructed) 

identities to gain access to the policy process in the first place.  

However, while consultants are able to draw on discursive mechanisms as a way of exercising influence, 

they are also highly constrained. More specifically, the thesis argues that consultants’ discursive repertoire 

is constrained within the interpretive frames of a discourse coalition. Drawing on the influential work of 

Hajer (1997), the thesis conceptualises a discourse coalition as a collective of individual policy actors that 

share a reality construct. Embedded within the interpretive frame of a discourse coalition are interests, 

identities, and ideas. Interests here are constructed in relation to the institutional position of the coalition. 

This institutional position might include the organisation in which they work, or their assigned role within 

a specific policy process. Ideas – insofar as they function as constraints – refer to the underlying normative 

assumptions about what is ‘good’ and ‘appropriate’ within a specific policy domain (what I label as 

‘philosophical’ ideas). It also refers to assumptions about cause-and-effect relationships within that same 

domain (I call these ‘programmatic’ ideas). Philosophical and programmatic ideas are separate concepts to 

the notion of policy ideas referred to above. Finally, identity also forms part of a discourse coalition’s 

interpretive frame, insofar as actors within those coalitions will have pre-determined understandings of who 

people ‘are’, and what their role should be in a given policy process.  

In this way, the notion of a discourse coalition’s interpretive frame allows us to understand, in discursive 

terms, the high variability of consultant influence. Indeed, the thesis’ main point of departure from the 
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policy consulting literature is to broaden the understanding the factors that allow us to understand the 

variation in consultant influence. Saint-Martin (2000) has already shown that institutions matter in shaping 

consultant influence. However, his work does not factor in underlying cognitive schema within a policy 

domain. Thus, to address this, the thesis’ main contribution is to show how a consultants’ discursive 

repertoire is both enacted and constrained within a discourse coalition’s interpretive frame. To illustrate, 

for a consultant narrative in the education sector to be influential, I argue that it needs to factor in the 

importance of student outcomes to individual policy actors (i.e. a philosophical idea), and also demonstrate 

the causative links between the consultants’ ideas and student outcomes (i.e. a programmatic idea). These 

causative links must ‘make sense’ to the policy actor, insofar as the ‘seem right’ (Hajer 1997). This is not to 

say that institutions aren’t important – far from it. Indeed, the thesis agrees with Saint-Martin in viewing 

the formal rules, structures, and processes as important in shaping the ways in which consultants gain access 

to policymakers in the first place, as well as constraining what the consultants might otherwise do when 

‘inside’ a policy process. However, it argues that consultants must also contend with the interpretive frames 

of discourse coalitions.  

These arguments are drawn from my analysis of a policy reform known as ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. 

This reform was designed and implemented by the Education Department in the Australian state of New 

South Wales (NSW). The central aim of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was to reallocate decision-making 

powers within the public education system, and thus give ‘principals and their school communities a greater 

say over how they allocate and use their available resources to best meet the needs of their students’ (NSW 

Department of Education 2019) What was particularly interesting about ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ 

was the role that consultants were argued to have played in its design. Indeed, several actors within the 

NSW public education system asserted that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was entirely a creation of two 

consultancies – the Boston Consulting Group (BCG) and PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC). If true, this 

would suggest that consultants have tremendous influence over public policy. ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’ thus represented an instrumental case (Stake 1995), and fertile ground through which the central 

aims of the thesis could be explored.  

BCG’s and PwC’s purported involvement in ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was also very much related 

to an earlier process run by the NSW Treasury. This process was known as the ‘Better Services and Value 

Plan’. In 2009, the NSW Government introduced this plan in response to financial estimates from NSW 

Treasury. These estimates suggested that, as a result of the global recession, the state would be facing 

significant reductions in revenue over the forward estimates period. To address this problem, the plan 

sought to substantially reduce the expenditure of government departments and agencies and thus generate 

‘efficiency gains’. As part of this, management consultants were hired to conduct reviews of agency 

expenditure, and to explore ways in which these ‘efficiency gains’ could be achieved. The Education 

Department was the first entity to be reviewed, with BCG and PwC both completing different components 

of this project. The expenditure review reports produced by both consultancies were ultimately leaked, and 
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were used by opponents of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as a way of supporting the aforementioned 

claims that the entire reform could be attributed to these two firms. 

A third consulting firm – McKinsey & Co. – was also involved in the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ 

development process. More specifically, this involvement related to a report from McKinsey entitled ‘From 

Good to Great: How the world’s most improved school systems keep getting better’ (the ‘Good to Great’ 

report). The Good to Great report explores 20 school systems from around the world, in an effort to 

understand how they improved their overall performance along a continuum – from ‘poor’ to ‘fair’ to ‘good’ 

to ‘great’. As I will show, key actors within the NSW Education Department drew on elements of this 

report in their design of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. As a result, it provides us with further insight 

into the mechanisms and limitations of consultant influence on this complex policy process. 

As a result of these considerations, the boundaries of my case are drawn from the commencement of the 

‘Better Services and Value Plan’, all the way through to the finalisation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. 

I have not focused on the implementation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, as there was very limited (if 

any) involvement of management consultants during the implementation phase. Therefore, I am 

conceptualising the two policy initiatives (i.e. the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’ and ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’) as one continuous process. This is for two reasons. First, the role of consultants was significant 

in both and, second, there are very closely related, both temporally, as well as practically. That is, it is very 

difficult to speak about the role of consultants in ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ without exploring their 

role in the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’ as well. As part of this, the reports produced by BCG and PwC 

particularly form the crucial link between the two processes.  

The case is also bounded by the interactions that coalitions and individual actors had with the consulting 

firms. This means two things. First, given the focus of the thesis, analysis only proceeds where there was 

such an interaction. While there may have been several other actors or coalitions in the policy process under 

investigation, the data only revealed interactions between the consulting firms and the three coalitions that 

form the bulk of the thesis. As a result, the substantive analysis only considers these interactions. Second, 

it means that the primary focus of investigation is the ways in which the coalitions drew on the reports 

from BCG, PwC and McKinsey. For two of my coalitions, the consultant reports were the only way in 

which they ‘interacted’ with the consulting firms in my case. As a result, it is not possible to expand the 

purview of my analysis to include other mechanisms of influence. That said, Bloomfield and Vurdubakis 

(1994) have shown that reports are particularly significant as representing the ‘textual reality constructions’ 

of consulting firms. As a result, reports are a crucial way in which we can understand the discursive influence 

of consultants.  

Finally, and as stated above, the focus of the thesis is on unpacking the discursive influence of management 

consultants. The scope is thus very narrow. This has two implications. First, the thesis does not seek to 

explain policy outcomes in their entirety. That is, it is not seeking to explore the different ways in which we 

can understand the policy process that ultimately resulted in ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Rather, it 



 

 9 

takes ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as a given, and instead seeks to unpack the ways in, and extent to, 

which consultants were able to shape the final design of that reform (or not). The second implication is 

that the focus is very much on more discursive forms of influence. While there may be other modes of 

influence operating, these are not explored in depth in the thesis.   

Chapter outline 

To support these claims, the remainder of the thesis progresses as follows:  

Chapters 2 and 3 generate a discursive theory of consultant influence. First, Chapter 2 explores the ways in 

which language and, more specifically, discourse is seen within the policy sciences to influence public policy. 

Here, public policy is seen fundamentally as an act of interpretation through which different actors, working 

in coalitions, will seek to have their particular understanding of the policy world adopted by others and 

incorporated within institutional arrangements. At the same time, the chapter argues that the focus on 

coalitions needs to be critically unpacked. This is because current interpretivist theories’ focus on coalitions 

does not provide a sufficient understanding of the intra-coalition dynamics needed to explore how one 

actor (i.e. a management consultant) can influence other actors in that coalition.  

As a result, Chapter 3 then draws on the ‘critical consulting’ literature to ‘open up’ the coalition. In this 

body of work, consultants are seen to discursively influence their clients through stories, metaphor, 

discourse, and identity. However, these mechanisms of influence are very much constrained by their 

relationship with their clients. That is, while consultants do have some ability to shape the ways in which 

their clients behave, they must contend with the ability of clients to dictate the terms of the engagement, as 

well as the clients’ own ability to draw on (similar) discursive mechanisms. In this way, it focuses on how 

other actors can actively resist a consultant’s intervention. Within these exchanges, individual actors are 

able to exercise agency in terms of the strategic choices they make about the kinds of ideas, narratives, and 

metaphors they adopt, as well as how the present themselves to other actors.  

My empirical work begins with Chapter 4 and ends at the conclusion of Chapter 8. First, Chapter 4 explains 

my research design. As part of this, it justifies the use of a case study methodology. It also outlines, in 

greater depth, the main steps I undertook in conducting the analysis, choosing my case study, and collecting 

my data. As part of the interpretivist understanding of public policy, the chapter also outlines my approach 

to reflexivity.  

My data analysis then runs across chapters 5 – 8. The first of these chapters (Chapter 5) provides a discursive 

analysis of the policy process under investigation. The chapter shows that three discourse coalitions 

emerged in my case – the ‘efficiency’ coalition, the ‘system reform’ coalition, and the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. 

Each of these coalitions had a different interpretation of the problem facing the NSW public education 

system, and each vied to have their interpretation of reality shape institutional arrangements. Ultimately, 

the chapter shows that the ‘system reform’ coalition achieved discursive hegemony, insofar as its narratives 
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were used as part of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Consultants interacted with each of the coalitions by 

assisting those coalitions in interpreting the problem facing them.  

Chapters 6 – 8 then delve into the intra-coalition dynamics between consultants and the different coalitions 

identified in Chapter 5. These chapters draw out the interpretive frame of each discourse coalition, and the 

underlying mechanisms that are at play in shaping the coalition’s willingness to draw consultants into their 

sense-making process. These underlying mechanisms relate to interests, ideas, and identities.  

The first coalition analysed is the efficiency coalition, which was bound together through a shared 

interpretation of the notion of efficiency. The chapter shows that consultants supplied (policy) ideas, 

metaphors, and narratives to the efficiency coalition. Identity was also relevant, insofar as the consultants 

were drawn in as ‘independent experts’. However, for consultants’ discursive repertoire to be successful, 

consultants had to adopt Treasury’s interpretation of the problem and potential solutions, and what ‘ought 

to be done’ about the NSW public education system.. In this way, programmatic and philosophical ideas 

were relevant. In addition, Treasury’s ability to define the terms of the consulting engagement meant that 

institutional rules and structures constrained the ability of consultants to be influential. Finally, the fact that 

the consultants’ discursive repertoire assisted Treasury in achieving its goals was, again, another factot that 

brought the consultants into the sense-making activity of the coalition 

Chapter 7 then analyses the dynamics between consultants and the ‘system reform’ coalition. This coalition 

was made up primarily of officials from the Education Department (though a different group of actors to 

Education officials in the efficiency coalition). This coalition was bound together through shared discourses 

of ‘system reform’ and ‘student outcomes’. This coalition was influenced not by BCG and PwC (though 

these two firms are mentioned). Rather, McKinsey & Co.’s ‘Good to Great’ report played a role in the 

sense-making processes of this coalition. Here, McKinsey’s identity as ‘outside’ the policy environment 

again gave them access to the coalition. Moreover, their policy ideas, metaphors and narratives were drawn 

into the coalition’s sense-making processes due to their alignment with the programmatic and philosophical 

ideas in the education sector. As part of this, McKinsey had, in its report, demonstrated that they were 

seeking the same kinds of goals as the coalition (i.e. the philosophical ideas), they had also demonstrated 

the cause-and-effect relationships between their ideas and their ultimate goals (i.e. the programmatic ideas). 

As a result, McKinsey’s narratives became one part of the system reform coalition’s deliberations about 

what ‘ought to be done’ about public education in NSW.  

Finally, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition was made up of union officials, left-leaning politicians, academics, and 

education commentators. This coalition was bound together through a shared interpretation of the nature 

of reforms introduced by ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. As part of this, the coalition interpreted ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ as being ‘about’ cutting costs in NSW public sector education, and also reducing 

security of tenure for teachers. To combat the introduction of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, the chapter 

argues that this coalition generated a counter-narrative. The BCG and PwC reports were useful to the 

coalition, in that they provided the epistemic support for that counter-narrative. As part of this, the fact 
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that the consulting firms had not considered the philosophical ideas in the education sector meant that the 

coalition could use the consultants’ reports in their arguments against the controversial reform. These 

philosophical ideas related to the underlying goals of, as well as where power should lie within, the NSW 

public education system. In this way, the thesis shows that consultants’ discursive mechanisms can have an 

effect on the sense-making processes of a coalition, even when that effect is not intended. 

In chapters 9 and 10, I synthesise and provide an overall perspective to the discussion. In articulating my 

contribution, I argue that consultants can draw on their discursive repertoire to influence the sense-making 

processes of a coalition, but that their ability to do this is very much constrained by the interpretive frames 

of discourse coalitions, as well as the formal structures that exist within a particular policy universe. That 

is, in their acts of communication, consultants must factor in the underlying ideas, interests, and identities 

through which discourse coalitions ascribe meaning to the world around them. At the same time, 

consultants do have some strategic choices about how they represent themselves, and the kinds of 

discursive mechanisms upon which they draw. In Chapter 10, this insight is then embedded within the 

wider policy consulting literature to show how it relates to previous work done in this area. It also suggests 

areas for further research, and lessons for practitioners. 
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CHAPTER 2: INFLUENCING THE POLICY PROCESS 

Introduction 

To begin the discussion of consultants’ discursive influence on public policy, the present chapter develops 

a discursive theory of influence on public policy. As part of this, the chapter draws heavily on the 

interpretivist policy literature, including (and in particular) the influential work of Maarten Hajer. In the 

view of this literature, policy is a process through which different actors, working in coalitions, seek to have 

their interpretations of policy problems and solutions adopted in institutional arrangements and structures. 

This is fundamentally a discursive phenomenon. Here, different coalitions will draw on ‘storylines’ as a way 

of both understanding the social world around them, but also to exert influence. Storylines are condensed 

statements that people use as a kind of shorthand in discussions and that summarize more complex 

discourses (Hajer & Laws 2006). Influence is understood insofar as a coalition is able to have its storyline 

shape institutional arrangements and structures through processes of ‘discourse structuration’ and 

‘discourse institutionalisation’. As a result, policy becomes a contested site of meaning making between 

different actors. 

What emerges from the interpretivist policy literature is a very rich and fulsome account of the more 

discursive ways in which policy might be influenced. As a result, much of the underlying assumptions and 

concepts from this literature will be used to frame the discussion and analysis in this chapter, as well as the 

remainder of this thesis. At the same time, this literature is not, on its own, sufficient to provide an entire 

theoretical account of the discursive influence of management consultants on public policy. This is due to 

the interpretivist literature’s specific focus on coalitions. Unlike other theories of the policy process, which 

talk about individual actors like ‘policy entrepreneurs’ (Kingdon 1984; Sabatier 1988), Hajer’s work tends 

to efface the role and influence of individuals, instead pointing to the collective as the primary instigator of 

policy change. While the discursive influence of coalitions is generally to be welcomed, it does not allow 

for a fulsome interrogation of intra-coalition dynamics (i.e. between consultants and other actors in a 

coalition). As a result, the chapter concludes by problematizing the collectivist nature of Hajer’s framework, 

which will then be addressed in Chapter 3.   

Taken as a whole, then, Chapters 2 and 3 provide my overall conceptualisation of influence. Influence is 

considered as separate to power. Theoretical debates about the nature of these two concepts, as well as 

their relationship, are well-trod and remain controversial (Willer, Lovaglia & Markovsky 1997). It is not the 

purpose of this thesis to resolve or even address these debates. Rather, the focus of the thesis is on the 

more discursive modes through which consultants shape public policy. As part of this, and as a working 

definition, influence is understood the ability of one actor to shape the thoughts, speech or behaviour of 

another. Power becomes a subset or ‘special case’ of influence (Mokken & Stokman 1974). Power is 

understood in more structural terms. That is, it is the ability of Actor A to shape the thought, speech, or 

behaviour of Actor B when the ability of Actor A to do so comes from the position they occupy within an 

organisation or institution. As part of this, power becomes the ability to decide on a particular outcome or 
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course of action. This is different to shaping. Given the focus of the thesis (i.e. the discursive influence of 

management consultants), a vast majority of both the conceptual and theoretical discussion centres on 

influence.  

Discourse, institutions, and public policy 

The specific understanding of public policy adopted by this thesis is interpretivist. Interpretivists have 

shown how more positivist understandings of public policy – particularly the Advocacy Coalition 

Framework – tend to efface the role of language in shaping public policy (Fischer 2003; Hajer 1997). In the 

view of many positivists, language is a neutral medium through which policy preferences are expressed. 

That is, language has no causative force of its own. However, scholars in the interpretive policy sciences 

argue otherwise. Indeed, a fundamental argument made in this tradition is that language is a fundamental 

unit of the policy world. Because of this, and as will be explored in greater depth later, interpretivist analysis 

has provided a very rich and detailed account of the role of language in shaping public policy.  

This is not to suggest that there are sharp, dividing lines between positivist and interpretivist scholarship 

within public policy. Indeed, interpretivist scholars share with their positivist counterparts a few basic 

assumptions. First, there is general agreement that policy is essentially complex, ambiguous, and uncertain. 

This means that cause-and-effect relations are unclear; they have no precise formulation; any solution has 

the potential to cause other problems (i.e. there are feedback loops); and there is no way to determine 

whether the problem has actually been solved (Rittel & Webber 1973). This means that there is no clear-

cut resolution to social issues, and the best that policymakers can hope for is to ‘muddle through’ (Lindblom 

1959) 

Another point of agreement between positivists and interpretivists is that policy actors operate under 

conditions of bounded rationality (Simon 1957). This means that no individual actor is able to understand 

the social and political world in its entirety. The assumption of ‘bounded rationality’ has two implications. 

First, actors are forced to rely on a set of cognitive assumptions about how the world ‘works’, and what 

should be done in response to pressing social issues (if anything). In other words, individual worldviews 

are crucial in shaping behaviour (Surel 2000). Embedded in these worldviews are a mix of normative 

assumptions, and conceptions about cause-and-effect relationships within a particular policy domain. The 

second implication of a ‘boundedly rational’ model of the individual is that, to instigate change, individual 

actors must work together in coalitions. The notion of a ‘coalition’ – also referred to as a ‘issue network’, 

‘epistemic community’, or ‘iron triangle’ (amongst many others) – refers to the ‘tendency of policymakers 

to gravitate into substantive issue alliances that cross institutional boundaries and include both 

governmental and nongovernmental actors’ (McCool 1998). This means that policy and politics intermingle 

as individual actors work together to normatively define the kinds of problems that should demand public 

attention, and as different coalitions compete to have their preferences shape government structures and 

institutions.  
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Interpretivist approaches have incorporated these assumptions in their analysis but have added two relevant 

modifications. The first of these is an emphasis on processes of meaning making in explaining policy 

outcomes. It is true that positivist approaches draw on belief structures in their conceptual frameworks 

(Weible & Sabatier 2007). However, interpretivist approaches moved beyond such accounts to place 

meaning-making front-and-centre. Indeed, within interpretivist approaches, policy is seen (unsurprisingly) 

as fundamentally an act of interpretation. As part of this, interpretivists focus on the ways in which policy 

actors ‘make sense’ of the world around them. As part of this, interpretivists argue that there is no fixed 

and stable reality to which policy actors can turn to resolve pressing social problems. Rather, policy 

problems are polysemous – they have multiple ways in which they can be understood. The policy process 

then becomes a site of meaning making in which different actors compete to have their particular version 

of reality accepted by others. As part of this, different actors argue for a particular framing of policy issues 

and their solutions (Schon & Rein 1994). This means that language is not just a neutral representation of 

what different policy actors think. Rather, it actually constitutes the social and political world. In this way, 

language can be seen as a causal mechanism (Schmidt 2011). 

The second significant modification that interpretivists have made to more positivist accounts of public 

policy is to the nature of coalitions and (more specifically) what ‘binds’ coalitions together. The dominant 

understanding of coalitions within policy studies has come from Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition Framework 

(ACF).  Indeed, of the multiple theories of the policy process that exist, the ACF has become one of the 

more (if not the most) influential. By 2015, it had been used to guide more than 80 studies, and currently 

represents the closest thing that exists to a general theory of public policy (Cairney 2015; Schlager 2014). 

According to the ACF, actors are bound in a coalition if they share a set of basic beliefs and seek, through 

a ‘non-trivial degree of coordinated activity’ to achieve their policy goals over a period of time. Such an 

understanding of coalitions rests on belief systems as the ‘glue’ that binds coalitions together.  

Interpretivists – in particular Maarten Hajer – have developed these ideas further to argue that, instead of 

focusing on belief systems, we should instead focus on storylines as the binding ingredient. Here, storylines 

symbolically condense facts and values underpinning a belief system and thus represent the underlying 

belief systems embedded within a coalition. For these reasons, instead of speaking of ‘advocacy coalitions’, 

interpretivists speak of ‘discourse coalitions’. A discourse coalition is ‘the ensemble of a set of story lines, 

the actors that utters these story lines, and the practices that conform to these story lines, all organized 

around a discourse’ (Hajer 1993, p. 47). This means that actors in a policy sub-system will coalesce around 

collective expressions of the interpretations they give to social and political phenomena. In this way, these 

actors collectively produce and reproduce shared storylines – a point to which I will return below.  

As a result, discourse becomes a key organising mechanism not only for discourse coalitions, but also for 

policy contestations. (Hajer 2003, p. 67) defines discourse as ‘an ensemble of ideas, concepts and categories 

through which meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced 

through an identifiable set of practices’. There are three relevant aspects of this definition to the current 
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thesis. The first is that discourse is the production or reproduction of specific meanings given by society or 

individuals to particular phenomena or ‘facts’. To illustrate, while the death of a tree might be a given ‘fact’, 

the meanings that people derive from that dead tree are discursive. That is, the meanings and interpretations 

given by social actors to this ‘fact’ would largely be described in terms of broader discourses about, for 

instance, environmental sustainability, climate change, or deforestation (Fischer 2003). The existence of 

these shared and multiple interpretations mean that discourses include within them sometimes-

complementary-sometimes-contradictory ideas, concepts and meanings that repeat to form a discursive 

regularity (Hajer 2003). 

The second relevant aspect of this definition is that it allows us to theorise the links between ideas and 

language. Indeed, within an interpretivist understanding of discourse, ideas are embedded within discourse. 

That is, it recognises that, to have an impact on the world, ideas can’t just remain in people’s heads – 

unknown and mute. Rather, ideas must be communicated somehow. Thus, for ideas to be drawn into the 

policy process, they must reside within the discursive act. In other words, ideas have a discursive 

component. As Schmidt (2008b, p. 305) explains, discourse ‘encompasses not only the substantive content 

of ideas but also the interactive processes by which ideas are conveyed’. 

The third aspect of Hajer’s definition of discourse is that discourses involve an identifiable set of practices. 

What this means is that discourses are not just reducible to what people say (either in writing or verbally). 

Rather, discourses also incorporate what people do through (non-verbal) behaviour. This is an important 

point to underscore, because it provides a link between the discursive and material aspects of social reality. 

The assumption here is that the way actors interpret the world will have a strong influence on the ways in 

which they behave, and the behaviours of these actors will then go on and shape the organisations, systems 

and institutions in which they operate. In this way, discourses have a material effect (Banta 2013; Hardy & 

Thomas 2015; Schmidt 2011). ‘The point’, says Keller (2012, p. 14) ‘is that discourse is not just an abstract 

system of ideas, but has a very tangible effect on human behavior, society and the material world’. 

This means that language is seen to interact with institutions. Indeed, interpretivist scholarship recognises 

that both individual actors, as well as coalitions, exist within wider social structures and institutions. To 

describe this relationship, Dryzek (1996) helpfully uses the metaphor of ‘software’ and ‘hardware’. In this 

view, institutions are seen as the basic rules that govern and coordinate behaviour of groups and individuals. 

They provide continuity and stability, as well as a connection to our past. In this way, they represent the 

‘hardware’. However, and as Dryzek points out, institutions are closely related to discourses, in that 

institutions require discourses to function. To illustrate, a public education system may exist extra-

discursively as an institution. However, if nobody is talking about (or in) that institution, it would be very 

difficult for the system to function (or even exist). In this way, we can see the reciprocal relationship 

between discourse and institutions.  

What this suggests is that discourse and institutions are mutually constitutive. On one hand, discourses can 

bring institutions into being. For instance, discourses about poor student performance can result in new 
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organisations or systems (i.e. a new government agency or regulations related to teacher quality) being 

created. At the same time, once created, those same institutions can create discourses themselves, or modify 

discourses to introduce a new discursive regularity. Staying on the education example, the creation of new 

regulations about teacher quality may introduce a new narrative into the education discourse (i.e. about the 

ability of regulations to improve teacher performance). Moreover, if these regulations produce ‘better’ 

teachers, the discourse about education may shift from concerned to pragmatic or even celebratory. In this 

way, institutions can shape discourse as much as the other way around. As part of this, discourses emerge 

from an institutional foundation, but can then reshape those institutions. This means that there is a dynamic 

interplay between discourses and institutions. To put it another way, we shape our institutions as much as 

our institutions shape us.  

Of course, how this plays out in practice will vary from case-to-case and will depend on the temporal 

sequencing of events in a given process. At the very least, the interpretivist literature gives us some general 

theoretical propositions to understand the relationship between discourse and institutions. One approach 

to explaining these processes is derived from the Hajerian (1997) concepts of discourse structuration and 

discourse institutionalization.1 Discourse structuration occurs when key actors or coalitions come to accept 

a particular discourse as credible, natural, and right. As part of discourse institutionalisation, discourses 

become embedded in institutions and structures. Hajer’s original wording is helpful here, and so will be 

quoted at length: 

We will speak of the condition of discourse structuration if the credibility of actors in a given domain 

requires them to draw on the ideas, concepts, and categories of a given discourse, for instance, if actors' 

credibility depends on the usage of the terms of ecological modernization in the domain of 

environmental politics. We will speak of discourse institutionalization if a given discourse is translated 

into institutional arrangements, i.e. if the theoretical concepts of ecological modernization are translated 

into concrete policies (i.e. shifting investment in mobility from road to rail) and institutional 

arrangements (introduction of multi-value auditing, or the restructuring of old departmental divisions). 

If these two conditions are satisfied, a discourse can be said to be hegemonic in a given domain (Hajer 

1997, pp. 60 - 1) 

In Hajerian terms, once a discourse has achieved both structuration and institutionalization, it has achieved 

‘discursive hegemony’.  

At the same time, one aspect of the ADA that is somewhat downplayed is the concept of ideas. While Hajer 

mentions ideas in his definition of discourse, he does not provide additional guidance as to how this term 

is being understood.. This is noteworthy, given that the concept of an ‘idea’ has been given extensive 

treatment right across policy scholarship (Braun & Busch 1999; Surel 2000). As Braun and Busch (1999) 

 
1 Here, the words ‘structuration’ and ‘institutionalization’ are being used as nouns. In later parts of the thesis, it will 

be necessary to use these terms as verbs. In these instances, the terms ‘structurate’ and ‘instiutionalise’ will be used 

to represent the same fundamental concept, but as verbs instead of nouns.  
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demonstrate, there are multiple ways in which we can conceive of an ‘idea’. In constructivist terms, Schmidt 

(2008a) has drawn on an extensive array of seminal theories to explain how ideas can exist at three levels - 

policies, programs, and philosophies. Policies are the basic ‘policy solutions’ that exist in response to 

specific social problems. Programs are the basic frames of reference (Jobert 1989) or paradigms (Hall 1993) 

within a given policy domain. In this sense, programs ‘operate in the space between worldviews and specific 

policy ideas’ (Schmidt 2008a, p. 306). As part of this, programs define the problem to be solved; the issues 

that should be considered; and the norms, methods, and instruments that are appropriate. At a more 

fundamental level are philosophies. These kinds of ‘ideas’ underpin both policies and programs, in that they 

are underlying assumptions that exist across all of society – akin to what Sabatier (1988) has termed the 

‘deep core’. These typically relate to a set of normative commitments about what is good, right, or 

appropriate to do or achieve within a given ‘policy universe’ – being the collective of all actors and 

institutions involved in a specific policy issue (Howlett, Ramesh & Perl 2009). It is this understanding of 

ideas at three levels – policies, programs, and philosophies – that informs the remainder of this thesis.  

Thus, interpretivist approaches understand public policy as a contestation of meaning between different 

discourse coalitions. Coalitions come together through a shared interpretation of policy problems and 

solutions, expressed through a storyline. Influence occurs through the ability of coalitions to have their 

interpretations shape institutional structures and arrangements. Language is a fundamental component of 

these contestations in several ways. It provides the link between interpretations and institutional structures. 

It also provides the main device through which meaning is understood and expressed. Finally, ideas are 

embedded within discourse, insofar as ideas require discourse to ‘come into’ the world. Ideas here exist at 

three levels – policies, programs, and philosophies. Policies are specific responses or ‘policy solutions’ to a 

given problem. Programs relate more to the definition of a problem, and the instruments that are suitable 

for solving that problem. Finally, philosophies refer to the underlying norms and values that govern a 

specific policy universe. 

Stories, metaphor, and identity 

Interpretivists emphasise the importance of discourse in shaping relations dynamics between coalitions. In 

this way, discourse can be seen to function right across the ‘policy universe’ (Howlett, Ramesh & Perl 2009). 

In this approach, discourse is ‘key to the dynamics of policy transformation’ (Schmidt 2011). Discourse, 

however, is a dynamic and multi-layered concept. Indeed, writers not only in the policy sciences but in 

constructivist and post-structural scholarship more broadly (Fairclough 2003; Foucault 1971; Habermas 

1984) have shown that discourse has multiple components that can (and, indeed, should) be unpacked to 

generate a more nuanced and richer account of the dynamics that exist between what people say, what they 

do, and institutional change.  

As a result, this sub-section unpacks those meso-level concepts insofar as they are relevant to the present 

study. More specifically, it focuses on the role of narratives, metaphors and identity in policy processes. 

Narratives here function to express the different interpretations that discourse coalitions give to social and 



 

 18 

political phenomena. They are the primary way through which different interpretations of policy problems 

are revealed. Moreover, the strength of a narrative can be increased through the use of metaphor. Identities, 

on the other hand, become constructed through discursive categories, and are revealed through narrative. 

As a result, discourse, narratives, metaphor, and identity all interact through processes of communication, 

and are thus crucial in mapping out a discursive understanding of policy influence. These interactions will 

now be explored. First, the interpretivist notion of stories will be unpacked, followed by notions of identity. 

A consideration of metaphor completes the discussion, drawing on the seminal work of Mary Douglas.  

Stories 

As outlined above, in addition to drawing on notions of discourse, Hajerian understandings of public policy 

also understand language as it is used through stories or narratives – what Hajer calls ‘storylines’. Hajer 

(2005) argues that storylines are seen as being a manifestation of a broader discourse within a policy sub-

system. If a discourse provides the framing or understanding of a social issue, then a storyline explains that 

framing in more detail, and becomes the visible manifestation of a discourse. A story is thus an instantiation 

of a discourse after that discourse has been filtered and (re)interpreted through the background ideational 

abilities of individual policy actors – it is what a discourse means to them. In this way, we can separate out 

stories and discourses. Discourses inform the construction and communication of stories.  

The implication here is that, within a particular policy sub-system, several stories exist simultaneously. As a 

result of this construction of reality by different actors, multiple stories exist. Sometimes, different stories 

(embedded in broader discourses) come into direct conflict. Alternatively, stories may, in some respects, be 

equally true, and yet equally contradictory, to more dominant, mainstream, or hegemonic stories. These 

stories are characterised as counter-stories (Bridgman & Barry 2002). These counter-stories may prioritise 

different elements to those included in the dominant story, or else they may describe different cause-and-

effect relationships, or relationships between problems and solutions (Roe 1994). Importantly, counter-

stories can be used by policy actors as a way of challenging power relationships (Bridgman & Barry 2002). 

In this way, counter-stories are a vital component of, and embedded within, a discourse.  

Interpretivist policy analysts also argue that stories have unique characteristics of their own. First, stories 

relate different aspects of the social world to each other in a structure that has a beginning, a middle, and 

an end. As part of this, they describe a series of events, whether past, present, or future. They also outline 

the relationship between those events – event A leads to event B, etc. In this way, stories tend to relay some 

kind of cause-and-effect relationship (Kaplan 1986; Stone 1989). Or, as Ricoeur (1984, p. 150) explains: 

A story describes a sequence of actions and experiences done or undergone by a number of people, 

whether real or imaginary. These people are presented as either institutions that change or as reacting to 

such change. In turn, these changes reveal hidden aspects of the situation and the people involved, and 

engender a new predicament which calls for thought, action, or both. This response to the new situation 

leads the story to its conclusion.  

In this way, stories answer questions like ‘And then what happened?’ (Feldman et al. 2004) 
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Given the inherent uncertainty of policy processes, the ‘truth’ or otherwise of the story is irrelevant. What 

matters instead is that a storyline introduces certainty into an uncertain world (Roe 1994). By offering a 

stable account of reality, policy actors or coalitions can be influential within a specific policy sub-system. 

This means that stories are vital in processes of sense-making. That is, social problems are inherently 

uncertain, ambiguous, and complex. Because of this, individual actors look to stories to help stabilise their 

understanding of the problem, the solution, and the relationship between the two. This means that, once 

they have heard and understood the story, they can now ‘make sense’ of the world confronting them, and 

what ‘ought to be done’ about a particular problem.  

Influence is central to an analysis of story. Indeed, the ability to tell a story places an individual actor to 

influence the person listening to the story. As individual actors have bounded rationality, it is not always 

possible for them to critically assess all elements of the story that they are being told. To varying extents, 

they need to trust the ways in which the storyteller is representing social reality. This is not to say that the 

listener takes the story on blind faith. Rather, individual listeners have agency. This means that they will 

accept certain elements of a story and reject others. Influence is operating insofar as an individual storyteller 

is able to encourage the listener to accept elements of the story (or the story in its entirety).  

Here, Hajer (2003) points to two characteristics of individual actors that create the potential for them to be 

influential in this way. These are credibility and trust. Credibility is related to the subject-position of the 

actor (or coalition) making the argument. Certain actors will appear to be more credible as a result of how 

they are positioned in society. So, someone who is a recognised expert in a particular policy sub-system will 

be more credible than a novice or ‘outsider’ to that same sub-system. These positions are discursively 

constructed. That is, there is nothing essential about an individual actor having the right to speak. Rather, 

how they have constructed an identity for themselves within and related to popular discourse gives them 

the authority to tell stories and be perceived as credible. Credibility means that other actors and coalitions 

are more likely to trust that same actor such that ‘doubt might be suppressed and inherent uncertainties 

might be taken for granted’ (Hajer 1997, p. 59). What this means is that a story or narrative is more likely 

to be influential when it ‘seems right’ to another. In other words, when it is acceptable (Hajer 1997, p. 59).  

Boswell, Geddes and Scholten (2011) provide a different understanding of the notion of acceptability. In 

this way, interpretivist policy scholars do not provide clear guidance on what it actually means for an actor 

to accept the narrative of another. Here, the authors point to three conditions of acceptability. The first 

condition is cognitive plausibility. This means that a coalition’s argument is more likely to be accepted when 

it does not violate the fundamental assumptions that others hold about a particular policy sub-system. This 

may include assumptions about cause-and-effect relationships within that sub-system. The second 

condition of acceptability is the extent to which the argument ‘chimes with perceived interests’ (Boswell, 

Geddes & Scholten 2011, p. 1). That is, policy actors are more likely to accept an argument if that argument 

helps them achieve some goal or outcome they are seeking. Here, arguments perform a substantiating 

function vis-à-vis other arguments. That is, they allow actors to generate new and more compelling 
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arguments of their own. Finally, Boswell (2009) argues that, to be accepted, the arguments of policy actors 

should be ‘dramatically or morally compelling’. This means that actors will seek to include elements of 

drama or emotion into their arguments, as a way of inducing acceptance. If done correctly, this can, in the 

view of the authors, be a mechanism through which arguments may be accepted. 

Thus, stories provide an important conceptual tool through which we can understand the ways in which 

policy actors can (discursively) bring about change. Owing to the inherent uncertainty and ambiguity of 

policy problems, individual actors need to reinterpret the world around them. They will do this with respect 

to a set of background ideational abilities. They will then link different events and actors together in a 

temporal sequence – A leads to B which leads to C. These temporal sequences are called narratives,and are 

shorthand for wider discourses that circulate within society. In this way, narratives become a key sense-

making device. They also are the ‘glue’ that bind discourse coalitions together. Once a coalition has 

coalesced around a shared narrative, it will seek to have its storyline impact on institutional structures and 

processes, in an effort to achieve discursive institutionalisation, and/or structuration. In this way, narratives 

become an important way through which actors in a policy universe can influence each other.  

Metaphor 

Another important point made in the interpretivist literature is that meaning is conveyed through the use 

of metaphor. Metaphor is ‘the juxtaposition of two superficially unlike elements … in a single context, 

where the separately understood meanings of both combine to create a new perception of the focus of the 

metaphor’ (Yanow 1999, p. 42). Here, there are two components to a metaphor – the ‘tenor’, and the 

‘vehicle’. The tenor is the thing being described; it is the focus of the metaphoric statement. The vehicle is 

what is being used to convey the meaning of the tenor (Richards 1965). For instance, if we look at the 

moon and say ‘the moon is a piece of cheese’, the moon is acting as the tenor, while the cheese is acting as 

the vehicle.  

Logue, Clegg and Gray (2016), drawing extensively on the work of Mary Douglas (1996, 2002), have 

provided a detailed discussion of the role of metaphors (or what they call ‘naturalizing analogies’) within 

processes of meaning making. For Douglas, analogies were central to these kinds of processes. As Logue, 

Clegg and Gray (2016, p. 1516) explain, ‘the use of analogy is not merely a micro-social discursive habit but 

is the very ground of what it means to inhabit a social, constructed world of meaning’. By doing so, such 

metaphors are crucial in demonstrating and/or creating legitimacy. The word ‘naturalizing’ is also 

important. For Douglas, metaphors were most powerful when they were grounding in something familiar, 

something known to the audience. Thus, metaphors most effectively convey meaning when they make 

reference to notions of nature – to physical things – and do not refer to the vague and ambiguous world of 

social constructions.  

Ideally, a metaphor will make the strange into something familiar, something mundane, ordinary, or every 

day. When done in this way, metaphors are fundamental in processes of sense-making. Indeed, if the policy 

world is messy, complicated and uncertain, and if policy actors’ rationality is bounded, they need a set of 
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cognitive shortcuts to be able to understand and interpret the world around them. Metaphors serve this 

function. By turning something strange into something familiar, the boundedly rational individual can think 

about the new thing in terms that he or she already understands. This turns it into an object of knowledge, 

something that can be understood, even if that understanding is somewhat imprecise.  

At the same time, metaphorical reasoning can only ever be partial. That is, metaphors do not (because they 

cannot) convey the full complexity of a particular phenomenon, primarily because the tenor will always 

have elements that are not fully reducible or comparable to the vehicle, and vice-versa. As a result, 

individuals will often use multiple metaphors to convey meaning. As Barry et al. (2009, p. 10) explain:  

… political leaders can declare war on a societal problem to emphasize the need for collective 

mobilization, can evoke America's capacity to ‘put a man on the moon’, to highlight the need for a clear 

timeline for responding to that societal problem, and can equate our commitments to act with those of a 

giant ‘national family’ in order to underscore the depths of our reciprocal moral obligations to one another. 

Finally, metaphors can be very persuasive. Bosman (1987) has empirically investigated the role of metaphors 

in shaping people’s beliefs, attitudes, and opinions. The author found that metaphors are influential in 

several ways. First, they enhance the credibility of the person conveying the metaphor. Second, they are 

important in structuring people’s understanding of both problem and appropriate solution. According to 

Bosman, such an understanding allows us to move beyond a simple understanding of metaphors as moving 

the ‘emotional load’ from the vehicle to the tenor. As part of this, different aspects of complex social 

phenomena are emphasized, and can hide the less desirable or important aspects of the tenor. In this way, 

metaphors can be used strategically as a way to shape the behaviour, beliefs, and attitudes of other actors.  

Thus, we can identify metaphor as a second aspect of discourse that is useful in conveying meaning. 

Metaphors convey meaning by reconceptualising something unknown as something known, thereby 

making it familiar and known. In doing so, they help boundedly rational actors come to terms, and interpret, 

the policy world around them. Thus, they are important sense-making tools. Metaphors can be powerful 

insofar as they can shape people’s opinions, beliefs, and attitudes about a particular phenomenon. 

Moreover, they can enhance the credibility of a particular actor, and shape how people perceive and 

understand the world around them. At the same time, they are limited, insofar as they can only ever be 

partial, and can reduce the world into a set of platitudes and simplistic clichés.  

Identity 

The final (relevant) element of a discursive understanding of policy processes is that of identity. Within a 

discourse, actors are associated with different traits, personas, behaviours, etc. As a result, when an actor 

‘steps into’ a particular (discursive) role or function, they will be expected to behave in accordance with that 

particular identity construct. As part of this, they will be both enabled or constrained by that role. For 

instance, a person who occupies the identity (or, in Hajerian terms, ‘subject-position’) of a lawyer will be 

expected to behave in accordance with both the institutional rules (i.e. laws, professional ethics, contractual 

obligations to a client, etc.) of that role, as well as the discursive constructions that attach (i.e. lawyers as 
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trusted professionals, as experts, or as greedy and self-interested). In this way, discourses shape identity, 

and also the ways in which individual actors relate to, and influence, each other. Moreover, discourses 

interact with institutions to shape the identity, and thus the behaviour, of individual actors.  

What this means is that identity is not fixed or absolute. Rather, identity is very much seen as being 

constructed. This means that individual policy actors do not have some kind of stable or essential identity 

that exists independent of context. Rather, actors occupy different identities that may include, for instance, 

teacher, mother, Australian, black, etc. These are also couched in institutional constraints – rules, norms, 

and regulations that govern how those actors should behave, whom they interact with, and in what way. 

Moreover, given that identity is not fixed, it is also fluid. That is, individuals can occupy multiple identities, 

but those identities can change over time, and in response to specific circumstances, needs, or interests. As 

a result, an individual actor may have multiple and shifting identities.   

In light of this, policy scholars have sought to understand the ways in which identity comes to be 

constituted. Two specific factors are relevant here. On one hand, discourses set up the background 

conditions through which individual identities are created. Drawing heavily on the prior conceptual work 

of Davies and Harré (1990), Hajer and Laws (2006) argue that discourses provide the conceptual repertoire 

that allow individual actors to construct and communicate the identities of themselves and others – both 

in their professional and personal lives. As part of this, discourses generate the kinds of categories that are 

needed for an individual to express himself or herself in social and political life. This means that discourses 

create the ‘slots’ that actors can occupy in their social relations with others (Davies & Harré 1990, p. 141). 

The second process through which identity is constructed is through narration. Indeed, policy scholarship 

has particularly focused on the role of narratives in how people come to understand themselves and the 

world (Søreide 2007; Yanow 1999). While discourse creates the general categories and schema through 

which identities emerge, narratives then draw those identities into relations with other components and 

categories of social reality. This could include other actors, institutions, or communities. In other words, 

the narrative component of identity (or, perhaps, the identity component of narratives) situates the socially 

constructed actor within a plot and a setting, and gives that actor a problem that must be solved. In this 

way, identity is narrated.  

Moreover, in constructing the relationship between problem and solutions narratives of identity are also 

capable of expressing interests. As Béland (2017) points out, interests are not entirely objective, neutral, or 

value-free goals pursued by individual actors. Rather, they (at least in part) are shaped by the kinds of 

subject-positions occupied by those same actors. For instance, an individual actor’s interests may shift, 

depending on whether s/he is a Treasury analyst, or whether s/he is a senior manager in the Department 

of Education. The same actor may, in an exercise of agency, choose to express different interests. Moreover, 

the opposite might be true. That is, occupying a subject-position of Treasury analyst may force a person to 

pursue particular interests, even though they may not entirely agree with those interests. This is a view that 

is supported by Hay (2011a) in arguing that interests themselves are constructed, and are constructed by 
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the social, political and institutional processes in which actors act. The implication here is that what we 

want reflects who we are.  

This analysis is reliant both on both ideas and institutions. As described above, institutions manifest through 

a set of rules, practices, processes, procedures that govern the conduct of daily life. At the same time, ideas 

reflect the underlying norms as well as assumptions about cause-and-effect relations that exist in a particular 

policy universe.  On one hand, particular subject-positions (or identities) come into being through a set of 

rules and practices. So, for instance, the role of ‘Minister’ can come into being as a function of the formal 

structures and regulations that exist within a system of parliamentary democracy. These structures and 

regulations shape how a person in the role of ‘Minister’ will behave. At the same time, a set of background 

norms and assumptions will also play a role in how that person-as-Minister behaves. These may relate to a 

set of (discursively constructed) beliefs about how a Minister should speak and act, or the kinds of policies 

and projects that are right and appropriate.  

The discursive foundation of identity also means that the latter is both enabled and constrained by the 

former. Indeed,  Foucault (1971) has influentially shown that discourses have both enabling and 

constraining characteristics, and policy scholars have embraced this approach in their analysis of identity in 

policy-relevant ways (Béland 2017; Hajer & Laws 2006; Søreide 2007). That is, as individual actors ‘step 

into’ the categories and schema generated by individual discourses, they are given access to, for instance, 

the structures and relationships that ‘come with’ that identity. So, once a person is appointed to, for 

instance, a Cabinet position, they are then given access to the use of the public service, Ministerial advisors, 

public funding, etc. In this way, the person is enabled by occupying a subject-position of ‘Minister’. At the 

same time, there are certain public expectations, rules, and structures placed on Ministers that govern the 

way they act. For instance, there are accountability mechanisms that prevent them from spending public 

money inappropriately or refusing to release private information. In this way, occupying that particular 

subject-position constrains what they might otherwise do.  

Thus, identity, insofar as it interacts with institutions and discourse, provides us with another conceptual 

tool to understand how the policy process might be influenced. Discourses set up the background 

categories and conceptualisations of people in particular roles. Individual actors will then ‘step into’ those 

roles and will choose particular courses of action depending on their ‘background ideational abilities’, as 

well as the institutionally determined aspects of that role. In this way, actors are constrained by their identity. 

At the same time, individual actors are enabled by their identity, insofar as other actors will more easily trust 

them (owing to their role in social interactions) and are thus more likely to act in accordance with what that 

actor says or advises. Actors occupying particular subject-positions might also be deemed as more credible, 

owing to their specific identity. This places individual actors in a position to influence others.  

Interpretivism and its limits 

The central assumptions of interpretivists outlined to this point provide a useful conceptual framework to 

explore the central focus of this thesis (i.e. the policy influence of management consultants). However, it is 



 

 24 

still somewhat limited. As discussed above, interpretivists specifically (and policy scholarship more broadly) 

has tended to focus on how groups (i.e. ‘coalitions’) compete to resolve pressing social problems. In other 

words, the mechanisms of influence have a collective function. This approach tends to obscure the ways in 

which individual actors influence others within a coalition, or over a coalition more broadly. So, for 

instance, Hajer (1993) points to two discourse coalitions in controversies related to acid rain in Britain – 

the ‘ecological modernization’ coalition, and the ‘traditional pragmatist’ coalition. At the same time, Hajer 

does not discuss individual actors that may have acted to shape a policy process, and who may be drawing 

from a different discursive repertoire.  

More specifically, a focus on coalitions as the primary instigators of change can obscure several important 

dynamics. First, it can obscure intra-coalition dynamics. That is, it can obscure the ways in which individual 

actors within a coalition interact with each other. In other words, it can hide the micro-level interactions 

between individual actors. These actors might still share a common meaning construct (i.e. a storyline), but 

there may be other modes of power and influence operating between the two. Second, it can obscure the 

dynamics between an individual actor and a coalition that does not share the same meaning construct. 

Indeed, if policy processes are messy, uncertain, and complicated, there is every possibility that interactions 

in those processes don’t just occur between coalitions. Indeed, it is equally plausible that individual actors, 

who might be external to a coalition, are interacting with that coalition in some way.  

Third, the focus on influence (as wielded by coalitions through stories) means that the mechanisms of 

influence identified to this point, again, have a collective function. However, the focus of this thesis is on 

an individual category of actor – a consultant – and how that actor shapes policy processes. Because of this, 

understanding how individuals – as opposed to groups – function to exert influence is necessary for the 

current investigation. Moreover, it is necessary to understand how the coalition itself is shaping (i.e. either 

enabling or constraining) the individual actors’ ability to be influential. Thus, it is necessary to unpack these 

dynamics to ‘zoom in’ on how one actor influences a coalition. By doing this, we can better understand 

how consultants might be exercising influence over public policy.  

Conclusion 

In sum, interpretivist approaches see public policy as a process through which different actors – working 

in coalitions – seek to have their version of reality come to dominate and shape social structures and 

institutions. Influencing public policy is understood here as fundamentally a discursive process. That is, 

language – in the form of both discourse and stories – plays a fundamental role in such processes. More 

specifically, language has a constituting function. This means that it is not a neutral representation of the 

interests, beliefs, and values of individual actors. Rather, it actually forms the social relationships and 

structures underpinning a particular policy arena. In this way, language is causative. Moreover, language 

expresses identity. That is, the ways in which actors ‘talk about’ policy issues reveal ‘who they are’. In 

addition to this, discourses create the socially constructed personas – the characters – into which individual 

actors situate themselves. In this way, language and identity intermingle.  
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This is not to say that ideas and institutions have no role. Quite the opposite. Indeed, discursive approaches 

in the policy sciences recognise that ideas, like discourse, are crucial components of policy influence, and 

public policy more broadly. As part of this, ideas become embedded in a discursive process. That is, ideas 

are communicated discursively and, through this process, ideas come to shape institutions. Institutions here 

are understood as a set of rules that govern the conduct of daily life. At the same time, institutions are 

linked to discourse, in that institutions rely on individual actors speaking both about and in an institution 

for the institution to come into being. In this way, institutions and discourse interact.  

Within the discursive processes that link ideas to institutions, three concepts are particularly relevant. These 

are stories, metaphor, and identity. Stories are meaning-making devices that link particular events and actors 

into a sequence – A leads to B leads to C. They are shorthand for, and the local instantiation of broader 

discourses that circulate within society. Metaphors are linguistic devices that link to seemingly un-alike 

things together as a way of turning something unfamiliar into something familiar. Finally, actors adopt 

discursively constructed identities that shape how they behave, but also how they interact with others, and 

the expectations placed on them. As part of this, individual actors become credible when they occupy 

particular subject positions. This means that others will trust those actors, thus shaping how the different 

actors relate to, and influence, each other.  

At the same time, the chapter argued that a fundamental difficulty within adopting interpretivist approaches 

for the current study is the focus on coalitions. While this concept is very useful in allowing us to understand 

influence, it nevertheless detracts from our ability to interrogate both intra-coalition dynamics, as well as 

the ways in which individual actors are constrained within and by coalitions. These difficulties are 

particularly pronounced within the present thesis, given that it is focusing on the ability of an individual 

actor – the consultant – to shape policy processes. As a result, it is necessary to move beyond the singular 

focus on coalitions to explore the dynamics between individual actors and coalitions. To do this, the next 

chapter delves into the business sciences, and the ‘critical consulting’ literature, to understand how 

individual consultants might be exercising influence within a coalition, and also how consultants might be 

constrained by those same coalitions. It also explores the concept of ‘discursive agency’ to understand the 

extra-coalition dynamics between coalitions and individual actors that might sit ‘outside’ a coalition (insofar 

as they do not share a particular storyline).  
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CHAPTER 3: UNPACKING THE COALITION 

Introduction 

A focus on coalitions does not go far enough in addressing the main concerns of this thesis. Indeed, this 

thesis is focused on one category of an individual actor – a consultant, and how that actor exercises 

influence within a policy process. As a result, it is necessary to ‘open up’ the coalition to unpack the 

interactions between individual actors within that coalition. To achieve this task, the current chapter 

explores the ‘critical consulting’ literature, as well as the relatively recent literature on discursive agency. The 

critical consulting literature is particularly useful, primarily because it focuses on the micro-level dynamics 

between consultants and their clients. Thus, it allows us to understand, in socially constructivist terms, inter-

actor relationships. At the same time, we need to move beyond this literature to explore how individual 

actors exercise agency in their dealings with others. While the critical consulting literature shows us the 

ways in which consultants influence is constrained, it does not allow us to understand in depth the processes 

or behaviours through which consultants exercise agency in the client-consultant relationship. In other 

words, in what ways are individual actors able to shape relations within a coalition (i.e. the ‘intra-coalition 

dynamics)? In addition, to what extent can individual actors influence a coalition, even when those actors 

might not, strictly speaking, be part of a coalition (i.e. the inter-coalition dynamics, or the coalition-actor 

dynamics)? It is to these questions that this chapter turns. In this way, this chapter rounds off my theoretical 

discussion of influence, and how it is wielded by individual actors (i.e. consultants) within a policy process.  

The ‘boundaries’ of a coalition 

The first question to address here is what precisely we mean by ‘inside’ a coalition? Indeed, to understand 

intra-coalition dynamics, we first need to understand where the boundaries of a coalition lie. Doing so will 

provide us with a starting point for understanding the dynamics that exist between individual actors both 

within coalitions, and from other coalitions.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, within a Hajerian understanding of coalitions, the key ‘binding agent’ 

between different actors is a storyline, which is a shared understanding of social problems and their 

solutions. Coalitions then seek to exercise influence by having their version of the world – their storyline - 

shape institutional structures and processes. According to interpretivists, this understanding of coalitions 

represented an improvement on the advocacy coalition framework (ACF), in that it reconceptualised 

language, discourse, and communication as having a fundamental role in shaping policy change (Fischer 

2003). At the same time, the move towards a discursive understanding of coalitions has downplayed the 

coordinative character of social practices. Within the ACF, coalitions are not just bound by a shared belief 

system. Rather, a coalition requires individual actors to engage in a non-trivial degree of coordination over 

time (Sabatier 1998). In the view of the ACF, beliefs bind coalitions, but these beliefs are then expressed 

to a set of shared practices.   
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However, within the ADA’s understanding of coalitions, this notion of non-trivial degree of coordination 

is downplayed. Rather, discourse coalitions, as discursive phenomena: 

… are reproduced and transformed through a variety of political actors that do not necessarily meet but 

through their very activities reinforce a particular set of story lines in a given policy domain … People in 

India, Germany, and the United States, for example, can all share, sustain, and reproduce the sustainable 

development storyline without having met each other, let alone having coordinated their political activities 

(Fischer 2003, p. 105).  

Thus, the ADA provides a much wider conceptualisation of what is ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ a ‘coalition’ than 

the ACF. Within the ADA, all that is needed is a shared understanding of the problem – a common storyline 

– and not the coordinated activity as defined by the ACF. In this way, multiple actors all working on the 

same problem can be part of a coalition, even without ever meeting or ‘advocating’ for a particular policy 

view. 

This approach is problematic, in that it obscures elements of discourse that relate to social practices. As 

pointed out in the previous chapter, discursive understandings of policy influence incorporate what people 

do, and not just what they say. As part of this, discourses are reproduced through an identifiable set of 

practices. It is practices that create the link between what people say, and institutional change. However, 

ignoring the coordinative character of social practices makes it harder to explain change. If two actors have 

never met, how are they able to collectively influence public policy? Sure, they may have a shared 

understanding of problems and solutions, but this on its own is insufficient to explain change, or, at least, 

to be able to understand the role of individual actors or coalitions in producing change. For instance, if a 

discourse coalition produced a policy change in India, what was the role of actors in America (who might 

share a similar reality construct) in producing that change? The implication is that the ADA would still 

attribute influence to the Americans, even if they had no role a part from a shared interpretation of a 

problem. This makes it difficult to understand which actors had a specific role in producing change.  

Moreover, such a wide conceptualisation of a coalition removes our ability to focus in on agency. To what 

extent, and in what way, is individual actors’ behaviour both constrained and enabled within a coalition? 

The current definition of a discourse coalition prevents such exploration. More specifically, agency within 

the ADA seems to be a function of a coalition. It is much harder to unpack what individual agency means, 

and how it is exercised. Thus, given the focus of this thesis, a theorisation of agency is needed, as a starting 

point for exploring how consultants are able to influence other actors in a coalition, as well as other 

coalitions that may not share a similar interpretation of reality. Moreover, it is necessary to show how the 

agency of individual actors is both enabled and constrained. To do that, the next sub-section turns to the 

critical consulting literature. Within this literature, consultants are seen to exercise agency, however that 

agency is very much constrained within the dynamic interplay between consultants and their clients – what 

has been referred to as the ‘client-consultant relationship’.  
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Consultants and their clients 

Since the early 1990s, critical management scholars such as Andrew Sturdy, Robin Fincham, and Timothy 

Clark (amongst several others) have studied the management consulting phenomenon. This rich body of 

work has yielded several insights that are relevant to the present thesis. The first of these is that consultants 

are engaged by clients to help resolve pressing organisational problems. These problems are seen as 

essentially uncertain and ambiguous. Consultants are ‘brought in’ to the client firm to help resolve these 

issues. Indeed, a central point of agreement within the critical consulting literature – and critical 

management studies more broadly – is the inherent uncertainty and ambiguity of organizational life. On 

this basis it is easy to understand why consultants have also become so central to public policy and 

administration. As discussed in the previous chapter, policymakers seek to make sense of complex social 

problems, and to provide solutions. Like organisational problems, policy problems are seen as uncertain 

and ambiguous. Because of this, consultants are brought in to the administration of the state to help their 

clients ‘puzzle’ over what ought to be done.  

As consultants are brought into the client organisation (whether public or private), they begin to work 

collaboratively, not only with their direct clients, but with other actors. As part of this, a project team is 

formed to help drive the work. Within these teams, both consultants and their clients (as well as other 

actors) influence each other, but in different ways, and to varying extents. This means that each actor aims 

to influence the other. Given the complexity of problems facing consultants and their clients, the precise 

problem is not ‘out there’ in the world, waiting to be discovered. Rather, they are defined and acted upon 

by consultants through the consulting project. As part of this, consultants will reinterpret problems in ways 

that align with their own understanding of the world. This means that, ultimately, consultants have a role 

in ‘making sense’ of complex organisational issues. In this way, consultants are seen to be ‘merchants of 

meaning’ (Czarniawska-Joerges 1990) for their clients. 

The uncertainty surrounding client projects means that, in many instances, consultants might find 

themselves in a space of liminality (Czarniawska & Mazza 2003). Liminality is a concept drawn from 

anthropology that connotes a state of ambiguity or disorientation within the middle stages of a ritual or rite 

of passage. Czarniawska and Mazza (2003) use this concept to argue that, when operating within a space of 

liminality, consultants must be ‘flexible and pliable’ and adapt to the changing needs of their clients. They 

must not have their own objectives, but must instead interpret the world of their clients in ways that meet 

their client’s needs. Because of this, they may abdicate control. In this view, the uncertainty of client projects 

means that consultants must adapt to the needs of their clients, rather than the other way around. This 

places consultants in a subordinate position to their clients. In other words, liminality places a limit on 

consultant agency.   

Moreover, critical management scholars have argued that clients are in a position of structural dominance 

vis-à-vis the consultants. As part of this, consultants are always going to be ‘outside’ the client organisation. 

That is, they are not an employee of the client, and are instead employed by a separate organisation (i.e. the 
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consulting firm). This state-of-affairs means that they have a ‘burden of otherness’ (Kipping & Armbruster 

2002). As outsiders, consultants must regularly assert their value to the organisation, they must ‘prove their 

worth’. Failure to do so can impose a significant barrier to consultants’ exercising influence at all insofar as 

a client is less likely to accept a consultant’s intervention (Creplet et al. 2001). Moreover, there may be 

resistance from clients regarding the decision to use a consultant in the first place. Members of client 

organisations may feel that it is unnecessary or undesirable to use someone ‘outside’ the organisation and 

thus may be uncooperative, or not be willing to accept the work of the consultant. In this way, the identity 

of consultant qua consultant poses a barrier in-and-of itself. Clients (or other actors within the client’s 

organisation) may hold a general bias against the use of consultants in the first place (Fincham 1999, 2002). 

Thus, critical management scholars point to the highly constrained nature of consultant influence on their 

clients. First, consultants are always going to sit ‘outside’ of the client organisation. Because of this, they 

need to discharge their ‘burden of otherness’. Moreover, the inherent uncertainty of client problems 

position consultants in spaces of liminality, which require them to be ‘flexible and pliable’ in response to 

client demands. Finally, consultants are structurally subservient to their clients, for the simple reason that 

the client is paying the consultant, and can thus is in a superior bargaining position. As a result, consultant 

agency is highly curtailed when they begin to work with the client. At the same time, even within this 

constrained environment, consultants still have several mechanisms at their disposal to exercise influence, 

even though these might be contestable as well. These mechanisms are ideas, narratives, discourse, and 

metaphor. Each of these will now be explored, in conjunction with some ways in which each mechanism 

can be contested. As a result, the remainder of this sub-section points to discursive mechanisms as sites of 

resistance, not just of influence.  

Ideas 

The first key mechanism through which consultants influence their clients is the provision of ideas. Indeed, 

a key point of agreement right across the critical consulting literature is the importance of ideas in the 

relationship between consultants and their clients. As discussed in Chapter 1, this is a point that is also 

made in the policy consulting literature. At the same time, the two bodies of work are somewhat different 

in how they understand ideas. Within the policy consulting literature, consultant ideas are seen as policy 

ideas. That is, they are seen as defined and tangible ways through which policy problems can be addressed. 

However, the critical consulting literature sees ideas more as ‘management fashions’ – collective beliefs 

about the role of management techniques as being at the forefront of management progress (Abrahamson 

1996).2 As part of this, consultants are viewed as crucial in the translation and dissemination of management 

fashions (Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall 2002). The ability of consultants to do this has provided the basis 

for several authors to classify them as ‘brokers’ or ‘diffusers’ (Abrahamson 1996; Kieser 1997; Sturdy 2012). 

In this way, management consultants are seen to introduce ideas from one context into another, or else 

 
2 Note that the terms ‘management fashion’ and ‘management ideas’ will be used interchangeably throughout this 

thesis.  
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commodify knowledge so that it can be deployed and applied to resolve pressing organisational issues 

(Wright & Kwon 2006). 

As part of this, critical management scholars emphasise the highly constructed nature of management ideas. 

Indeed, consultant ideas have been described as ‘creole’. As Sahlin-Andersson and Engwall (2002) explain, 

creole cultures or languages are those that are drawn together from a multitude of different other cultures 

and languages. While they are a unique entity in themselves, they nevertheless owe their pedigree to the 

original cultures from which they are drawn. Management ideas can be seen in this light as it draws from a 

multitude of different sources, including accounting, engineering, and information systems (Kipping 2011; 

Kipping & Engwall 2002; McKenna 1995). This means that management ideas are seen as a ‘rhetorical 

construction’ (Hicks, Nair & Wilderom 2009, p. 291; Reihlen & Nikolova 2010).  

The constructed (or creole) nature of consultant ideas means that they are seen as being particularly 

contestable. This allows for the possibility of consultants being undermined or challenged. Because of this, 

consultant influence – insofar as it is exercised through the supply of ideas to clients – can be seen as 

insecure, and can be destabilised quite easily (Sturdy 1997). As part of this, clients may actively resist the 

ideas provided by consultants (Fincham 1999). For instance, Wright and Kwon (2006) have shown how 

Korean firms were particularly resistant to the ideas and knowledge provided by Western management 

consultants during the country’s recovery from the 1997 economic crisis. This actually led to several 

consulting firms going out of business, as their ideas were not seen as aligning with the basic cultural norms 

of industry in Korea. For Hofstede (2003), cultural differences between different clients are likely to shape 

the extent to which consultant ideas are actually accepted. Likewise, McGivern (1983) shows how clients 

can also reject a consultant idea based on the extent to which actors within the client firm perceive the idea 

as being of particular value to their day-to-day work practices. 

Thus, the provision of ideas is seen in critical management studies as one way through which consultants 

are able to be influential within the client-consultant relationship. In this sense, we can call it a mechanism 

of influence. Consultants are actively able to define the kinds of beliefs and ‘fashions’ that are most suitable 

to resolving pressing organisational issues. This places them in a position to influence how their clients 

understand the world, but also how those same clients might act. At the same time, these ideas are highly 

constructed and, therefore, highly contestable. As a result, clients are in a position to challenge those ideas 

– to accept them, or reject them, or a combination of the two. In this way, the two actors seek to influence 

the other, but in different ways, and at different points in the engagement.  

Language  

In addition to ideas, critical management scholars also see language as being central to the ability of 

consultants to influence their clients. Through language, client problems are reinterpreted so that they can 

be ‘treated’ in accordance with the kinds of solutions that consultants can provide. Crucially, and as with 

the interpretivist policy literature, language exists at two levels. First, at the more macro-level of discourse. 

Second, at the more meso- or micro-level of narratives or stories. Consultant ideas and the ways in which 
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they interpret reality for their clients are seen to be embedded within broader discourses like ‘total quality 

management’ (TQM), ‘business process reengineering’ (BPR) or ‘human resource management’. (HRM). 

Here, managerial discourse refers to a specific way of ‘speaking about’ an organisational problem. These 

discourses prescribe a set of ideas and solutions to problems faced by clients. Consultants draw from 

managerial discourse to represent the social world in specific ways to their clients – ways that allow 

consultants to introduce familiar and fashionable ideas (Bloomfield & Best 1992; Bloomfield & Danieli 

1995). As part of this, consultants draw on well-established managerial discourses as a way through which 

they can shape their relationships with their clients. So, while ideas might be a belief or an interpretation of 

a (managerial) problem or solution, language becomes a way through which those ideas are communicated 

and then acted upon.  

Critical management scholars see discourse as having an enabling function. That is, it enables the consultant 

to exercise influence within the client-consultant relationship. As part of this, consultants are also seen to 

strategically use, adapt, or reject different discourses, depending on the needs of the specific client 

engagement. In this way, the consultants’ agency defines the ways in which discourses are adopted and 

introduced into the client organization. In other words, consultants are actively shaping the kinds of 

discourses that travel, and the ways in which those discourses are represented (Czarniawska & Joerges 1996; 

Whittle 2008). In such circumstances, consultants become ‘obligatory passage points’ for their clients. That 

is, clients are forced to use the consultant to get anything done. In this way, the consultant draws on their 

command of knowledge-based resources to entrench their role within the client organisation, and thus 

exercise influence (Bloomfield & Danieli 1995).  

At the same time, discourse can constrain consultant influence. The most telling example of this is in 

relation to client expectations about what a consultant ‘is’ and how they should behave. Gill (2015) has 

shown how consultant behaviour is framed by discourses of ‘elitism’ - a notion that consultants are 

somehow ‘elite’ or ‘special’ individuals. According to the author, this functioned as a way through which 

consultant behaviour was modified and controlled within their organisations, and also a source of anxiety 

for the consultants. Likewise, Merilainen et al. (2004) argue that consultants must act in accordance with 

the dictates of ‘competitive masculinity’ – that is, particular understanding of what it means to be male, and 

how expectations of male-ness shapes the ways in which consultants act vis-à-vis their clients and each 

other. In this way, consultants are as much constrained by discourse as they are enabled by it. Thus, 

discourses shape how consultants perceive themselves, and what amounts to acceptable behaviour.  

Consultants’ linguistic representations of the world are typically communicated through consultant reports. 

To illustrate, Bloomfield and Vurdubakis (1994) have influentially argued that (in the context of an IT 

consulting project) consultants construct a particular version of reality for their clients. As the authors 

describe it: 

Textual practices such as those deployed within consultancy reports are crucial in constructing 

and sustaining particular ‘versions’ of what IT ‘is’, the uses it can be put to, [and] its relationship 
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to the organisation and its ‘objectives’. Put another way, IT is not known self-evidently, as a 

purely empirical ‘object’, but is made available for use through particular communicative 

practices such as those encapsulated in consultancy reports (Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1994, p. 

472) 

According to this view, consultants thus exercise influence directly through the production and 

dissemination of their reports. This finding suggests that the consultant report becomes a textual 

representation of the social world, which necessarily reduces that world to a set of ‘best practices’ and 

‘recommendations’. 

Embedded within consultant discourses are stories or narratives. Indeed, several authors in the critical 

consulting literature point to the importance of narratives and stories in explaining the ability of consultants 

to influence their clients. The critical consulting literature’s understanding of narratives has some similarities 

with, and some differences to, the interpretivist policy literature. Both bodies of work see stories as having 

a fundamentally meaning-making function. That is, narratives are ways through which actors construct an 

understanding of the world, and then communicate those understandings to others. In this sense, stories 

are seen in both bodies of work as being an outcome of both influence and agency. However, the key 

difference here is that the interpretivist policy literature sees stories as having a collective function. That is, 

they are the glue that binds coalitions together, and are used by those coalitions to exercise influence. 

However, the critical consulting literature argues that stories have a more ‘individualist’ function, insofar as 

they are seen to emanate from an individual actor (i.e. a consultant). For instance, Clark and Salaman (1996a) 

argue that the inherently ambiguous nature of client problems and consulting knowledge means that 

consultants are placed in a position of storyteller within the client-consultant relationship. Because neither 

clients nor consultants have a strong understanding of the precise problem they are facing, or potential 

solutions, consultants’ position in the client-consultant relationship means that they can construct a 

narrative about what ought to be done. These stories draw on labels, metaphors and platitudes to ascribe 

meaning to a messy, and uncertain social world (Czarniawska-Joerges 1990). Such an approach places an 

individual actor, and not just a coalition, in a unique position to exercise influence through story.  

At the same time, the critical consulting literature also provides us with some insight into the processes 

through which individual narratives are generated – a perspective that is missing from the interpretivist 

policy literature. In addition to consultants being viewed as storytellers, they are also seen as story-makers, 

insofar as they co-construct a narrative with their client. These narratives allow for clients and consultants 

to both engage in reflection on the project or process undertaken. Indeed, for Johansson (2004), consultants 

and clients engage in a process of narrative co-construction. This means that both parties are active 

participants in the construction of reality. In contrast to the ‘consultants as storytellers’ approach, this view 

sees the narrative relationship between consultants and their clients as being much more interactive, and 

much less one-sided. At the same time, processes of co-construction have the potential to constrain 

consultant influence. That is, owing to the structural dominance of their client, it is entirely possible for the 

client to be the actor that is ‘driving’ the narrative. The implication here is that consultant narratives are not 
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always their own, and that sites of story-making can also be sites through which clients can exercise 

influence over consultants. In this way, story-making can become a site of resistance.   

Finally, the critical consulting literature also provides some insight into the content of the narratives that 

consultants convey to their clients. While the interpretivist policy literature discusses narratives in very 

general terms, some authors in the critical consulting literature point to ‘change narratives’ as being a key 

aspect of consultant stories (Fincham 2002). This means that consultants are seen to introduce to their 

clients a narrative about how to move from one state-of-affairs to another. This is consistent with academic 

understanding of consultants as ‘agents of change’ (Crucini & Kipping 2001). Moreover, it provides an 

indicator of the ways in which consultants draw on narratives to exert influence within the client-consultant 

relationship. That is, where consultants can induce a client to change their practices and behaviours, 

consultants can be seen as more influential. 

Thus, the critical consulting literature shows the importance of language in consultants’ ability to exercise 

influence. The use of language functions both discursively, and narratively. In relation to the former, 

consultants are both enabled and constrained by macro-level discourses that relate to who consultants are, 

and the kinds of interventions that are most appropriate within a (highly constructed) problem-solving 

process. Linguistically, consultants also draw on stories or narratives to convey meaning. These narratives 

are embedded in background discourses of managerialist interventions (i.e. TQM or BPR). They prescribe 

what ‘ought to be done’ about a particular problem, and in what order. These are described as change 

narratives. Moreover, consultants and clients can co-create the particular narratives that are ultimately 

conveyed in consultant reports. This, again, means that consultants’ agency is constrained, and their 

influence is diminished within processes of narrative co-construction. That is, clients’ structural dominance 

in the client-consultant relationship mean that consultants are not free to generate whatever story they 

choose. Rather, they must work collaboratively with their client to create those stories.  

Identity 

A third way in which the critical consulting literature understands the ability of consultants to exercise 

influence is through the construction of identity. Like the ideas that they provide, the identity of consultants 

is not seen by critical management scholars as being a given. Rather, consultants have, throughout the 

establishment and evolution of the industry, sought to construct a public identity for themselves as a way 

to exert influence. As part of this, consultants have been, throughout their history, ‘impression managers’ 

(Clark 1995). This means that they have focused on how they are perceived by other actors – particularly 

their clients – as a way of winning and maintaining work. As part of this, Visscher, Heusinkveld and 

O'Mahoney (2018) – drawing on the work of Levi Strauss (1962) – show that consultants act as bricoleurs. 

That is, they borrow elements of the identity of other actors to construct an image of themselves.  

There are two separate, but related constructions here that are mentioned frequently in the critical 

consulting literature. The first is consultants as ‘professionals’. This identity construction can be understood 

by looking to the historical evolution of the consulting industry. As consultants were establishing their 
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industry, there was a perception that they were poorly trained and inexperienced (Kipping & Saint-Martin 

2005). Moreover, consulting as an industry was unfamiliar to most people, and had even been subject to 

hostile union activity in response to interventions applied at client sites (Kipping 2011). This meant that 

consultants had to find ways to assure the value of their services to their clients. To do this, consultants 

drew on specific components of the identity of the established professions (i.e. law, accounting, engineering, 

etc.). Here, consultants referred to their businesses as firms. They adopted the conservative dress codes of 

the established professions, and started their own professional bodies (i.e. the Association of Consulting 

Management Engineers, or ACME). The first management consultants also referred to themselves as 

‘industrial engineers’. This approach, critical management scholars argue, generated legitimacy for 

consulting work. In this way, professionalism was used as a strategic resource to ensure that consultants 

could overcome the negative perceptions of their industry, and thus gain access to clients (Kipping 2011). 

However, the status of consultants as ‘professionals’ is still very much debated within the critical consulting 

literature. For instance, Kitay and Wright (2007, p. 1613) point out that, ‘(d)espite aspirations to 

professionalism, management consulting lacks many of the characteristics commonly ascribed to traditional 

professions such as formal education, a codified knowledge-base, and regulation by a professional 

association and/or the state’. This is a view that is shared by Baaij (2013). In this view, consultants are seen 

in the literature to draw on the rhetorical tools to establish their own identity as professionals. This is done 

to overcome the barriers that they face regarding their legitimacy; their need to operate profitably; and their 

structural inequality vis-à-vis their clients. The lack of clarity over their professional status means that the 

identity of consultants as professionals has the potential to be de-stabilised.  

It is not only their status as professional that is subject to much debate, but also consultants’ status as 

‘expert’. Indeed, consultants’ expertise is a matter of some discussion within the critical consulting literature. 

For instance, Creplet et al. (2001) cast doubt on consultants’ status as ‘expert’. As part of this claim, the 

authors argue that ‘consultants’ and ‘experts’ have very different traits, thus drawing a conceptual distinction 

between the two ‘types’ of actor. Likewise, for Bouwmeester and Stiekema (2015), consultants’ identity as 

expert is a ‘rhetorical deconstruction’. Here, the authors surveyed various stakeholder groups regarding 

their perceptions of consultant expertise. As part of this, they found that:  

Consultants’ expert image was found to be socially constructed, and constructed differently by 

various stakeholder groups - consultants (i.e. their own self-image), clients, employees, 

academics, and outsiders (Bouwmeester & Stiekema 2015, p. 2450) 

Thus, the critical consulting literature strongly suggests that consultants have constructed an identity for 

themselves (as ‘experts’ and as ‘professionals’), and that this identity has been used as a way of establishing 

themselves as legitimate. Inherent in this is a form of resistance. That is, consultants have reacted to negative 

images about them by constructing an image and identity that positions them in as favourable light as 

possible. Not having a professional or expert status of their own, consultants have had to draw on the 

tropes of other industries to claim legitimacy. Without this, consultants would be subject to the power and 
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influence that other actors have over them. Thus, the literature suggests that by resisting these negative 

constructions, consultants have been able to exert a form of influence themselves (i.e. through resistance). 

However, there is a tension within the critical consulting literature as to the expert status of consultants. 

While some see consultants as very much occupying the role of the ‘expert’ within organisational discourses, 

others see ‘consultant’ as very much a category of its own. As Fincham and Clark (2002b, p. 10) ask, are 

consultants ‘expert and essential helpers, or parasites whose skills are little better than those of the 

conman?’. This tension suggests the possibility that consultant identity does not always work in their favor. 

Indeed, clients may be quite skeptical of who consultants ‘are’ and may not hire them for these reasons. 

Because of this, identity, again, serves as a site through which consultant influence can be resisted.  

Metaphor 

The final tool that consultants have at their disposal is the metaphor. Though not a major feature of the 

critical consulting literature, metaphors are mentioned, and are seen to be used by consultants in the 

construction of meaning. While the interpretivist policy literature sees metaphors as turning something 

strange into something familiar, the critical consulting literature sees metaphors as taking something 

mundane and turning it into something unique or special. In this way, metaphors allow consultants to ‘sell’ 

ideas to their clients. For Czarniawska-Joerges (1990) metaphors are a powerful toolkit available to 

management consultants. They are particularly relevant when consultants are discussing a change narrative. 

As part of this, consultants can describe the end goal of a change process in terms of something that the 

client can understand. Doing this makes the end goal seem reasonable, achievable, and obtainable. The 

authors also argue that consultant metaphors create a hope for change. They introduce a new concept or 

idea into an old context. Their influence comes from allowing individual actors (i.e. clients) to see a final 

end point or goal in clearer and more familiar terms, and in ways that inspire hope for the future. In this 

way, metaphors, like stories, speak of change. 

Indeed, the use of metaphor is a particularly helpful tool for consultants, given the inherently symbolic 

nature of their role. As this chapter has argued, consultants’ position in the client-consultant relationship is 

highly contestable. To combat this, consultants rely on symbols as a way of reinforcing professional status 

and autonomy. Terms like ‘total quality management’ (TQM) or ‘business process reengineering’ (BPR) 

provide consultants with a rich vocabulary through which they can assert their position within the client 

organisation. This allows consultants to generate images in the client’s mind of change and control. As a 

result, the metaphorical content of terms like TQM or BPR provide clients with a level of assurance not 

only that change is happening but, more importantly, that the manager is in control (Czarniawska-Joerges 

1990). To achieve this, consultant metaphors must be: 

• Mobile, so that they can be moved from problem to problem 

• Stable, so that they can be moved between problems without distortion 

• Combinable, so that they can be linked to each other (Latour 1987). 

In this way, metaphors assist in processes of meaning making between consultants and their clients.  
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Agency and strategic choices 

While it is important to point out the mechanisms that consultants can adopt, it is also important to explore 

why consultants adopt one mechanism over another, and the processes that underscore such choices. 

Exploring these dynamics is important in attributing influence to a consultant. This is because it allows us 

to analyse and map the pathways that emanate from consultants’ specific behaviours, thoughts, and speech 

to wider processes of change within public policy. Doing this provides us with a much stronger basis upon 

which to attribute influence to a consultant.  An exploration of the kinds of choices available to consultants 

is also important given that discourses are often positioned and maintained right across society (Alvesson 

& Karreman 2000). This means that discourses exist at a macro-level, or as ‘general and prevalent systems 

for the formation and articulation of ideas in a particular period of time’ (Alvesson & Karreman 2000, p. 

1126). This raises an important question. If discourses exist at a macro-level, and if consultants are merely 

carriers of discourse, how is it possible to attribute influence to those consultants? In other words, to what 

extent can we attribute influence to the agency of individual consultants?  

To theorise an answer to these questions, the current sub-section discusses more discursive 

conceptualisations of agency. It is true that discursive accounts of the social world have been criticised for 

effacing agency. In light of this critique, policy scholars have very recently begun to think about the ways 

in which we may conceptualise agency from a discursive vantage point – work that is very much in its 

infancy. Of the very limited papers available, Georg Winkel and Sina Leipold have conducted extensive 

work to advance our understanding of how to conceptualise agency from an interpretivist policy lens 

(Leipold & Winkel 2013, 2016, 2017; Winkel & Leipold 2016). As a result, their ‘Discursive Agency 

Approach’ (DAA) will be drawn on extensively in the discussion below.  

Through the DAA, Leipold and Winkel (2017) systematically analyse the various discursive approaches to 

policy studies, including (but not limited to) Hajer’s argumentative discourse analysis (ADA), Vivian 

Schmidt’s discursive institutionalism (DI), the sociology of knowledge approach to discourse, and Norman 

Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis (CDA). As part of this survey, the authors explore both the 

similarities and differences between the various approaches and make several observations that are relevant 

to this thesis.  

The first point the authors make is that, right across the various interpretivist-constructivist approaches, 

there is an interplay between structure and agency, akin to what Giddens (1984) might have called 

‘structuration’. Discourses are seen as associated with institutions, and both the discourses and the 

institutions create the boundaries that define how individual actors may act, and what they may say. At the 

same time, these actors are primarily responsible for ‘doing’ the discourse, in that they choose which 

discourses they adopt, and how they may be adopted. The authors call this ‘dialectically constituted agency’, 

in that agency is both constituting and being constituted at the same time. This understanding of agency 

links quite nicely to how the critical consulting literature understands consultant agency within the client-
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consultant relationship. Here, consultants are able to selectively choose and adapt different discourses but, 

once they have done so, certain expectations and requirements come into play, thus limiting what they may 

do or say in the future.  

However, according to Leipold and Winkel (2017) the approaches differ in their conceptualisation of the 

ability of individual actors to change those discourses. For instance, in the authors’ analysis, Fairclough’s 

CDA differs quite substantially from Schmidt’s DI. In the former, actors are seen to be subservient to 

discourses, in that there is very little room for those actors to change the discourse. In this approach, agency 

is quite limited. In contrast, Schmidt’s approach would emphasise the ability of actors to mould discourse 

in different ways, thus implying greater room for moulding and shaping discourses. Hajer’s ADA sees 

agency as occupying the space in which actors will try and impose their view of reality (their storyline) on 

others to shape institutional processes. In other words, influence and agency are intimately linked.  

Focusing on the similarities between the different approaches, Leipold and Winkel (2017) argue that policy 

scholars must focus on four components if we are to understand agency from a discursive lens: policy 

discourses, political institutions, agents, and strategic practices. Policy discourses are defined in largely 

Hajerian terms, with the following modifications: 

… we suggest a slightly modified definition for the [Discursive Agency Approach] that focuses 

more on agency. We understand policy discourses as sets of object definitions and associated 

subject positions connected through story lines that ascribe meaning to social and physical 

phenomena considered subject to governance (Leipold & Winkel 2017, p. 523). 

Similarly, the authors draw extensively on Hajer’s work to understand political institutions, in that they are 

‘formal rules aimed at guiding the practices of addressees in a certain policy field, including the social and 

material structures for their implementation’ (Leipold & Winkel 2017). Here, institutions are seen as a prime 

target for agency, in that a prime focus of policy actors is instituting change.  

It is in discussing the last two concepts (agents and strategic practices) that Leipold and Winkel depart from 

Hajer’s ADA. They recognise that discourses and institutions have a certain structural quality, and thus 

provide the broad context in which actors act. Within this context, agency is seen to emerge through a 

process of subjectivization, which means that agents will strategically adopt a particular subject position as 

a way of advancing their interests. Based on this, discursive agency can be defined as ‘an actor’s ability to 

make him/herself a relevant agent in a particular discourse by constantly making choices about whether, 

where, when, and how to identify with a particular subject position in specific story lines within this 

discourse’ (Leipold & Winkel 2017, p. 524). Importantly, actors are not only self-constituted. In addition, 

other actors will contribute to how those actors may be understood in wider discourses. Again, actors 

agency is dialectically self-constituted, not only with wider discourses, but by the agency of others.  

In the DAA, agency also manifests itself through the strategic behaviours of individual actors. In other 

words, we can analyse agency by analysing the choices that individual actors make in their attempts to 

influence others. Strategic practices are the behaviours through which individual actors seek to specify the 
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future state of affairs, such that their political ‘truth’ becomes the dominant storyline within a given policy 

universe. It allows actors to specify the future state of affairs within a given policy domain. This can take a 

range of forms, including (but not limited to) coalition building, production of storylines (and counter-

storylines), rationalisation, exclusion of specific actors, legitimation (or de-legitimation) or restructuring 

governance arrangements.  

Thus, the DAA offers us an opportunity to understand in more depth how agency functions in discursive 

terms. More specifically, it also provides us with an understanding of how discursive agency functions 

within the sub-field of public policy. While other approaches to discursive agency have been advanced 

(Hardy, Palmer & Phillips 2000), the DAA is of particular relevance to this thesis given that it is embedded 

within an interpretivist policy lens. Within such an approach, agency is understood to interact with 

(discursive) structures. This does not mean that one is reducible to the other. Rather, it means that the two 

interact. The task for the analyst is to work out precisely how. To that end, Leipold and Winkel (2017) argue 

that, to analyse agency from a discursive lens, we must focus on policy discourses, political institutions, 

agents, and strategic practices. Discourses and institutions then operate at a structural level, while focusing 

on agents and strategic practices allow us insight into agency. By analysing the two simultaneously, we can 

advance a structurative analysis. In this way, the DAA takes us beyond both the discussion in Chapter 2, as 

well as the critical consulting literature.  

Conclusion 

Drawing on the theory advanced to this point has given us a rich insight into the ways in which individual 

actors (i.e. consultants) can come to influence a policy process. First, individual actors can make two 

different types of choices. The first is in relation to the kinds of practices that, in their view, are necessary 

for their interpretation of reality to shape institutional structures and arrangements. This may include, for 

instance, the kinds of narratives or ideas that they convey to others. The second is the kind of identities or 

subject-positions that they will adopt in an attempt to be influential. These choices are, however, 

constrained by the agency of other actors as part of the consultant/policymaker interaction. That is, other 

actors have the ability to make their own choices, and to accept (or not) the kinds of ideas, metaphors, and 

narratives that individual actors (i.e. consultants) might otherwise project. Where those discursive 

mechanisms are adopted, they have the potential to shape the ways in which collectives (i.e. coalitions) 

construct interpret the world. Coalitions, then, as the key driving force of policy processes, can seek to be 

influential by working out ways to have their storyline shape institutional structures in processes of 

discourse structuration and discourse institutionalisation.  

One critique that can be made of this theory is that it does not fully explain why other actors come to accept 

(or not) the ideas, narratives, metaphors, or identities projected or conveyed by consultants. That is, while 

the critical consulting literature shows quite clearly that other actors do not automatically accept a consultant 

intervention, it does not explain the conditions under which such interventions are more or less likely to 

be accepted. In addition, given the previously discussed differences between public and private sector 
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modes of decision-making, the critical consulting literature does not allow us to explore these factors as 

they relate to public policy. That is, as Nutt (1999, 2005) has shown, decision-making processes within each 

sector differ in many important respects. As a result, we need to consider more explicitly the conditions 

under which a consultant’s idea, story, metaphor or identity is more or less likely to be accepted by actors 

in a coalition.  

Thus, Chapters 5 – 8 draw on my empirical case material to do that. The purpose of these chapters is to 

show that consultants (policy) ideas, stories, metaphor and identity (what I refer to collectively as a 

discursive repertoire) is drawn into the sense-making processes of discourse coalitions to the extent that 

they align with the interpretive frames of a discourse coalition. Embedded within these interpretive frames 

are (philosophical and programmatic) ideas, identities, and interests. To demonstrate this, Chapter 5 

analyses the discursive contestations between three different discourse coalitions in my case. It 

demonstrates that these different coalitions struggled over ‘what ought to be done’ to improve the NSW 

public education system. As part of this, each coalition made sense of their policy world by generating a 

different definition of the problem and potential solution. Consultants from BCG, PwC, and McKinsey 

were drawn into these sense-making processes, but in different ways, to varying extents, and with different 

effects. Chapters 6 – 8 then conduct a ‘deep dive’ into each of the discourse coalitions. The discussion in 

those chapters pulls apart the discursive interactions between the consultants and the coalitions. As part of 

this, the chapters draw out the interpretive frame underpinning the thought, speech and behaviour of each 

of the discourse coalitions. Each chapter also identifies how the consultants exercised agency; the ways in 

which their agency was constrained; and how the relationship between the consultants’ exercise of agency 

and institutional change. Finally, each chapter has a specific emphasis – Chapter 6 focuses on interests, 

Chapter 7 focuses on (programmatic and philosophical) ideas, while Chapter 8 focuses on identities. 

However, before delving into my substantive analysis, the next chapter explains my research design.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN 

Introduction 

This chapter articulates the ways in which I went about addressing the central concerns of the thesis. As 

part of this, I outline and justify my research design (a case study), and the specific analytical tools I used 

to generate the claims underpinning the thesis – being process tracing, discourse analysis, narrative analysis, 

and abduction. The chapter then continues to articulate the methods I used to identify and generate my 

data (documentary research and narrative interviewing). I also explain why my methods and analytical 

approaches were relevant and useful within the context of the above questions, and my interpretivist 

understanding of public policy. Finally, and in line with interpretivist policy studies (Yanow 1999), I make 

some brief points on reflexivity – making explicit my own biases and assumptions that I consider to be 

relevant to the analysis in later chapters.  

Case study research 

Overall, a case study approach was adopted for this thesis. A case study approach was chosen for three 

reasons. First, case studies align particularly well with the fundamental assumptions of an interpretivist 

understanding of public policy. As outlined in Chapter 2, interpretivist approaches argue that policy 

processes are the outcome of multiple, often-competing interpretations of the social world. As a result, any 

claims to truth are, of necessity, going to be partial and/or variable. To incorporate this underlying 

assumption, interpretivist analysis should stress context-dependency (Yanow 1999). As Flyvbjerg (2006) 

convincingly argues, case studies are particularly suited towards analysis that seeks to generate these kinds 

of contingent claims. This is because they explore, in great detail, the particular interactions embedded 

within a singular event, episode, or process.  To account for this, effective case study analysis not only 

argues for answers that begin with ‘it depends’, they also point out ‘on what’ – something I address in 

Chapter 10.  

Second, a case study approach was chosen in light of the research question posed in Chapter 1. 

Fundamentally, the research is a variant of a ‘how’ question. As Yin (2013, p. 1) argues, case studies are 

particularly useful for answering ‘how’ questions, and, indeed, may be the ‘preferred strategy’. To properly 

answer a ‘how’ question, researchers ultimately need to show a series of inter-related steps – A leads to B 

leads to C. In this sense, they need to explore a process. This is precisely what case studies allow us to do. 

When done properly, they assist researchers in teasing out the links between different events, thus allowing 

the articulation of the processes between those events. Because of this, a case study design is particularly 

suitable for the question that I am asking.  

The final reason for adopting a case study approach is due to the general state of the policy consulting 

literature. As discussed in Chapter 1, the policy consulting literature is very much under-developed. More 

specifically, we do not have a general theory that allows us to explain the policy influence of management 

consultants. Given this state-of-affairs, research must proceed without a pre-determined set of variables or 
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concepts. A case study approach thus becomes useful, insofar as it allows us to explore different aspects of 

a given phenomenon, without necessarily requiring the researcher to refer back to a large, pre-existing 

corpus of knowledge. In this sense, case studies provide for sufficient flexibility for the researcher to explore 

freely the phenomenon under investigation.  

Having justified the use of a case study approach in general, it then becomes necessary to define the actual 

case that is to be investigated – in other words, the unit of analysis. Yin (2013, Chapter 2) points out that 

there are no inherent criteria by which to judge what a case is, and what it is not. A case could be a person, 

an organisation, a process, or an object. Because of this, Yin recommends that researchers should look to 

their research question as the primary guide for defining and selecting a case study. As outlined in the 

previous chapters, this is fundamentally a study of the ability of management consultants to influence public 

policy. Moreover, as shown in Chapter 2, policy theorists fundamentally see public policy as a process. As 

a result, a sensible boundary for the case would be a policy process that involved management consultants.  

Thus, the case analysis that follows in Chapters 5 – 8 provides an analysis of the involvement and influence 

of consultants within a policy process. The case study under investigation actually refers to on two separate-

but-related policy processes – the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’ and ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. 

For the purposes of the thesis, and as I justify below, these two processes will be treated as a single case, 

As my empirical chapters will show, this case involved three separate consulting firms, and also three 

separate discourse coalitions. Given that the overall context was the same, it provides a very useful way to 

tease out the different ways in which consultants exercise influence, and how that influence might vary.   

The ‘Better Services and Value Plan’ (‘the plan’) was introduced at the end of the 2009-10 financial year 

(about three years prior to the finalisation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’). It was introduced in 

response to budget forecasts from NSW Treasury. These forecasts indicated that, as a result of the global 

recession, the NSW Government was facing challenging financial circumstances over the forward estimates 

period. In light of these forecasts, the plan aimed to improve service delivery, and contain government 

expenses, thus saving the state approximately $500 million. One of the central components of the ‘Better 

Services and Value Plan’ was ‘line-by-line expenditure audits of agencies’. As part of this, in 2009, NSW 

Treasury engaged both the Boston Consulting Group (BCG) and PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) to 

conduct separate audits of the NSW Education Department. BCG reviewed what Treasury referred to as 

‘non-school based costs’, which included, amongst other things, school maintenance, land, and 

procurement. PwC explored what was referred to as ‘school-based costs’. This review examined sick leave, 

payroll, and long-service leave (amongst other things) (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2010, p. 2). 

Each review culminated in a separate report – one from BCG and the other from PwC. Both reports were 

ultimately leaked, with the BCG report making it onto the internet. At around a similar time, the NSW 

Education Department – under instruction from the newly-elected O’Farrell Government – began 

developing a suite of reforms to the NSW public education system. This reform package would ultimately 

become ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. During the development of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, 
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several key actors in the NSW public education system began advocating against introduction of what they 

perceived as a problematic policy. The controversy here was related to the purported intent behind the 

reform. The argument made by several policy actors in NSW was that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ 

represented a version of what is known as ‘school autonomy’. The concept of ‘school autonomy’ refers to 

the assignment of responsibility for a range of decisions away from central government departments and 

onto individual schools. Such decisions often relate to staffing, resourcing, facilities, and budget for those 

schools. The broad justification for the reform is providing those who will ultimately be affected by the 

outcomes of a particular decision with responsibility for that decision. This generally means the principal 

of a school but can also be teachers or parents. 

Importantly, what links these two processes together is the consultant reports from BCG and PwC. Given 

that the reports were leaked, and as I will discuss in later chapters, key advocates against ‘Local Schools, 

Local Decisions’ were able to draw on the reports as evidence of some of their arguments against the 

controversial policy reform. More specifically, these advocates argued that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ 

was entirely a creation of management consultants, insofar as it (in their view) emerged directly from the 

BCG and PwC reports. To illustrate, in a media release of 22 March 2012, Greens Party Senator Dr John 

Kaye argues that ‘[d]evolution is the next big step in the O'Farrell government's implementation of the 

Keneally government's Boston Consulting Report that identified the $1 billion worth of school budget cuts’ 

(Kaye 2012). Likewise, on his personal blog, school counselor Michael Sciffer wrote two lengthy posts that 

explicitly connected ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ to the BCG report (Sciffer 2013). If true, these claims 

would suggest significant consultant influence over a policy process, thus warranting further investigation. 

It is necessary to analyse both the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’ as well as ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ 

to understand in more detail the specific ways in which consultants were influencing policy in my chosen 

case. This is because the consultants were primarily hired as part of the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’. As 

a result, exploring this plan provides us with insights into the client-consultant relationship (i.e. between 

Treasury and the consulting firms). As part of this, consultants were introducing ideas into the ‘policy 

universe’, and then communicating those ideas to other actors. Exploring both the plan, as well as ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ allows us access and insight into not only the generation of ideas, but also how 

those ideas are communicated, and the role of consultant agency therein. As a result, the two processes, 

though slightly separate, will be analysed throughout the thesis as one process.   

This particular policy process was chosen as it represented an ‘instrumental case’. Stake (2003) has 

influentially categorized cases into two – intrinsic and instrumental. An intrinsic case study is interesting for 

its own sake. It may be that the particular object of study – the process, the actor, the institution – is 

interesting or unusual in some way. On the other hand, an instrumental case study is generally undertaken 

to provide deeper insights into an abstract phenomenon or wider issue of investigation. Given that this 

study was seeking to explore the broader issue of the policy influence of management consultants, selecting 

an instrumental case was considered more appropriate than an intrinsic case.  
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The second reason why the process in question represented an instrumental case is that it was very much 

about a contestation of meaning, and how such meanings are embedded in institutional arrangements. 

Indeed, the concept of school autonomy has a wide variety of different meanings and implementation can 

vary both between and within countries (OECD 2009). Accordingly, the policy is also known by a number 

of different names, including parent choice, school-based management, principal autonomy, self-managing 

schools, devolution, and decentralised management. Whether there is a direct relationship between the 

specific name adopted by governments and the form of the policy is unclear. Moreover, the concept of 

autonomy is somewhat of a misnomer given that, whatever model adopted, there often still remains some 

level of central control. Indeed, the only thing that models of autonomy seem to have in common is that 

they provide a certain level of self-management within a central policy framework. Because of this, some 

have argued that the term ‘self-managing school’ may be more appropriate than ‘school autonomy’ 

(Caldwell & Spinks 2005). Thus, we can identify a discourse related to school autonomy. As a result, the 

process under investigation was very much embedded within discursive contestations about the nature of 

school autonomy, and whether it represents a suitable policy response. Unpacking consultant influence 

within these discursive contestations becomes particularly relevant.  

The third justification for choosing this particular case is more pragmatic and relates to access to data. Here, 

the fact that the reports were leaked was a particularly useful aspect of this process. More specifically, 

consultants are notoriously secretive (Baaij 2013, p. xiv). As such, availability of data became a key 

consideration in my research design. The availability of reports that were otherwise Cabinet-in-confidence 

meant that I could delve into the ideas, discourses, and narratives by both BCG and PwC, (Bloomfield & 

Vurdubakis 1994) and thus would have access to a primary source for consultants’ discursive mechanisms.  

The boundaries of the case are also important to establish. As described in Chapter 1, the boundaries of 

this case have been established in two ways. First, the temporal boundaries have been drawn from the 

introduction of the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’ to the finalisation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. 

The connection between these two processes is the reports produced by BCG and PwC. In addition, these 

two processes have been incorporated as the role of consultants was significant in both. As a result, they 

are both highly relevant to this thesis, and are linked through the use of consultants. Because of this, the 

case boundaries are drawn around these two processes. Second, the case is also bounded by the interactions 

between coalitions and individual consulting firms. That is, coalitions are included to the extent that they 

actually interacted with the consultants. For two of the coalitions, the only ‘interaction’ with the consultants 

was through a report. As a result, the analysis focuses very much on unpacking the consultant reports and 

exploring how policymakers reacted to those reports.  

Data collection 

First, I completed desktop research to retrieve several publicly available documents about ‘Local Schools, 

Local Decisions’. These included (but weren’t limited to) policy documents, consultant reports, Hansard 

records, corporate documents (i.e. annual reports), online media (i.e. YouTube videos), and research reports 
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related to my case. A list of sources, and how they were used specifically, is included in Table 1 (on the next 

page).  

Table 1: Sources and how they were used 

SOURCE USED AS EVIDENCE FOR: 

Consultant reports 
Consultants’ discursive repertoire 

Consultant involvement in the case 

Departmental Annual reports 

The basic ‘facts’ of the case 

Consultant involvement in the case 

Potential interviewees 

Interview transcripts 

Discursive contestations between actors 

Different interpretations made by actors/coalitions 

Discursive structuration 

The basic facts of the case 

Creation of a discourse coalition 

Policy documents (including submissions and 

formal statements of policy) 

Discursive institutionalization 

Discursive structuration 

Discursive contestations between actors 

Hansard transcripts Discursive contestations between actors 

Social media (i.e. Twitter, YouTube, blogs) 

Discursive structuration 

Consultant involvement in the case 

Creation of a discourse coalition 

Research reports 
The basic facts of the case 

Different interpretations made by actors/coalitions 

 

Documents were included in the study to the extent that they were able to demonstrate several things. First, 

documents were included insofar as they revealed the facts of my case. This meant that they needed to 

reveal what happened and in what temporal order. Second, they needed to demonstrate ‘sites of 

argumentation’ (Hajer 2005). This meant that they needed to reveal the discursive contestations about 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ and the role of consultants therein. It also meant that documents needed 
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to reveal the different positions of actors in my case, the ways in which those views changed (to the extent 

that they did), as well as the kinds of discursive repertoire that the deployed. These documents typically 

included texts that were more argumentative (and less descriptive or factual) in their tone. The separation 

between ‘argumentative’ and ‘descriptive/factual’ texts is not clear. As a result, the process was a search for 

examples of arguments and evidence of different viewpoints within specific documents, rather than 

attaching this to specific ‘types’ of document per se. 

Once a large corpus of documentation was established, I began a series of interviews with key informants. 

A long list of potential interviewees was developed directly from the documents I retrieved through my 

desktop research. The final list of interviewees was crafted based on the extent to which actors were either 

directly involved in the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ development process, or had publicly expressed 

some kind of involvement of consultants in this process. In addition, I adopted a ‘snowball sampling’ 

approach to interviews. This meant that I asked all interviewees whether they could recommend the names 

of any other people to whom I might speak.  

Interviews were used for two purposes. First, they allowed me to delve deeper into the underlying process 

of the development and implementation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Indeed, the documentary 

evidence had produced an insufficient understanding of the role of management consultants in this process. 

It is true that several views had been expressed publicly. However, these views were mainly from individuals 

external to the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ development process. That is, I could not find the views 

of education officials expressed in these documents. Thus, it was necessary to discuss these matters in more 

depth with individuals who had primary involvement in the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ development 

process. Second, the interviews were used to demonstrate and further explore sites of argumentation, 

insofar as key actors were interviewed to gain further insight into their particular interpretation of ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’, and the ways in which consultants influenced its adoption.  

The interviews were conducted as narrative interviews. This means that the questions were designed to 

elicit answers that would lend themselves to a later narrative analysis. As part of this, I asked interviewees 

to focus on the first time they had either come across the idea of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, or else 

school autonomy more broadly. From there, I asked interviewees to explain to me their involvement in the 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ development process. As part of this, I asked interviewees to relay their 

experience temporally, that is, in a sequence of events such that A led to B which led to C (Ayres 2012). 

Thus, a crucial question in each interview was ‘And then what happened?’ (Feldman et al. 2004). In line 

with accepted techniques for narrative interviews, questions remained very open, and I provided neutral 

‘probes’ to elicit further information about connections between events. Indeed, ‘[r]evealing those 

connections is a primary goal of narrative interviews’ (Ayres 2012). 

All interviews were conducted either in person, or over-the-phone, depending on the availability of 

interviewees. Overall, 13 interviews were completed with actors who were involved in the LSLD 

development process in some way. Actors were from the following organisations: Department of 
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Education and Training (NSW), NSW Treasury, the NSW Teachers’ Federation, PricewaterhouseCoopers, 

NSW Secondary Principals’ Council, and the NSW Parliament. I personally transcribed all interviews 

verbatim and included notation of actions and behavior such as laughter. This was done to allow me to 

understand non-verbal forms of communication.  

Analytic assumptions 

Data analysis occurred in line with the underlying assumptions of interpretivist policy analysis. As discussed 

in Chapter 2, interpretivists seek to uncover multiple interpretations and relate them to the specific area of 

inquiry. This has several implications for the analyst. First, it means that objectivity and subjectivity require 

careful thought. Indeed, objectivity in an interpretivist analysis is the point at which there is broad 

agreement about a particular social phenomenon. Thus, truth is arrived at through the aggregation of several 

subjective views. In other words, it is collectively constructed. Second, given the contingent nature of all 

knowledge claims, objectivity can be reached by embedding facts in some kind of conceptual or theoretical 

framework. Third, an ‘interpretation’ is not the same thing as an opinion. Because of this, any analysis must 

still be justified and explained with reference to evidence, the ontological and epistemological assumptions 

of interpretivist analysis, and a theoretical/conceptual framework. Finally, interpretivists argue that 

interpretations shape actions. The task for the analyst, then, is to investigate and reconstruct the kinds of 

interpretations underscoring the decisions and actions of individual actors. As Hay (2011b, p. 168) explains, 

this means ‘capturing … the meanings and beliefs of agent participants in political processes and practices’. 

Hay (2011b) further explains that, epistemologically, interpretivist traditions treat knowledge as partial, and 

based on perspectives. This means that there can be no unmediated knowledge of social life, and that all 

knowledge is socially constructed. The important distinction here is between ‘knowledge’ and 

‘understanding’. When we seek to make truth claims about the world, these are not based on claims to 

knowledge, but rather on understanding. ‘Understanding’ in this case means that interpretivists seek to 

make visible the beliefs and meanings that inform actions and practices. By doing this, interpretivists are 

able to account for the ways in which these beliefs and meanings influence, but do not (on their own) cause 

action.  

As with researchers in other paradigms, interpretivist policy analysts also look for causal explanations for 

their claims. However, these causal explanations differ somewhat from how they are perceived in other 

areas of inquiry. Traditionally, social science has separated out explanation from understanding (Bevir & 

Rhodes 2000, 2005). In this view, explanations are often associated with causation. That is, by analysing 

and identifying causal mechanisms, the researcher can explain the issue or problem under investigation. 

Interpretivism, however, seeks to understand the underlying meaning structures that guide behaviour. A 

fundamental assumption here is that meanings shape action. In other words, how an actor perceives the 

world shapes how they will behave. In this way, we can draw out links between interpretations and 

behaviour. More importantly, however, this assumption allows us to interrogate beliefs and to then infer 

causation. As part of this, an analysis of the underlying belief structures can be used to infer the reasons 
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why different actors respond in specific ways to different phenomena. This view has significant implications 

for how we view influence. Within such a view, influence can be understood as behaviour that occurs in 

line with how an individual actor might interpret a narrative or metaphor. So, if Actor A uses a very specific 

metaphor, and that metaphor is used by Actor B in a process of decision-making or sense-making (i.e. of 

responding to a policy problem, of choosing a particular consultant, of interpreting data), then we can infer 

influence. The caveat to this is that the metaphor is likely to be only one aspect of Actor B’s sense-making 

processes. As a result, it is necessary to explore what other factors (i.e. cultural, structural, relational, etc.) 

might be operating to help us explain such behaviour. It is also necessary to explore the extent to which 

those factors might be operating, as well as any interactions. In this way, we can infer influence.  

The final assumption that is shaping the analysis of this thesis is the context-dependent nature of the claims 

that are made. A typical claim that is made against the value of case study research is that it can only ever 

provide partial insights. This, however, does not mean that the case study approach is not useful. Indeed, 

consumers of research seek context-dependent knowledge all the time. For instance, in the context of policy 

or program evaluation, a particular policymaker might want to understand some of the causal factors that 

led to a successful government program within these particular circumstances. That evidence may be used 

to design future interventions, noting that circumstantial differences need to be considered in the design of 

the final program. In such circumstances, case study research provides a useful tool that allows policymakers 

to dig down into the ‘nitty gritty’ of similar interventions to guide the design of a newly conceived program.  

Moreover, and as Flyvbjerg (2006) argues, research into adult learning has shown that context-dependent 

knowledge is particularly appropriate for understanding human affairs and thus for allowing people ‘to 

develop from rule-based beginners to virtuoso experts’ (Flyvbjerg 2006, p. 221). As part of this, expertise 

is generated through the accumulation of dozens, if not hundreds, of cases. By drawing on this entire body 

of knowledge, expertise is generated as individuals come to develop abstract principles that can apply right 

across a wide range of different circumstances. In such circumstances, an expert is not only able to say ‘it 

depends’, but is (or, at least, should be) also able to articulate ‘on what’. In this way, case study research 

helps to refine concepts and theories, and also to develop detailed understanding of a specific topic area.  

Moreover, and as Yin (2013) has influentially argued, there are many ways of understanding generalisability.. 

The particular kind of generalisability that many argue case studies are incapable of delivering is what Yin 

(2013) calls ‘statistical generalisability’. Put simply, statistical generalisability refers to the ability to generalize 

a particular proposition from a given sample to the broader population. It is an approach that is highly 

reliant on the hallmarks of good quantitative research, including random sampling and experimental design, 

and works well within a more positivist framework. In this way, we can consider statistical generalisability 

a form of empirical generalisation. In contrast to statistical generalisability, case study researchers should 

look more towards what Yin (2013) calls ‘analytic generalisability’. Under this form of generalisability, a 

researcher doesn’t generalize empirical propositions from a sample to a population. Rather, the researcher 

looks to understand the extent to which theoretical propositions uncovered within a particular case study 
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would work in other contexts. So, for instance, a case study may reveal how power and influence are 

operating within a particular policy system. A researcher adopting a perspective of analytic generalisability 

would then seek to understand the extent to which that particular mode of power would operate in a similar 

fashion in other policy systems. In this way, analytic generalisability can be seen as a form of theoretic 

induction. Given this, this thesis will be seeking to make analytic generalisations, rather than statistical ones.  

Data analysis 

In line with the assumptions outlined to this point, the study adopted three approaches to its analysis. The 

first of these was process tracing, which was used to establish the basic chronology of events, as well as the 

underlying interpretations in the process under investigation. The second was a discourse analysis, which 

was used to group different actors into coalitions; to focus specifically on how consultants were drawing 

on language, stories, metaphor, and identity to influence the various coalitions (as well as the constraints to 

that influence); as well as instances of discourse structuration and institutionalization. Finally, abductive 

processes were used to generate different links between the empirical and theoretical material, and to 

produce a ‘most likely’ explanation.  Each of these will now be discussed in more depth.  

Process tracing 

I used a modified form of process tracing to establish the chronological sequence of events in my case. 

This approach combined the more conventional process tracing with a discursive analysis. Collier (2011, p. 

824) describes process tracing as follows: 

Process tracing … is an analytic tool for drawing descriptive and causal inferences from diagnostic pieces 

of evidence— often understood as part of a temporal sequence of events or phenomena … 

Thus, process tracing involves the linking, description, and analysis of different events in some kind of a 

causal chain. Process tracing is often considered a highly relevant and instructive approach to case study 

research (George & Bennett 2005), particularly when the case is a process. However, traditional process 

tracing tends towards a more positivist ontology. This meant that it was, on its own, insufficient to explore 

the processes of meaning making embedded within the consultant-policymaker interaction. As such, I 

needed to incorporate methods that were more compatible with the interpretivist tradition. In practice, this 

meant not only focusing on the chronological sequence of events, but also on how a particular discourse 

entered into a policy process, and was then received and interpreted by, different actors in that process.  

There were two aspects to this. First, within each interview, I focused specifically on the reports from the 

various consultants, and the elements of those reports that were claimed to have been most influential – 

particularly those elements that related to school autonomy. Interviewees were asked to describe the specific 

reactions and behaviors that they had adopted in response to those elements of the report. They were also 

asked to provide their interpretation of the report. This allowed me to ensure that interviewees focused on 

the process of development, dissemination, and interpretation of the consultant report. It also allowed me 
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to understand interviewees’ processes of interpretation and meaning making. Doing this ensured that I had 

the relevant data to understand different views and interpretations embedded in the policy process.  

Focusing on the reports was particularly useful, as it allowed me to understand the ‘textual reality 

constructions’ (Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1994) that emerged from each consulting firm. Indeed, one of 

the central ways in which consultants are able to communicate their ideas and narratives directly to clients 

is through their reports. As a result, the reports were fundamental in my analysis. In response to this, it may 

be argued that there are other ways in which consultants are able to discursively influence their clients (i.e. 

through other forms of interaction such as emails or meetings). While this is recognized, it was not possible 

within the scope of this project. First, the case was historical, and so it was not possible to observe directly 

the ways in which consultants influenced their clients through meetings. Second, a Freedom of Information 

request was made and unfortunately several of the requested documents were not provided due to 

commercial-in-confidence privileges. As a result, the consultant reports became a central focus for the 

documentary analysis, insofar as it related to the substantial concerns of the thesis. I note as well that this 

is an approach that is also used by several other authors in the policy consulting literature (Jupe & Funnell 

2015; Shaoul, Stafford & Stapleton 2007). I also recognize that this may limit the extent and nature of 

inferences that can be made from the data. However, these limitations are overcome through the use of 

additional documentary sources (i.e. Hansard, policy papers, annual reports) as well as extensive use of 

interview data in the analysis.   

Second, I drew on both the documentary evidence, as well as the interview transcripts, to establish the 

sequence of significant events that led to the final design of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, and the 

relationship between those events. The interview transcripts lent themselves particularly well to this 

approach, given their narrative format. As a result, the interview transcripts were the primary data source 

for this aspect of my research design, while documents served to support and provide further evidence of 

the significant events, and the relationship between those events. ‘Significant’ events were defined in one 

of two ways. The first type of significant event was the decision points in the process. These were points 

at which an individual actor (or coalition) was forced to act, either in response to a problem, or because 

they had been told to do so by another actor. In this way, power relationships were embedded within the 

choices that individual actors were forced to make. The second kind of significant event was a point of 

direct interaction or conflict between different actors. These allowed me to tease out the main ‘turning 

points’ or events that propelled the process forward.  

A final aspect of my adopted form of process tracing was consideration of facts within an interpretivist 

paradigm. Here, facts are considered socially constructed. In recognition of this, I completed two steps as 

part of the analysis. The first was to triangulate my different data sources against each other – a form of 

‘data source’ triangulation (Denzin 1978; Patton 1999). Such an approach is in line with constructivist 

thinking, insofar as it recognizes that multiple views shape what is ultimately accepted as ‘fact’. Second, all 

transcripts were ‘participant checked’, meaning that I sent a draft version of the transcript to the interviewee 
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for verification. This was done for two reasons. First, to ensure that the way in which I was representing 

the interviewee’s narrative was appropriate (i.e. that our separate interpretations were congruent); and, 

second, to gain interviewees’ approval to include text as quotes. 

Discourse analysis 

Having completed the (modified) process-tracing component of the research, I then sought to understand 

the role that consultants played in shaping the different interpretations that both policy actors and coalitions 

made during the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ process. This meant first understanding the ways in which 

consultants were drawing on language and identity within the process, and then linking those to both the 

interpretations and behaviours of other actors. It also meant seeking to understand how consultants’ use 

of language was shaped (i.e. enabled or constrained) within institutional structures and processes.  

The first step in this process was grouping different actors together in three discourse coalitions. As will be 

discussed in the next chapter, three discourse coalitions emerged through this process – what I refer to as 

the efficiency coalition, the system reform coalition, and the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. In line with the 

discussion in the previous chapter, actors were grouped together based on their shared narrative or 

storyline. This meant that I first needed to identify the different discourses and narratives that were 

embedded in the policy process under investigation.  

Once I had done this, I drew on the literature to generate some relevant concepts that could form the basis 

of a coding process. In this case, each code related to a different concept generated in Chapters 2 and 3. I 

also generated codes that related to the ways in which institutions were shaping (either by enabling or 

constraining) these processes of meaning making. These codes were then applied to the ‘facts’ generated in 

the previous stage. This meant applying the codes to documents and transcripts. It also meant relating those 

codes to the overall process under investigation. This process allowed me to generate some inductive claims 

in relation to my research question. As part of this, I looked for statements (either in documents or 

transcripts) that allowed me to infer: (a) the worldview, beliefs, assumptions, etc. of different actors; (b) the 

kinds of narratives that individual actors were using to exercise influence; (c) how individual actors were 

establishing an identity for themselves, or else the kinds of subject-positions that they had been forced to 

adopt; and (d) the background ‘webs of meaning’ that were shaping the ideas, identities, and stories of each 

of the actors (i.e. the discourses and institutions in which these were embedded).  

In addition, I generated statements in relation to instances of discursive institutionalisation, or discursive 

structuration (Hajer 2003). This meant three things in practice. First, it meant identifying statements from 

decision-makers in key positions of power that drew on the discursive repertoire of a particular discourse 

or narrative (i.e. school autonomy). It then meant looking through my documents for links between those 

statements and concrete policy or legislative documents (i.e. reform strategies, laws, etc.). These links 

revealed themselves either when actors drew on similar language (what Hajer calls a ‘discursive regularity’), 

or else their behaviour operated in accordance with the dictates of a discourse.  It then meant understanding 
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those statements in terms of basic set of assumptions that individual actors might bring to a given policy 

domain that informs how they understand and interpret a particular policy world.  

Abduction 

Processes of abduction were also used to continually test links between the theory and empirical material, 

and to refine both. Typically, modes of reasoning are divided into inductive and deductive. Deductive 

reasoning moves from the general to the specific, while inductive moves from the specific to the general. 

The third option – abductive reasoning – combines elements of both to arrive at probabilistic statements 

regarding the relationships between different phenomena. In this way, abductive reasoning can be 

analogised to a grounded theory approach. Once the meanings and discourses had been established, and 

actors had been arranged into coalitions, abduction was used to test the links between the theory and 

empirical material. This meant ‘bouncing’ back and forth between the data and literature, continually testing 

links and looking for explanations of ‘best fit’, without having some pre-determined understanding of what 

‘should be’ the case (i.e. there were no hypotheses). This meant maintaining a neutral stance for as long as 

possible throughout the process, and only incorporating findings and results once a ‘line of best fit’ was 

established between the theory, questions, and data. Throughout the process, explanations that were not 

supported by both the data and theory were removed, allowing me to refine the analysis, and producing 

explanations that were more likely (Agar 2010; Yanow 2009). 

Reflexivity 

The final aspect of my research design is reflexivity. Several interpretivist policy analysts argue that 

reflexivity is a key aspect of research design – what has been called the ‘double hermeneutic’ (Jackson 2006). 

This means that interpretivist analysis must recognise that it is not only the interpretations of other actors 

that shapes the study. Rather, the interpretations of the analyst also have a role to play. As part of this, it 

becomes vital to make explicit the kinds of pre-existing biases and assumptions that the analyst brings to 

the study. This means unpacking the ‘social and intellectual unconscious’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992) and 

how it might be impacting on my analysis. In this way, I am able to acknowledge both the status of my study 

as an interpretation of multiple interpretations (Hay 2011b), as well as the relationship between multiple 

sites of meaning.  

The word ‘might’ is important here. As an individual observer of the social world, my knowledge is always 

going to be subject to conditions of bounded rationality. Even with intense and focused study of a particular 

topic for a sustained period of time, there are always going to be aspects of my case that remain inaccessible. 

This is due largely to practical matters of resources, time, level of skill, individual recollections from 

interviewees, etc. Part of my own bounded rationality here is also knowing that I might be ‘right’, but I just 

cannot know that in the concrete, positivist sense. Thus, it may be that my biases and assumptions are 

having no actual effect. It’s just that I can’t know that with any certainty. Such an approach is similar to a 

Pyrrhonean understanding of scepticism. Within this branch of thought, it is not only the case that I don’t 

know, but I also don’t know if I don’t know.  
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As a result of these theoretical concerns, it is important to make visible some of the biases and assumptions 

that I bring to the study. More specifically, these relate to how my prior employment and education shaped 

my understanding of consultants and public policy, as well as my methodological choices. The specific 

biases and assumptions that I bring to this study relate primarily to my previous employment as a consultant. 

Indeed, since 2011, I have worked as a consultant, mainly for government clients. This experience afforded 

me direct insight into the ways in which consultants work. At the same time, it gave me a great deal of 

scepticism. This scepticism has propelled me to study consultants in more depth. It has also allowed me to 

delve very deeply into my case material – perhaps more deeply than I otherwise would have. There is also 

the possibility that it may have affected my findings and research design. That is, it might have propelled 

me towards certain findings in favour of others.  

My first exposure to consultants was during my undergraduate studies. During the final days of my 

combined Arts/Law degree at Monash University, I received a flier from one of the largest consulting 

firms, advertising its graduate program. I had never heard of a ‘management consultant’ before and decided 

to investigate. These investigations proved fruitless, and, by the end, I still didn’t quite understand what 

precisely it was that management consultants did, or how it was that I could contribute to such an 

organisation. I was intrigued. Over the next few years, my fascination with management consultants 

continued. I attended several talks by the large consultancies (and some smaller ones). I read books about 

the industry. I applied for positions at some consulting firms and managed to secure roles at two – both of 

which provided consulting services to (mainly) government clients. While in these roles, I was often 

confronted with questions about the extent to which the reports I was writing were having any kind of 

impact on public policy. I did not know whether they were or not.  

I began this PhD while still working in my first consulting role. As I was searching for a topic, I realised 

that I could use the PhD as an opportunity to deepen my understanding of my own practice as a consultant. 

Moreover, it was an opportunity to explore a very specific puzzle that I had encountered during my work. 

That is, I was aware of the ways in which consultants had been portrayed in popular media and the 

commercial literature. Television shows like ‘House of Lies’ (Carnahan 2012) and books like ‘The Shadow 

Government’ (Guttman, Willner & Nader 1976) or ‘Dangerous Company’ (O'Shea & Madigan 1997) had 

perpetuated an image of consultants not only as being highly influential, but also as a phenomenon that 

should be treated with caution. This image presented a conundrum for the work that I was doing, but it 

also represented an additional puzzle – why do consultants keep on getting hired if they are no good?  

At the time, I believed that part of the answer might lie in the way that consultants have constructed a 

narrative about who they are. I knew that consultants were notorious for working in secrecy. That is, they 

very seldom discussed client engagements publicly. Moreover, there were very few instances of consultants 

being interviewed. In addition, their reports are protected by commercial-in-confidence privileges, which 

means that it is very rare for those reports to be released publicly (unless the consultancy wants them to 

be). Likewise, some consultancies (i.e. McKinsey & Co.) require their clients to not disclose the details of 
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the work that the consultancy completed for the client (McDonald 2013). These initial impressions were 

confirmed as I read the scholarly literature on the consulting phenomenon, which regularly referred to the 

mystery surrounding management consultants and the nature of their work (Baaij 2013; Beveridge 2012; 

De Jong & Van Eekelen 1999).3 At this point I realised that one possible explanation was that consultants 

had created an uncertainty about who they are, and what they did. In light of this uncertainty, a discourse 

had emerged about consultants. This discourse portrayed consultants as an omnipotent presence in the 

modern economy. This (at least in part) explains the multiple (and sometimes conflicting) interpretations 

of consultants that are made in popular discourse (Beveridge 2012; Leys 1999; Thrift 2005). 

It was precisely the exploration of this possibility that compelled me further and further into my thesis. A 

key tension that I had to unpack was the relationship between this mysterious image of consultants, and 

the reality that they do, in fact, work for someone. That is, consultants must be interacting with their client 

on a day-to-day basis. Through this interaction, it is presumable that clients are developing a ‘more real’ 

conceptualisation of who the consultant actually is. At the very least, the client is likely to be witnessing 

first-hand the nature of the work that consultants do. In this sense, the clients should be in a position to 

de-mystify the discourse surrounding management consultants. Thus, it became important for me to 

include interviews with the clients of management consultants in my research design. Once I had selected 

my case, and had done some preliminary research into it, I ensured that I included members of the NSW 

Treasury in my interview schedule. This is because these officials were responsible for engaging with the 

consultants (i.e. BCG and PwC) on a day-to-day basis. This meant that they should, in theory, be able to 

provide me with some insights into the ways in which they had been conceptualising the image of 

consultants, and the ways in which that image shaped the policy development process that I studied as part 

of this thesis.  

In this way, I came to this study with a pre-existing understanding that consultants might be exercising 

some kind of discursive influence over policy processes. This understanding informed not only my research 

design, but also the kinds of literature that I reviewed. In this way, it is no coincidence that the study has 

primarily focused on discourse as a key site of analysis. At the same time, it has allowed me to focus in very 

quickly on the kinds of actors that would be most useful to speak to through my interviews. This has meant 

that it is possible that my prior knowledge of the consulting industry has had an effect on the quality and 

efficiency of the research design. The extent to, and ways in, which these biases and assumptions have 

affected the ensuing analysis will be discussed in Chapter 9, as I relate the discussion in this chapter to my 

empirical chapters.  

 
3 Later, a consultant confirmed this secrecy. I approached him to be interviewed for this thesis. The consultant 

politely declined, noting that his firm has ‘a policy of letting our clients talk to our engagements with them, whether 

public sector or private sector’.   
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Ethics 

Ethics approval for the study was sought. The study was assessed as being ‘low risk’ in accordance with the 

Australian National Health and Medical Research Council guidelines. As such, a ‘low risk’ application was 

submitted to the University of Melbourne’s Human Research Ethics Committee on 11 March 2015 (Ethics 

ID: 1543717.1). Approval for the study was received on 25 May 2015. 

Conclusion 

To answer the research questions posed in Chapter 1, the approach that this thesis takes forward is a case 

study. More specifically, the thesis focuses on two separate-but-related processes. The first is the ‘Better 

Services and Value Plan’, which was designed to save the NSW Government some $500 million in response 

to the global financial crisis. Two consultancy firms – Boston Consulting Group (BCG) and 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) – were engaged in this process to conduct two separate reviews of the 

expenses of the NSW Education Department. The reports coming out of each of these reviews were leaked, 

and formed the basis of the opposition to another reform known as ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, with 

some actors going as far as to suggest that the entire reform was a creation of the consultants. If true, this 

would suggest that consultants have tremendous influence with this particular policy process under 

investigation. Either way, understanding the precise role and influence of consultants in this process will 

provide insight into the ways in which consultants are able to exercise influence. The case will be analysed 

in accordance with an interpretivist approach to policy studies. This means that it will seek to unpack the 

different meanings and interpretations that actors give to the policy ‘world’ in which they find themselves. 

It will seek to embed these interpretations within broader discourses, narratives, and identities. Moreover, 

it will tease out the relationship to, and role of consultants in shaping the various interpretations and 

discourses of, other actors and coalitions, as well as the conditions under which coalitions are more or less 

likely to accept a consultant interention. This discussion will take place over the next four chapters.  
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CHAPTER 5: COALITIONS, DISCURSIVE HEGEMONY, AND A 

POLICY PROCESS 

Introduction 

The next four chapters provide the material that I am using to empirically demonstrate the conditions under 

which consultant interventions are more or less likely to be accepted. This chapter provides an overall 

discussion and analysis of my case. It also demonstrates greater insight into the relationship between ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ and the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’. There are several purposes to this analysis. 

First, it establishes the different discourse coalitions that existed in my case, and the ways in which these 

coalitions had interpreted the problems within the NSW public education system. Second, it identifies 

processes of discourse structuration and discourse institutionalisation, as a way of establishing which of the 

discourse coalitions achieved a state of ‘discursive hegemony’. Finally, it provides the reader with an 

understanding of the dynamics each of the consulting firms had with each of the discourse coalitions.  

As part of this discussion, the current chapter draws largely on the conceptual and theoretical material 

discussed in Chapter 2. In other words, it focuses on the contestations of meaning between the different 

discourse coalitions involved in both the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’, as well as ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’. As part of this, it relates the different consulting firms to each coalition, and thus establishes 

institutional arrangements and structures within the process under investigation, as well as macro-level power 

dynamics. Following this analysis, chapters 6 – 8 will systematically ‘open up’ each coalition, to explore the 

specific dynamics between consultants and other actors, and with the coalitions more broadly. That is, these 

later chapters will draw extensively on the conceptual and theoretical material discussed in Chapter 3. I have 

approached the analysis this way as it allows great insight into the social processes and mechanisms that 

through which consultants shape public policy. What I am doing through this approach is tracing backwards 

(or, perhaps, downwards) from an overarching (or macro-level) policy process towards more micro-level 

social relations between consultants and other actors, and thereby demonstrating the ‘links in the chain’ 

between what the consultants did, what changes occurred, and how those processes were discursively 

constrained . 

Three discourse coalitions 

Three discourse coalitions emerged through the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ process – the ‘efficiency’ 

coalition, the ‘system reform’ coalition, and the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. Each of these coalitions competed 

for discursive hegemony within my case. Ultimately, however, it was the narrative of the system reform 

coalition that became embedded in institutional structures and arrangements in the NSW public education 

system in the form of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Consultants interacted with each of the coalition, but 

in different ways, and to varying extents. This sub-section first identifies and describes these interactions, 

before moving on to identify processes of discourse structuration and discourse institutionalisation. As part 
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of this, it is necessary to include more descriptive material at relevant points in the discussion, just to provide 

background and context for the establishment of each coalition.  

The efficiency coalition 

The first discourse coalition that emerged through the policy process under investigation was the ‘efficiency’ 

coalition. This coalition was made up of officials from Treasury and the Education Department, as well as 

consultants from BCG and PwC. More specifically, this coalition reviewed the expenses of the Education 

Department, with a view to achieving ‘efficiency gains’. To do this, the coalition embedded its understanding 

of the NSW education system within a discourse of efficiency. This discourse was translated into a narrative 

that argued that, to achieve efficiency gains, schools would need to be analogised to small businesses. As a 

result, the coalition’s storyline was very much about the marketization of education. This storyline drew on 

several metaphors, which included principals as CEOs, and schools as businesses.  

The coalition emerged as part of the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’. In the lead up to the 2009-10 budget 

estimates, the (then) NSW Government – led by Premier Nathan Rees – was facing a problem. Treasury 

predictions indicated that, as a result of the global financial crisis, the state was facing a significant shortfall 

over the forward estimates period. To meet these challenges, the Government introduced what it referred to 

as a ‘Better Services and Value Plan’. (‘the plan’) This plan aimed to reduce government expenditure, without 

impacting on the high quality of service delivery that, in the eyes of the NSW Government, the people of 

NSW had enjoyed. Ultimately, the plan aimed to save the NSW Government some $500 million over the 

forward estimates period.  

The plan argued that, to meet the Government’s objectives, it would be necessary to improve the ‘efficiency’ 

of government operations. To achieve this, the plan was divided into five ‘programs-of-work’: 

1. Continuing the Government’s wages policy requiring productivity offsets for wage increases above 2.5 per 

cent and extending a public sector staffing freeze. 

2. Amalgamating 160 government agencies and offices into 13, improving service delivery and achieving 

economies of scale. 

3. Reviews of whole-of-government expenditure such as ICT expenditure. 

4. Line by line expenditure audits of agencies. 

5. Performance reviews of state-owned corporations (NSW Treasury 2009). 

The concept of ‘efficiency’ was embedded within each of these programs. For instance, the objective of the 

third program-of-work was ‘to make sustainable improvements in the efficiency of the government’s ICT 

expenditure, leading to ongoing cost savings to the Budget’ (NSW Treasury 2009, p. xx, emphasis added). 

Likewise, the agency expenditure reviews were explicitly ‘targeted at improving service delivery and efficiency 

by reviewing program alignment with Government priorities, the efficiency and effectiveness of program 

delivery, and the efficiency of management and support functions’ (NSW Treasury 2009, p. xx, emphasis added).  
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Given Treasury’s role as the state’s financial manager, and the fact that it was Treasury’s own projections that 

indicated a shortfall, Treasury was the logical agency to implement much of the plan. As part of this, Treasury 

established an internal Expenditure Review Directorate to actually implement the ‘line by line expenditure 

audits of agencies’ referred to above (i.e. the fourth program-of-work). Management consultants were crucial 

to implementing the fourth program of work. In a document entitled Introduction to Expenditure Review, Treasury 

explicitly states that, as part of delivering the ‘line-by-line agency audits, it ‘may be necessary to engage external 

consultants to assist in the conduct of expenditure reviews’ (NSW Treasury 2010, p. 3). The document also 

postulates that consultants can bring in ‘an independent perspective to complex issues’. Thus, the consultants 

were expected to use their previous experience to ensure that the expenditure review process was conducted 

in an effective way, drawing on what has worked elsewhere. They were also expected to provide an 

‘independent’ perspective. 

The (then) Department of Education and Training (DET) nominated itself as the first agency to be reviewed 

under the fourth program-of-work. This review was ‘split’ into two components. The first component, which 

was conducted by the Boston Consulting Group (BCG), was a review of what Treasury referred to as ‘non-

school based costs’. This included, amongst other things, school maintenance, land, and procurement. The 

second component, which was conducted by PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), explored what was referred to 

as ‘school-based costs’ (i.e. sick leave, payroll, long-service leave). Moreover, and in accordance with the scope 

of the expenditure review, BCG and PwC were asked to ‘[m]ake recommendations aimed at optimising [the 

Education Department’s] operations, improving budget compliance and financial efficiency in the delivery of 

educational outcomes (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2010, p. 2). 

Each of the two components of the DET expenditure review was conducted in teams consisting of officials 

from Treasury and DET, as well as the consultants from BCG and PwC. Those working in these teams were 

bound together through a shared meaning of the concept of efficiency. In this way, we can identify a coalition 

of actors centred on an interpretation – what I will refer to from here as the ‘efficiency coalition’. Within this 

coalition, efficiency was very much understood in managerialist terms. That is, it was understood to mean 

maintenance of current levels of service delivery, with less expenditure (in other words, doing the same with 

less). Downs and Larkey (1986) have shown that ‘efficiency’ is a concept with a wide variety of meanings, 

depending on the domain of knowledge on which that concept is based. For instance, efficiency in engineering 

or accounting might refer to the most units of output produced at the least cost (or least input). Other forms 

of efficiency come from the field of economics, and include Pareto efficiency, Kaldor-Hicks efficiency, and 

allocative efficiency.4 In this way, the notion of efficiency is not of fixed meaning. Thus, we can understand 

 
4 A system obtains Pareto efficiency if it is impossible to make any one individual better off without making at least one 

other person worse off. A variant on Pareto efficiency, Kaldor-Hicks efficiency posits that a system is efficient if, after 

some re-allocation in the system, those that are made better off could potentially compensate those that are made worse 

off. Finally, allocative efficiency (another kind of economic efficiency) refers to a situation in which all products produced 

reflect consumer preferences (Downs & Larkey 1986). 
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efficiency in multiple ways. Under managerialism, efficiency is interpreted within an ‘input-output’ model. 

That is, to improve efficiency, you need to either reduce the inputs (i.e. money, time, etc.), or increase the 

output – an approach very much in line with that of the efficiency coalition. 

This particular view of efficiency was adopted as a way of the coalition meeting the demands of the government 

of the day. That is, the NSW Government had, on Treasury’s advice, constructed a problem definition as being 

reduced revenue over the forward estimates period. The solution to this problem, according to the 

Government, was to find ways to reduce expenditure. Indeed, in Budget Paper 2 of 2009-10, the Government 

points to an expected deficit of $990 million for 2009-10, which followed on from an estimated deficit of $1.4 

billion in 2008-09, with expenses expected to increase by approximately 4% per annum. As a result, the budget 

incorporated ‘a five point Better Services and Value Plan to improve service delivery and contain the growth 

in expenses’ (NSW Treasury 2009, p. 1). Thus, the Government wanted to save money whilst not depleting 

the quality of service provision. Rather, they wanted both ‘Better Services’ and ‘Value’. In this way, the notion 

of managerial efficiency captured both the problem and the potential solution, insofar as it allowed government 

officials to think about how they could reduce expenditure but simultaneously maintain (or even increase) the 

quality of service delivery.  

Key actors in Treasury and the Education Department adopted this understanding of the problem and 

solution. As part of this, they drew on more managerial understandings of efficiency to inform expenditure 

reviews of the Education Department. This work culminated in the production of two separate reports. 

Though a collaborative effort between members of the coalition – a ‘collaborative team’ – each report was 

released with the branding of the two separate consulting firms. BCG’s report was entitled Expenditure Review 

of the Department of Education and Training – Initial Scan, while PwC’s report was called DET School-based employee 

related costs review. As part of each report, the consultants provided ideas on the kinds of changes that the 

Education Department would need to introduce to produce the savings needed to achieve the plan’s goals.5 

In this way, the reports contained the narrative, or storyline, that bound the efficiency coalition together. That 

is, they outlined a set of actions that the NSW Government would need to take to create a more ‘efficient’ 

NSW public education system. 

Indeed, one of the central metaphors imbued throughout both reports is that schools can be likened to small 

businesses, with the principal acting in the role of CEO. For instance, on page 34 of the BCG report, the 

consultants recommend that principals be given extra training to effectively manage their ‘business’. Likewise, 

on page 18 of their report, PwC argue that employing principals has been too heavily focused on educational 

leadership, at the expense of other management or administrative functions. Because of this, PwC recommend 

that principals be provided with training to be able to better manage their schools. In this way, both 

consultancies attempted to reframe the function of principals, away from a focus on education and towards 

 
5 Each report included a wide range of ideas to meet the efficiency agenda. The ideas discussed in this chapter are 

those that are most relevant to my later analysis.   
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a focus on management. Here, principals were being framed as business managers, rather than educational 

leaders. In this way, the consultants were attempting to redefine the boundaries of principal-ness.  

Thus, the efficiency coalition had coalesced around several shared interpretations. The first was that the 

problems facing the NSW Government could be addressed by introducing more managerial forms of 

efficiency. The second was that, to deliver a more (managerially) efficient education system, schools would 

need to be likened to small businesses, in which principals were considered to be CEOs, rather than 

‘educational leaders’. Both the coalition’s storyline, as well as the background discourses, were captured in 

two separate reports. Ostensibly, the reports ‘belonged’ to the consulting firms, in that the firms’ logos were 

included on the front covers. However, much of the underlying analysis was completed in a collaborative 

process within each coalition. As such, the reports can be seen as representative of the underlying ‘textual 

reality construction’ (Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 1994) that belonged to this coalition.  

BCG and PwC were a crucial part of this coalition. They had acted as ‘story-makers’ with other actors from 

Treasury and DET. As part of this, the consultants worked collaboratively with these other actors to generate 

a shared understanding of the problems facing the NSW public education system, and how those problems 

might be addressed. These understandings were embedded within a discourse of efficiency, and drew on a 

metaphor of schools as small businesses, and principals as CEOs. They also included several ideas on how 

the system could be changed so that it could be better managed. At the same time, the ways in which the 

consultants operated vis-à-vis other actors in the coalition was bound by basic rules (determined by Treasury) 

regarding how the consultants should operate within the confines of the coalition. In other words, Treasury 

determined the rules through which consultants were to engage with other actors, both within Treasury, as 

well as the education portfolio. In this way, the consultants were subject to the institutional structures that 

had been set up by the department.  

The system reform coalition 

The second coalition to emerge through this process is what I have called the ‘system reform’ coalition. This 

coalition was made up entirely of officials from the Education Department – none of whom were part of the 

efficiency coalition. Like the efficiency coalition, the system reform coalition sought to analyse the problems 

facing the NSW public education system, and the potential solutions. However, this second coalition had 

defined the problem and solution in very different ways. Instead of these being bounded in discourses of 

efficiency, the coalition had understood the problem and solution as being ‘about’ educational reforms that 

were designed by educators, not Treasury analysts. As part of this, this new coalition coalesced around a 

storyline that educational outcomes for NSW students could be improved by restructuring accountability 

arrangements in the sector. Doing this would, in the eyes of the coalition, make the system a ’better place’.  

Following the finalisation of the BCG and PwC reports, members of the efficiency coalition instructed the 

Education Department to establish a program office. The purpose of this office was to implement the 

narratives and ideas included in each report. As one interviewee from the Education Department explained: 
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… it was Treasury that was mandating ‘you will implement these reports and you will have a program 

office to do it’ … INTERVIEWEE 2 

This office came to be known as the Better Services Program Office. The offices’ membership included 

experienced educators, senior departmental staff, and others who were considered to be bright ‘up and 

comers’ within the Education Department. None of the members of this office were part of the efficiency 

coalition, nor did they have any direct contact with consultants from either BCG or PwC. For the most part, 

the only ‘interaction’ that these actors had with the consultants was through reading their reports. This office 

was the precursor to the system reform coalition. It brought members of the coalition together. However, 

and as I will discuss below, these actors would only become a discourse coalition after working together for 

quite some time to define the problem and potential solutions facing the NSW public education system. In 

other words, the ‘system reform’ coalition only emerged once the Better Services Program Office had 

developed its own storyline.  

Neither of the consultancy reports represented value to members of the Better Services Program Office. To 

illustrate, the following quote provides some insight into the attitude of key actors in office towards the 

reports: 

… what we did with the [reports] was read [them] very carefully and put [them] in the bottom 

drawer of our desk and lock it …. INTERVIEWEE 1 

This rejection can be explained discursively, and with reference to interests. Discursively, there was a general 

lack of plausibility of the reports’ narratives and ideas. In other words, the reports did not ‘seem right’ (Hajer 

1997). As part of this, the reports violated some of the philosophical and programmatic ideas of actors in the 

education portfolio. Second, the reports violated the interests of key decision-makers in the education 

portfolio. I will explain each of these in turn.  

The first reason why key members of the program office rejected the BCG and PwC reports was their lack 

of analysis regarding the reasons why several problems in the education portfolio had not been addressed 

previously. It is true that the Better Services Program Office accepted the way in which problems in the 

education portfolio had been framed: 

… both reports were an accurate representation of a series of symptoms and problems within the 

system … INTERVIEWEE 1 

At the same time, these actors felt that the reports did not go far enough in seeking to understand why those 

problems were there, and why the barriers had not been addressed previously: 

… [the reports had] correctly identified symptoms, but had not identified the root causes of those 

symptoms … INTERVIEWEE 1 

Thus, members of the coalition: 
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… felt the reports did not make a material contribution to solving problems, in that they didn’t address 

any of the barriers to having fixed [problems in the Education portfolio] long ago … INTERVIEWEE 

1 

This ultimately limited the extent to which the reports were used.  

The second reason for the Better Services Program Office’s rejection was related to the quantum of savings 

that were included in the reports. According to BCG, by following their advice, the NSW Government could 

achieve between $500 million and $700 million in recurrent costs and another $800 million to $1 billion in 

one-off benefits (excluding school-based workforce productivity and ICT savings). However, Education 

policymakers again rejected these claims as being unrealistic: 

… the savings that had been identified were fanciful, bordering on inconceivable … INTERVIEWEE 1 

Or, as another interviewee told me: 

… for both Treasury and the consultants it suited them to be able to trumpet ‘we’ve discovered 

two billion worth of savings’ and three billion would have been better … whereas from the 

[Education] department, they were thinking ‘well, this is what we actually have to implement, how 

achievable is this?’ … INTERVIEWEE 2 

PwC provide no advice on the quantum of savings that may be achieved.  

The ways in which BCG and PwC had described the process of change was a third reason why their reports 

were rejected as implausible. As mentioned in the previous chapter, BCG had developed a ‘conceptual map’, 

which outlined the precise steps that Treasury could take to achieve the kinds of ‘efficiency gains’ desired by 

the NSW Government. In the view of the system reform coalition, this conceptual map did not provide a 

sufficient level of detail as to the specific steps to be taken to achieve efficiency. That is, it did not provide 

policymakers with a transparent and realistic sequence of steps through which ‘efficiency gains’ could be 

achieved. One interviewee critiqued the conceptual map to me in the following terms: 

… that’s not a roadmap. That’s just saying ‘kick the hard stuff down the road a bit, do the easy stuff now’. 

But it doesn’t tell you how to do it. It doesn’t tell you which bits to tweak … INTERVIEWEE 2 

Likewise, another Education policymaker explained that: 

… we certainly thought that the implementation path was completely impractical, it was not going to be 

possible to do what they thought we should do … INTERVIEWEE 1 

As such, officials from the Education portfolio did not accept the ways in which BCG were representing the 

education portfolio. That is, the consulting firm had not produced a cognitively plausible sequence of steps 

to implement the ideas contained in their report. In other words, their causative story was rejected. PwC, on 

the other hand, do not provide any advice on implementation. Indeed, the fundamental concern of the 

coalition was implementation. It is true that the reports contained several ideas on what to do to achieve 

‘efficiency’ and embedded those ideas in a narrative. It is also true that several of those ideas came from 

Education Department officials. At the same time, they did not provide, in sufficient detail, an approach or 
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process through which those ideas could be implemented. Because of this, the reports thus were not useful 

in the coalition’s approach to solving the problems facing the education portfolio. Rather, the consultants’ 

discussion and analysis merely described things the coalition already knew: 

So in terms of telling the department stuff it didn’t know, it was a complete failure, the department knew 

all that … INTERVIEWEE 2 

The final reason why the BCG and PwC reports were rejected was that they did not resonate with the interests 

of those in key positions of power. The reports were both released in the lead-up to an election in NSW. 

According to the polls at the time, the incumbent (Labor) Government was tipped to lose in a landslide. As 

a result, key members of the government felt that implementing controversial or ‘brave’ political ideas risked 

the loss of more political capital. Indeed, from the point-of-view of education officials, neither BCG nor PwC 

had sufficiently considered the interests of their political masters.  

To illustrate, one of the areas that BCG had identified as being a potential area of saving was the sale of school 

land. According to BCG, there was some $400 million worth of savings available through ‘asset sales’. This 

would ultimately mean reducing the number of schools; ‘selling land in excess of standard provision’; and 

amalgamating small schools, as well as those schools that were in close proximity to each other. According to 

one interviewee from the government of the day: 

… every time you tried to sell any piece of surplus land ever, you got front page in the Telegraph 

just killing you … INTERVIEWEE 12 

This meant that the government would never seriously consider a proposal like the one included in the BCG 

report. As the same interviewee pointed out sarcastically: 

… if we just wanted to save money, well why don’t we just shut all schools? [laughs] … 

INTERVIEWEE 12 

In this way, officials right across the education portfolio did not think that BCG had given due consideration 

to the ‘soft’ institutional environment in which they were operating. That is, while some proposals may, prima 

facie, have appeared to be effective in meeting Treasury’s goals, these were not balanced with other interests, 

particularly the effect such a proposal may have on the polity, as well as on the government’s political capital. 

In this way, BCG’s report did not align with what members of the NSW Government were willing to do 

politically, or how they understood public sector problems could best be addressed.   

Insufficient consideration of the interests of politicians also prevented the PwC report from being accepted. 

Initially, this report received a better response from those operating in the political realm: 

… there was also at the time a PricewaterhouseCoopers consultancy done … it was looking more 

at the long-term about teacher wages. That was really interesting and quite innovative. I remember 

reading that and going ‘oh my gosh this is genuinely quite useful’ … INTERVIEWEE 12 

However, the ideas contained in the report were also not considered to be implementable. This was largely 

due to timing:  
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… the PwC report was politically brave, [we] wouldn’t have been able to do it where we were, 

because we were just about to lose massively [in the upcoming election] … INTERVIEWEE 12 

In addition, PwC had not fully taken into account how department officials understood the institutional 

environment. This is well illustrated by a specific proposal related to sick leave entitlements. PwC had 

benchmarked sick leave entitlements for NSW teachers against those of two other cohorts – NSW nurses, 

and Victorian teachers. In both cases, PwC’s analysis suggested that NSW teachers took more sick leave than 

both of the comparator cohorts. This meant that PwC recommended looking for ways to ensure that teachers 

take less sick leave. This recommendation was described to me as being highly problematic: 

Now, I don’t know if you know anything about the Teachers’ Federation in New South Wales 

… the strongest union in the country, and if you just tell them ‘no, you’re not going to take as 

much sick leave’ you’ve got an industrial war on your hands … INTERVIEWEE 2 

Like BCG, PwC had not fully taken into account the political context of the education department. That is, 

they hadn’t factored in the interests and values operating in the sector. This diminished the extent to which 

the narrative in their report was accepted. 

Thus, the reports from BCG and PwC were largely rejected by the Better Services Program Office. This was 

largely due to the ways in which the consultants had presented the implementation narrative in their reports. 

That is, the quantum of savings, as well as the steps to get there, were considered to be both impractical and 

fanciful. Moreover, the consultants had not conducted a causative analysis of the problems facing the NSW 

education sector. As a result, from the Better Service Program Office’s point of view, the reports were just 

not plausible. In this way, the reports had not framed the Education portfolio in accordance with some of 

the underlying programmatic and philosophical commitments embedded within the coalition. We can also 

point to the interests of people in key positions of power as another explanation for why the BCG and PwC 

reports were not accepted by the system reform coalition. Indeed, these officials had an interest in preserving 

their political capital. Given that the (then) Government was about to ‘lose massively’, key decision-makers 

were less likely to implement anything that was considered to be risky or brave, particularly if it was going to 

cause an ‘industrial war’ with the NSWTF. As a result, the Better Services Program Office rejected the BCG 

and PwC reports. 

In light of this general rejection of the reports (and thus the efficiency coalition’s narrative), the Better Services 

Program Office began a separate process to understand the problems facing the education system, and to 

explore potential solutions to those problems. As part of this process, key actors in the office began to 

investigate in more depth what the consultants had described in their reports. That is, they sought to 

understand the reasons behind several of the problems identified in the reports, as well as the extent to, and 

ways in, which the narratives embedded in the reports could contribute to solving those problems: 

… so [we] then set up a rolling program of just talking to the people running these areas about ‘how 

are we going to do this?’ … [We] wanted to understand what was driving this, what was making this 

happen … INTERVIEWEE 2 
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In this way, actors in the Better Services Program Office were seeking to generate their own ‘causal story’ 

(Stone 1989) about the problems facing the NSW public education system, and how those problems might 

best be resolved.  

As part of this, actors in the Better Services Program Office recognised that they would need to interpret the 

education sector in ways that were more aligned with how educators – and not the efficiency coalition – 

understood the education system. This was described to me by a key member of the office as follows: 

… we had to have a model of solving the problem that was internally generated and bought into 

… [so that we could] recognise and address the things that had prevented some of these things 

from happening in the past … INTERVIEWEE 1 

As part of this, the program office engaged widely with experts right across the education portfolio, in order 

to ‘think deeply’ about the future of the education system in NSW. This meant that Education Department 

officials: 

… realised that the only way to get to [a more efficient education system] was to have an 

educational reform program that was driven by educators, and not by Treasury analysts, so we 

conceived a new reform that had some connections to the old ideas but was an entirely new 

creature … INTERVIEWEE 1 

This meant that actors in the Better Services Program Office felt that they needed a new understanding of 

the problems facing the education sector, and how those problems might be resolved. This understanding 

was no longer about efficiency through cutting costs, but rather about how to improve public education in 

NSW more broadly. As part of this, actors from right across the Education Department met to discuss the 

future of the education sector:  

… [there] were people from across the organisation in various roles, people in central roles, 

people in front-line roles, we had regional directors, a group of really smart people, who had 

different perspectives and wanted to make the system a better place … INTERVIEWEE 1 

(emphasis added) 

Thus, a new discourse coalition emerged from the collective problem-solving activities of the Better Services 

Program Office. I will refer to this discourse coalition as the system reform coalition. This coalition did not 

understand ‘improvements’ in the education system as being purely about efficiency. Rather, ‘improvements’ 

were understood more in terms of the kinds of changes that were needed in the education system to meet the 

needs of students. As part of this, the system reform coalition recognised that it would need to understand 

the ‘root causes’ of any problems, and any barriers to addressing those causes.  

This new understanding was not encapsulated in issues related to reduced revenue as a result of the global 

recession, but rather through the phrase ‘authority, funding, and accountability’. Through their investigations 

into the underlying causes of the problems facing NSW public education, key members of the coalition began 

to interpret the root causes as a misalignment between these three key concepts. Indeed, from the system 

reform coalition’s point of view, significant improvements could be made to the NSW public education 
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system by addressing this misalignment. The main issue here was that the person who was accountable for a 

decision was not the same person who had authority to make that decision, nor were they the same person 

who had control over the funds to implement that decision. One member of the coalition described the issue 

to me as follows: 

We started mapping who had authority, who had control of funding, and who had 

accountability for a range of different decisions across the organisation, and we found that, 

very, very frequently, they were three different people in three different parts of the 

organisation. So if you took an example - relief of teachers. Short-term relief of teachers was a 

protected line item in school budgets. That meant that if I, as a principal, had to hire short-term 

relief to fill a vacant teaching position and I blew my budget on that dimension I was eligible 

for something called supplementation. You qualify for supplementation by writing to Finance 

and saying please give me supplementation … INTERVIEWEE 1 

This meant that neither officers in the Finance department, nor the principal of the specific school, were 

actually accountable for the decisions that they made. Rather, principals could just request more money for 

casual relief teachers, and more money was provided – no questions asked. According to the coalition, this 

was the ‘root cause’ of the problems facing NSW education.  

Following this re-interpretation of the problem and solution, the coalition decided that, to improve the 

education system in NSW, additional investigations would be required. These investigations would explore 

how to align authority, funding, and accountability across five different ‘domains’. These domains were linked 

directly to different functional areas within the Department. Through this work, the coalition began to 

generate a much more nuanced understanding of the problems and appropriate solutions. Thus, the coalition 

had generated its own storyline about the problems facing the NSW education sector, and how to best address 

those problems.  

As part of this additional process, the system reform coalition also drew on another consultancy report to 

inform their investigations. This report was written by McKinsey & Co. and was entitled From Good to Great: 

How the world’s most improved systems keep getting better (the ‘Good to Great’ report). The ‘Good to Great’ report 

analysed 20 public education systems from around the world, all with different levels of ‘performance’. It did 

this to understand how school systems can improve their overall performance from ‘poor’ at one end, to 

‘excellent’ at the other. To do this, the report examines the kinds of interventions that individual school 

systems have undertaken to register ‘significant, sustained, and widespread student outcome gains’ (Mourshed, 

Chijioke & Barber 2010) . In this way, the main substance of the report explores similar issues to those that 

were being considered by the system reform coalition.  

Crucial to the ‘Good to Great’ report is the notion of an ‘improvement journey’. That is, by embarking on 

the kinds of reforms that McKinsey suggest, a school system can move between the various stages – from 

poor to fair, from fair to good, from good to great, and from great to excellent. Each of these stages is defined 

by student performance. So, a school system is ‘good’ if its students are obtaining a certain score on a scale 

devised by the Programme for International Student Assessment, which, according to its website, is ‘a triennial 
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international survey which aims to evaluate education systems worldwide by testing the skills and knowledge 

of 15-year-old students’. For a school system to move from one point in the improvement journey to the 

next, McKinsey suggest quite specific interventions. To illustrate, a school system might be in the classification 

of ‘poor to fair’, insofar as it is ‘achieving the basics of literacy and numeracy’. To be at the upper end of the 

system (i.e. at the ‘fair’ classification), the system should: provide motivation and scaffolding for low skill 

teachers; get all schools to a minimum quality level; and get students in seats. Once these have been achieved, 

the school system might move into the ‘fair to good’ classification, and another set of interventions would 

apply for that system to move from the ‘fair to good’ to the ‘good to great’ classification (p. 28). In this way, 

McKinsey generated a set of initiatives that policymakers could use to improve the performance of their 

system. The firm also generated a way of getting from one point to the next. In this way, McKinsey had 

generated an alternative change narrative to those from BCG and PwC.  

Thus, the system reform coalition had rejected the BCG and PwC reports, and, in doing so had rejected the 

efficiency coalition’s narrative. This prevented the efficiency coalition’s narrative from shaping institutional 

arrangements. That is, the system reform coalition had reinterpreted the efficiency coalition’s narrative in 

ways that better aligned with what they perceived as being the problem and solutions facing the NSW public 

education sector. More specifically, the BCG and PwC reports had run afoul of the interpretive frames that 

undergirded the thought, speech and behaviour of the system reform coalition. By this I mean that the 

assumptions that BCG and PwC had made about the NSW public education system did not align with how 

educators understood the system (a point to which I will return in Chapter 7). In this way, BCG and PwC, 

and the narratives, discourses, and metaphors, contained in their reports, were not seen as being particularly 

helpful to the system reform coalition’s collective puzzling. Because of this, we can identify an constraint on 

BCG and PwC’s ability to influence this coalition.  

At the same time, the system reform coalition drew upon another consultant report – McKinsey & Co.’s 

‘Good to Great’ report – as a way of developing their own narrative about how to address the problems that, 

they felt, needed to be addressed in the system. Neither Treasury nor the Education Department had actually 

commissioned this report. Rather, it was more of a ‘think piece’ that McKinsey consultants had done on their 

own volition – akin to what Saint-Martin (2012) has called the ‘think-tankization’ of consulting firms (a point 

to which I return in later chapters). The important point here is that the ‘Good to Great’ report represented 

to the system reform coalition an approach that better aligned with the underlying assumptions of those 

working in the sector. In this sense, it did not violate the interpretive frames of that coalition. Moreover, as a 

‘think piece’ in the public domain, it was not bound by the same institutional limits that were acting on BCG 

and PwC. Indeed, BCG and PwC were expected to ‘answer a brief’ (i.e. reduce expenses while maintaining 

the same levels of service delivery). As part of this, they were highly constrained in what they could say and 

do. On the other hand, McKinsey had developed its report on its own intiative, meaning that they could go 

‘deeper’ into the precise problems under investigation.  
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The ‘Local Blame’ coalition 

The final coalition that emerged through this process is what I will refer to as the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. 

This coalition was made up of officials from the New South Wales Teachers’ Federation (NSWTF) (i.e. the 

teachers’ union), as well as education activists, left-leaning academics and politicians. As with the other two 

coalitions, this one was bound together through a shared interpretation of the problems facing the NSW 

education system. However, in the view of this coalition, the problem facing the coalition was the 

government’s move towards a more autonomous school system. In the eyes of the coalition, this shift would 

not improve the school system. In fact, it would do quite the opposite. Moreover, the changes were likely to 

threaten the jobs of many members of the teaching workforce. As a result, the coalition generated its own 

counter-narrative, as a strategic response to the impending threat posed by the controversial reforms 

embedded in ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’.  

Importantly, this third coalition sat ‘outside’ of the institutional environment in which both the previous two 

coalitions had operated. Both the efficiency coalition and the system reform coalition were made up largely 

of civil servants within NSW Treasury, as well as the Education Department. This meant that, in comparison 

with the other coalitions, the interaction the ‘Local Blame’ coalition had with the consultants was highly 

constrained. Unlike the efficiency coalition, this third coalition had no direct interaction with either BCG or 

PwC.  Moreover, they had no exposure to the ‘Good to Great’ report. In addition, key decision-makers in 

both Treasury and DET determined the involvement of members of this coalition within the process under 

investigation. Thus, their understanding and ability to interrogate the role of consultants on public policy was 

shaped by these institutional arrangements. As a result, the coalition relied on its own interpretive frame to 

argue against the imposition of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Within this frame, consultants were assumed 

as being highly influential on the policy process – an assumption that shaped their advocacy against the 

controversial reforms introduced by the NSW Government.  

Both the BCG and PwC reports were leaked to NSWTF during the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ 

development process. As a result, several actors within the education sector began a campaign to advocate 

against the NSW Governments’ reforms. This group included actors from the NSWTF and the NSW Greens, 

as well as left-leaning academics and teachers. The basis of the objection to the reforms was that it represented 

a form of school autonomy. According to this group, school autonomy has a negative (or, at least, no) effect 

on student outcomes. Rather, it is a way for Treasury departments to enhance their power and control over 

the education system. A key member of the coalition described this to me as follows: 

… the great myth of [autonomy] is that somehow there’s some local control. The reality is they 

control schools very strictly financially, they constrain schools also through other accountability 

mechanisms. The OECD now is even saying that giving people greater control over staffing and 

budgets and resources, there’s virtually no pickup [in student outcomes] but if you give teachers and 

schools control over assessment and curriculum, there’s evidence for that [in improving outcomes]. 

But [control over curriculum and pedagogy is] the very thing they’re not [doing] … INTERVIEWEE 
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As a result, the coalition argued that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was designed to do two things. First, 

the coalition argued that it was an exercise in cost cutting. In a speech delivered at Camden High School in 

2012, president of the New South Wales Teachers Federation, and key component of the ‘Local Blame’ 

coalition, Maurie Mulheron, makes the claim that: 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ is nothing but a marketing phrase to market a massive assault on 

the funding of our schools. 

This would also mean that, in the end, ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ would result in reductions in the 

number of jobs available for teachers, as well as the security of those jobs. In the same speech, Mr Mulheron 

makes the following claim:  

At the heart of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ is reduce the number of people employed in 

the system … the number of permanent positions in the system … 

In the view of the coalition, the second (related) effect of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was that it would 

result in a changed accountability structure, such that principals would be held responsible for any cuts to 

budgets when, in reality, responsibility should lie with the Education Department, Treasury, and/or the NSW 

Government more broadly. In the same speech mentioned above, Mr Mulheron summarises this as follows:  

The model [of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’] is this: If we reduce the funding as a 

government, we’ll be blamed and thrown out of office. But if you can devolve the budget 

to a local manager … and make them manage and deliver the budget, and make the cuts to 

the local school community, the Minister can step back and say: ‘We gave them all the 

responsibility. It was their local decision. They best met the needs of their school. It wasn’t 

the government who cut. It was the local principal who did it’.  

In this view, devolving authority to the local level is less about improving student outcomes, but is more 

about shifting political risk away from the central government and onto individual schools. As part of this 

interpretation, the coalition felt that a more suitable title for ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was ‘Local 

Schools, Local Blame’ (Kaye 2012) – hence the name of this coalition.  

The storylines of both the system reform coalition and the ‘Local Blame’ coalition were embedded in a 

discourse that related student outcomes to accountability arrangements for the public education system. Both 

coalitions agreed that student outcomes should be the overarching driver of activity in the education system. 

However, they disagreed over the precise way in which that should be achieved. As part of this disagreement, 

two competing storylines emerged about ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. The first – produced by the system 

reform coalition – was that better student outcomes would be achieved by providing principals with more 

control over decisions relevant to the school and its students. The second – produced by the ‘Local Blame’ 

coalition – was that the realignment in decision-making structures and funding arrangements would have a 

negative effect on student outcomes, insofar as it would reduce funding available for schools, and thus the 

number and quality of teachers in public education.  
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As part of this understanding of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition incorporated 

the leaked reports from BCG and PwC into their advocacy efforts. Indeed, the coalition saw the consultant 

reports as having a central role to play in the development of the controversial reform. In the view of this 

coalition, the consultancies had a causal role in shaping ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Indeed, when I 

asked one member of the coalition about the role of consultants in ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, he replied 

in no uncertain terms that ‘they [i.e. the consultants] designed it’. Likewise, several other actors in the coalition 

have made express (and very public) links between the BCG report and ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. For 

instance, in a tweet from 17 May 2012, Twitter user ‘Ms Dactyl’ argues that ‘NSW govt hasn’t involved #nswtf 

or other teaching bodies in their plans – they’ve just let the Boston Consulting Group do it’. Similarly, NSW 

Greens Senator Dr John Kaye stated very publicly that: 

Devolution is the next big step in the O'Farrell government's implementation of the 

Keneally government's Boston Consulting Report that identified the $1 billion worth of 

school budget cuts (Kaye 2012) 

Teacher and blogger Michael Sciffer argued on his blog: 

The cuts to NSW Public Education began with the previous Labor Government. The then 

Director-General of the Department of Education Michael Coutts-Trotter (now the 

Director-General of the Department of Finance) commissioned the Boston Consulting 

Paper.6 It outlined how the state government could cut $750 million in recurrent funding 

from public schools through closures and amalgamations, increases in class sizes and the 

abolition of thousands of teaching positions (Sciffer 2013) 

Finally, in the aforementioned speech given by Mr Mulheron in Camden, he stated that: 

There’s only one reason why you’d bring in a firm like PricewaterhouseCoopers, the 

accountants, to devise a staffing system which would be based on dollars, and not on kids. 

There’s only one reason – that’s because Treasury will control how much money goes into 

that bucket.  

In this way, the coalition was linking directly the BCG and PwC reports to the development of ‘Local Schools, 

Local Decisions’ and their interpretation of the reform as being ‘about’ cutting funding to education. In 

particular, they were arguing expressly that the consultants were fundamental to the Government’s agenda of 

reducing costs and decreasing job security for teachers. As part of this, the coalition was arguing that the 

consultancies had designed the entire reform program.  

This meant that the ‘Local Blame’ coalition had generated a counter-narrative to ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’. The narrative contained in the BCG and PwC reports became crucial to the development of this 

counter-narrative. More specifically, the coalition used the reports as evidence that their interpretation of the 

 
6 As described earlier in this chapter, it was actually the NSW Treasury, not the Education Department, that 

commissioned the consultant reports.  
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NSW Governments’ reforms to the NSW public education system was the ‘correct’ one. As one key member 

of the coalition explained to me: 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was … a marketing term used to sell a massive cut to the 

education budget, to put more work on to schools and destroy the connectivity between 

schools, and to gut the department. Treasury could then control, absolutely, how much they 

wanted to spend on schools, and so it was the two companies, Boston and 

PricewaterhouseCoopers – they’re up to their necks in it, they knew exactly what they were 

doing, and that’s why the official leaked it … he said ‘you’ve gotta see what these people 

are planning’ … INTERVIEWEE 7 

Indeed, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition’s counter-narrative was therefore constructed around the marketized 

education system discourse that was contained in both consultancy reports.  

Thus, we can identify a third coalition – what I have referred to as the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. This coalition 

converged around an interpretation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as not being ‘about’ improving the 

outcomes of NSW students. Rather, in the eyes of this coalition, ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was an 

attempt to not only reduce the amount of money the NSW Government was spending on education, but also 

to shift the political risk away from the Government and onto individual schools. To advocate against ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition generated a counter-narrative. In a kind of ‘gotcha’ 

moment, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition’s counter-narrative drew on the BCG and PwC reports as a way of 

providing evidence of their claims. As part of this, the coalition generated a causal story (Stone 1989) about 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, and the role of the consultants therein. In this story, the controversial reform 

was entirely a creation of the consultants – a view that was not shared by the system reform coalition.  

Institutional arrangements and interpretive frames were also relevant to shaping how this coalition acted vis-

à-vis both ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as well as the role of consultants therein. In terms of the 

interpretive frames, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition had made several assumptions regarding the role of 

consultants in wider systems of public policy. These assumptions shaped how this coalition interpreted the 

BCG and PwC reports, and the nature of the coalition’s advocacy against ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. 

Moreover, the basic rules governing the conduct of actors in this particular ‘policy universe’ meant that this 

coalition was not privy to the basic processes and structures that framed the development of ‘Local Schools, 

Local Decisions’. As a result, this meant that the coalition’s rationality was bounded even further, and they 

were forced to rely on a set of assumptions in both interpreting the BCG and PwC reports as well as generating 

their own counter-narrative. Thus, the two firms were drawn into the sense-making processes of the ‘Local 

Blame’ coalition, despite the fact that there were no direct interactions between these different actors.  

‘A better place’ 

I have already discussed above the failure of the efficiency coalition’s narrative in achieving discursive 

hegemony. This narrative – insofar as it was represented through the BCG and PwC reports – was ‘put in a 

drawer’ by key members of the system reform coalition. As a result, the system reform coalition embarked 
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on its own process to generate a new narrative that could be used to make the NSW public education system 

‘a better place’. Thus, the extent to which the efficiency coalition’s storyline was used as a basis for 

policymaking was very limited.  In addition, the storyline from the ‘Local Blame’ was also unsuccessful. 

Instead, it was the system reform coalition’s narrative that achieved both discursive structuration, and 

discursive institutionalisation. As discussed above, the system reform coalition had adopted a change narrative 

about how to make the NSW public education system a better place. This was couched in the language of 

‘authority, funding, and accountability’. The paragraphs below will show that this narrative achieved discursive 

structuration, insofar as individual actors used it as a way of demonstrating their credibility. It then achieved 

discursive institutionalisation, insofar as it underscored a set of institutional arrangements and structures to 

guide the reform of the NSW public education system. These arrangements and structures were represented 

through the reform known as ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Given that this narrative had achieved both 

of these states, we can thus say the system reform coalition achieved discursive hegemony.  

First, there are several examples that point to the system reform coalition’s narrative achieving discursive 

structuration. For instance, several actors within the education system began drawing on the ‘authority’ 

narrative as a way of arguing for the importance of the reforms introduced by ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’. For instance, on 2 October 2013, the Department of Education published a YouTube video 

entitled ‘Deputy Director General’s vodcast on authority vs. autonomy’. The Department’s description of this 

video on the YouTube page is as follows: 

The deputy director-general (schools), Greg Prior, talks about how Local Schools, Local Decisions will 

give principals greater authority to make school-based decisions (emphasis added) 

In this video, Mr Prior discusses why ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was a policy reform designed to provide 

principals with greater authority, but was not ‘school autonomy’ per se. Rather, according to Mr Prior, ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ was responding to the (vast majority of) principals who wanted to have more 

authority to make school-based decisions, but who also wanted that authority supported by a strong, state 

wide education system. In this way, ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was a way of ‘balancing these two 

important ideas’.  

Indeed, within this different interpretation – which was largely propounded by principals and senior officials 

within the Education Department – ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was not ‘about’ creating schools that 

were completely independent of the central bureaucracy. Rather, the effectiveness of the NSW public 

education system would be greatly improved if schools were to stay within the ambit of the Department, but 

that the controls on principals would be loosened. It was precisely these differing interpretations of ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ that led directly to conflict between the two coalitions. As one NSW principal told 

me:  

… [the drive towards principal authority] of course led [the NSW Secondary Principals Council 

(NSWPC)] into conflict with the New South Wales Teachers Federation … it was [the NSWSPC’s] 

view that if [the NSWSPC] wanted schools to be more effective and to compete on a level playing 
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field with the government-funded private schools, that [principals] really needed to have greater say 

over staffing, [and] a greater say over use of resources … INTERVIEWEE 3 

Thus, this key decision-maker in the education portfolio was arguing that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ 

was more about ‘authority’ (i.e. the system reform coalition’s narrative), rather than ‘school autonomy’ (i.e. 

the ‘Local Blame’ coalition’s narrative).  

Actors in key positions of power in the education portfolio also rejected the ‘Local Blame’ coalition’s 

arguments regarding the funding implications of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. In a vodcast dated 22 April 

2012, the (then) Director-General of the Education Department, Dr Michele Bruniges, stated that: 

I want to address some claims about [‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’] that are simply untrue. 

I want to be very clear from the outset: ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ is an education 

reform built upon putting students at the centre of what we do. It is not about cutting the 

amount we spend in schools. The Education Minister has stated that the education budget is 

not going to be reduced … There have also been claims about what ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’ will mean for your employment status. I want to set the record straight. ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ will not affect teacher tenure.  

This view of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was a reflection of the views of key members of the system 

reform coalition. As one member of the coalition told me: 

… if you ask the Teachers’ Federation for their perspective on [education funding], they will say 

that it’s an outrage that Victoria spends less money per student on its kids, it must mean that the 

people of Victoria don’t care about their students as much as the people of New South Wales do, 

because they make this fundamental error of equating spending with caring … INTERVIEWEE 

1 

Thus, key actors in the education sector drew on the narratives and discourses of the system reform coalition 

as a way of furthering their arguments about what ‘ought to be done’ with the NSW public education system. 

In this way, we can identify the establishment of discursive structuration.  

In addition to achieving discursive structuration, the narrative of the system reform coalition had achieved 

discursive institutionalisation. As part of this, the narratives and discourses underpinning the discourse 

coalition’s interpretations were embedded directly within institutional arrangements through the 

implementation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Indeed, one of the underlying rationales for ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ reads as follows:: 

Our current rules and processes can make it hard for principals and teachers to respond quickly 

to these issues. It can be very frustrating when a decision that is made in the best interests of a 

student is hindered by a process that just doesn’t quite fit. Parents can find this difficult to 

understand as well. If we want to change this approach and improve student outcomes, we have 

to start by giving the teachers and principals who work with students every day more authority to adapt what they 

do and how they do it to meet the needs of their students (NSW Department of Education 2009, p. 3, 

emphasis added) 
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Later, that same document explains: 

The culture of professional, quality teaching is enhanced because principals have increased local 

authority to make decisions about teacher performance, professional learning and program delivery (p. 7, emphasis 

added). 

In this way, the policy of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ very much adopted the concepts from the system 

reform coalition’s storyline.  According to the Education Department’s current website, the changes that form 

part of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ are being progressively implemented. As Hajer explains, discourse 

institutionalisation occurs when ‘a given discourse is translated into institutional arrangements’. This includes 

translating the central ideas and concepts of a discourse into concrete policies, or how a particular policy 

system is structured. In this way, the system reform coalition’s narrative has shaped institutional arrangements 

within the education system, and we can say that it has achieved discursive institutionalisation. Given that the 

system reform coalition’s storyline has achieved both discursive structuration and discursive 

institutionalisation,  we can also say it has achieved discursive hegemony.   

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the discursive contestations surrounding the design and development of ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’. As part of this, it has identified multiple interpretations of the problems facing the 

NSW education system, and the potential solutions. These problems and solutions were embedded in 

discourses related to efficiency, student outcomes, and accountability. Through this, three different discourse 

coalitions emerged – the efficiency coalition, the system reform coalition, and the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. 

These coalitions all competed for discursive hegemony within the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ process. 

However, it was the narrative of the system reform coalition that achieved both discursive structuration and 

discursive institutionalisation. As a result, this narrative achieved discursive hegemony, and we can say that it 

was the system reform coalition that exerted the most influence.  

The chapter shows that management consultants were drawn into the sense-making processes of each of the 

coalitions, but in different ways. For the efficiency coalition, the consultants from BCG and PwC co-

constructed a storyline with that coalition. In this way, the consultants were acting as story-makers (Johansson 

2004). However, in the case of the system reform and ‘Local Blame’ coalitions, the consultants were acting as 

story-tellers, insofar as they had acted quite independently from the relevant coalition. Moreover, while the 

consultants from BCG and PwC had helped shape the narrative of the efficiency coalition, the firms actually 

contributed to the ‘Local Blame’ coalition generating a counter-narrative. Likewise, while BCG and PwC’s 

role in the system reform coalition’s sense-making processes was relatively minor, McKinsey’s ‘Good to 

Great’ report allowed the coalition to make sense of an uncertain and complex policy world. Thus, the chapter 

has shown that consultants – and, in particular, their reports – are used by discourse coalitions in processes 

of sense-making, insofar as ‘sense-making’ involves the creation of a narrative (or counter-narrative, as the 

case may be). It has also shown that consultants’ role in policymakers’ sense-making activities can be quite 

variable. 
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At the same time, the chapter has not explicitly focused on the more micro-level interactions between 

consultants and policymakers. As part of this, it has not explored the underlying processes that account for 

any variation in consultant influence. Moreover, it has not accounted for the role of consultant agency in such 

processes, or the extent to which consultant’s choices shape the interpretations made by policymakers. 

Because of this, the next three chapters will ‘unpack’ each of the three discourse coalitions to explore the 

underlying factors that allow for consultant influence to vary. Overall, the chapters show that variation in 

consultants’ discursive influence depends on the extent to which consultants’ discursive repertoire resonates 

with the interpretive frames guiding the thought, speech and behaviour of actors in a discourse coalition. 

Embedded in these interpretive frames are interests, (programmatic and philosophical) ideas, and identities. 

The chapters also argue for the role of institutional rules and structures as an explanatory factor in 

understanding the variation in consultant influence. 
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CHAPTER 6: THE EFFICIENCY COALITION 

Introduction 

This chapter is the first of three to unpack each of the discourse coalitions involved in my case. More 

specifically, the chapter focuses on the intra-coalition dynamics between actors in Treasury, as well as BCG 

and PwC. Overall, the chapter shows two things. First, it points to the ways in which BCG and PwC were 

institutionally constrained within the context of the expenditure reviews. These constraints were due to the 

uncertainty of the expenditure review. Due to these uncertainties, Treasury could determine the precise 

conditions of the consulting engagement. The second point made in the chapter is that the ideas represented 

in the BCG and PwC reports assisted Treasury in its sense-making activities due to interests and identities. 

That is, in the eyes of Treasury, the advice and recommendations from the consulting firms allowed Treasury 

to meet a pre-determined objective. Moreover, the consultants had constructed an identity for themselves in 

a way that not only allowed the consulting firms access to ideas and data from the Education Department, 

but also that aligned with the kinds of skills that Treasury saw as being necessary for a successful consulting 

engagement.  

The uncertainty of the consulting engagement 

As previously mentioned, BCG and PwC were hired by Treasury to conduct separate-but-related expenditure 

reviews of the NSW Education Department. BCG had been engaged to explore what were called non-school 

based costs (school maintenance contracts, ownership of assets, decision-making structures), while PwC 

reviewed costs related to teachers and principals (i.e. leave entitlements, salaries, etc.). The consultants were 

hired specifically to resolve an uncertainty. More specifically, Treasury did not know what the Education 

Department’s specific expenses were. Indeed, several interviewees told me that, prior to the expenditure 

reviews, Treasury found it very difficult to access data from the department.  However, for Treasury to meet 

the demands of the government-of-the-day, it needed, at the very least, to understand what those expenses 

were. As a result, BCG and PwC were brought in to resolve an uncertainty.  

This meant that BCG and PwC’s role within the expenditure review can be understood as functioning within 

a space of liminality. This meant that the consultants had to become ‘flexible and pliable’ to meet the demands 

of Treasury. As a result, Treasury could exercise a form of structural dominance by determining the conditions 

under which the consultants would operate. Indeed, the uncertainty surrounding the consulting engagement 

meant that Treasury could place demands on how the consultants should interpret the problem; how the 

consultants should behave; and the ways in which they were to spend their time. 

There are several examples of this occurring. The first is related to how consultants were interpreting the 

notion of ‘efficiency’. As part of the expenditure review, the consultants were forced to adopt a particular 

understanding of efficiency. As discussed previously, the concept of efficiency has a wide variety of meanings, 

and can thus be interpreted in different ways. However, whatever else the consultants might have thought 

about ‘efficiency’, they were forced to adopt the interpretations or meanings that Treasury had given to the 
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term, and how it might be understood in relation to the education sector in NSW. Indeed, one of the lead 

consultants on the expenditure review expressed doubt that efficiency (insofar as it was understood by 

Treasury) could even be achieved within the education portfolio: 

Efficiency is pretty straightforward. It’s cost per unit of output to a given quality. In education, that is 

almost impossible to measure. What’s a unit of output? Right? I guess it’s an educated student to some 

standard, but we don’t have the capacity or the ethical clearance to do control studies and … every 

student is a little bit different going in, so efficiency is very difficult to manage [and] measure overall  … 

INTERVIEWEE 10 

Thus, one consultant (at least) had a different understanding of efficiency to Treasury, but was forced to 

adopt that interpretation as they drafted the efficiency coalition’s report. This is further indication of the ways 

in which consultant agency was constrained within the consultant-policymaker interaction.  

The second example of Treasury’s ability to enact power over the consultants was a requirement for the 

consultants to train Treasury officials over the course of the expenditure review. This meant that: 

… skills transfer was an explicit part of the terms of reference for the consultants’ … 

INTERVIEWEE 9 

As one Treasury official told me, the expenditure review processes were about: 

… building [Treasury’s] own skills sets, and making sure that [Treasury’s] people were becoming 

competent in the methodologies and approaches, and the analytics required … INTERVIEWEE 

9  

Where the consultants weren’t fulfilling the requirements of this element of the project, senior Treasury 

officials would meet with the partners of the firm to ensure that the consultants’ behaviour changed. This 

meant that both BCG and PwC were forced to take on extra risk within the context of the expenditure review. 

The risk here was two-fold. First, by transferring skills to Treasury officials, the consultants risked revealing 

proprietary processes (i.e. analytical approaches, methodologies, engagement strategies, etc.). Second, it meant 

that the consultants may have reduced their ability to win more work from Treasury. That is, if Treasury now 

had the requisite skills sets, then there would be no need to hire consultants in the future. This latter risk was, 

in fact, borne out over the course of the expenditure reviews. As one Treasury official told me: 

… part of [the expenditure reviews] was genuinely about building our own skills sets and making 

sure that our people were becoming competent in the methodologies and approaches, and the 

analytics required. So towards the end of the program we were actually running some of the 

smaller reviews totally ourselves … INTERVIEWEE 9 

In this way, Treasury was, again, enacting influence over the consultants, and thus constraining their ability 

to shape the expenditure reviews.  

The final example is related to what were called the ‘collaborative teams’. Within the context of the efficiency 

coalition, Treasury had mandated that the coalition would work through what was described to me as a 
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‘collaborative team’. As part of this approach, the different members of the coalition brought their own 

expertise to bear on the issues upon which the review was focusing. As such, whatever ideas, narratives, 

metaphors, etc. the consultants brought to the coalition, they had to contend with those produced by others. 

This was well articulated by one Treasury official who told me: 

I would find it very difficult, if not impossible to say, well, ‘this idea came from a consultant, this idea came 

from someone else’. We worked in a collaborative process … INTERVIEWEE 6 

As part of this, the collaborative teams: 

… would brainstorm, we would put ideas on a whiteboard, we would capture those on an Excel spread-

sheet, we would then go through consultations, talking to all those different kinds of stakeholders, saying 

‘well this is our initial 10, 20, 30 ideas, which of these might have merit’ … INTERVIEWEE 6 

Through this process of consultation, the collaborative teams would also call upon the expertise of several 

other actors across the public service: 

… as a team we collaborated very closely with many different stakeholders … we have experts within 

Treasury that manage the relationship between Treasury and the Department of Education. We have 

experts within the Department of Premier & Cabinet that manage the high-level policy aspects of school 

services … and then we have experts within the schools … INTERVIEWEE 6 

As a result, the consultants were forced to work collaboratively with other actors right across the public sector 

to not only generate ideas to solve the efficiency problem, but also to work out the viability of those solutions, 

and communicate those ideas.  

Thus, the uncertainty of the expenditure review process, combined with the need for Treasury to demonstrate 

value-for-money in engaging BCG and PwC, meant that Treasury placed several conditions on the ways in 

which the consultants would behave. As a result, the consultants were institutionally constrained by the rules, 

structures, and processes enforced by Treasury. Moreover, by ‘entering into’ this particular policy universe, 

they were also forced to mould their beliefs, interpretations and assumptions to ‘fit’ with those of Treasury. 

This was well exemplified by the adoption of a specific meaning given to ‘efficiency’ – despite the consultants’ 

scepticism over the suitability of that term, insofar as it was being applied to public education in NSW. In this 

way, the uncertainty of the engagement allowed Treasury to exercise influence over the consultants, and thus 

shape what the consultants could do, say, and think. 

Creating efficient public education 

Within these institutional constraints, the consultants assisted Treasury to understand and interpret the NSW 

public education system, in ways that helped Treasury meet the demands of their political masters. The 

consultants’ ability to do so was reliant on the ways in which they had constructed a narrative, and the 

relationship of that narrative to the underlying interpretive frame of the efficiency coalition. As part of this, 

the consultants had drawn on language and metaphor as a way through which they could represent to Treasury 

a process of change to produce a more managerially efficient public education system. However, their ability 
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to do so was reliant on how Treasury had understood their identity – as ‘independent’ and as ‘expert’. Finally, 

Treasury’s willingness to adopt the consultants’ narrative and metaphors rested on its alignment with 

Treasury’s interests  

The consultants’ narrative 

Both BCG and PwC had co-constructed a narrative with Treasury officials – a process of story-making rather 

than story-telling. This narrative was one of change. It outlined for Treasury how the Education Department 

could move from its current (undesirable) state to a future (more desirable) one. This change was embedded 

in discourses of managerialism, including the NPM and the marketization of education. The consultants 

strategically adapted these discourses as a way of meeting the needs of their client. In this way, the consultants 

were drew on the background discourses in which the expenditure reviews took place.  

The narrative that emerged through this process of collaboration was very much a change narrative. That is, 

it defined, in very general terms, the steps that would need to be made to the NSW public education system 

to produce the kinds of changes that would result in ‘efficiency’. For BCG, the implementation story was 

represented by a ‘conceptual map’ on p 6 of their report. This is reproduced in Figure 1.  

Figure 1: BCG’s Conceptual Map 
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According to BCG, if their implementation path, or ‘conceptual map’, was followed, then the NSW 

Government could realise the kinds of savings that it was seeking. In this way, BCG told another ‘causal story’ 

about how to implement its ideas. For PwC, the narrative is still understood through a process of change. It 

is true that PwC are not as explicit in the change narrative as BCG. However, much of the discussion included 

in the report focuses on the kinds of changes that would need to be made to the NSW public education 

system to meet the needs of the government-of-the-day. As part of this, PwC report several changes should 

be made, including refinement of sick leave patterns, reducing long service leave entitlements, and 

improvements in reporting systems.  

Finally, both BCG and PwC used metaphors as part of their change narrative. As part of this, both firms drew 

on managerialist discourses to represent elements of the school system as something else. For both firms, 

efficiency could be achieved by producing a different ‘kind’ of principal. Such principals would be well versed 

in managerial techniques (as opposed to educational leadership) and would operate more entrepreneurially. 

Likewise, on p. 34 of that report, BCG states that effective implementation of the devolved model would 

require ‘training and support for principals to build the new skills required to effectively manage their 

‘business’’. In this way, the principal was being reimagined as more akin to a CEO in a small business, rather 

than a principal in a public school, and schools were being imagined in line with more commercial or private-

sector modes of thought. Thus, we can point to the use of metaphor as another mechanism through which 

both BCG and PwC have sought to discursively shape any changes to the NSW public education system.  

Identity 

The ways in which Treasury had interpreted the identity of the two consulting firms was a pre-condition of 

the consultants’ entrance into the policy process. Indeed, the consultants’ ‘subject-position’ (in Hajerian 

terms) their identity gave the consultants access to the efficiency coalition. There were two relevant subject-

positions here. The first of these was the consultant as ‘expert’, while the second was consultants as 

‘independent’.  

Indeed, one of the central reasons why Treasury hired BCG and PwC was for their expertise. For instance, 

and as mentioned in the previous chapter, a Treasury document entitled ‘Introduction to Expenditure Review’ 

explains that ‘[c]onsultants can provide specialist expertise including benchmark data and insights from 

experience with other jurisdictions and the private sector’. Likewise, a senior Treasury official told me that, 

as part of the expenditure reviews:  

… we were very clear that we were trying to source expertise and subject matter knowledge, that the people 

whose CVs were in the back of the pitch were really important to us and we would weight heavily towards 

the skills and capabilities of those people … INTERVIEWEE 9 

But what was the nature of the expertise that consultants provided? As pointed out in the last chapter, BCG 

and PwC were hired to conduct an expenditure review of the Department of Education. At the same time, 

both Stuart Shinfield (from PwC) nor Anthony Roediger (from BCG) had limited prior experience in the 

education portfolio. Indeed, both consultants had backgrounds in business, law, or economics. Moreover, it 
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was the first time that Mr Shinfield had consulted to the sector. While both firms did incorporate education 

experts into the project teams, these experts had a very minor role. 

Rather than education expertise per se, the nature of the expertise that the consultants were seen to provide 

to the expenditure reviews was very much related to their ability to manage the education portfolio. This was 

well illustrated by a senior Treasury official, who told me: 

  … we were obviously looking at expertise going back to those five principles around the Better Services 

and Value Plan … effectiveness, efficiency, how you can analyse evidence … INTERVIEWEE 8 

Such a conceptualisation of expertise accords well with the more managerial approaches to public 

administration incorporated as part of the discourse of NPM. As several writers on this phenomenon have 

argued, efficiency, effectiveness, and data analysis are central tropes within this wider discourse (Diefenbach 

2009; Head 2008; Page 2005; Thomas & Davies 2005). In this way, the expertise of management consultants 

was interpreted in line with more managerialist understandings of public policy and administration. In other 

words, the background discourse of the NPM had shaped how Treasury had understood the form of expertise 

that they would value. As part of this, it played a role in determining Treasury’s understanding of who the 

consultants were, and how they might contribute to the expenditure review of the Education Department.  

Moreover, in the previously-mentioned document entitled ‘Introduction to Expenditure Review’, Treasury 

explicitly states that, as part of delivering the goals of the expenditure review, it ‘may be necessary to engage 

external consultants to assist in the conduct of expenditure reviews’ (NSW Treasury 2010, p. 3). The 

document also postulates that consultants can bring in ‘an independent perspective to complex issues’. Thus, 

the consultants were expected to use their previous experience to ensure that the expenditure review process 

was conducted in an effective way, drawing on what has worked elsewhere. They were also expected to 

provide an ‘independent’ perspective. However, this subject-position can be seen as being highly constructed. 

That is, the extent to which PwC and BCG could actually be considered ‘independent’ is questionable. As one 

Treasury official told me: 

… there’s no doubt, ‘independence’ is a word that’s not always a hundred per cent accurate … 

INTERVIEWEE 8 

Indeed, there are several reasons why, in the case of BCG and PwC, a description as ‘independent’ might not 

be accurate. First, both firms were reliant on the data provided to them by the Education Department. This 

meant that they could not generate their own data in response to the kinds of questions they were asking, or 

the problems they were trying to address. In addition, it was Treasury that had defined the ultimate outcome 

that both BCG and PwC were trying to achieve (i.e. ‘efficiency’). The consultants were not in a position to 

question whether this was even an appropriate goal to achieve in the relevant circumstances. Rather, it was 

their job to advise Treasury on some measures that could be taken to achieve efficiency. When seen in this 

light, the ‘independence’ of the consultants is revealed as highly constructed.  

Thus, Treasury had understood the consultants to be both ‘experts’, and ‘independent’. These interpretations 

gave the consultants from PwC and BCG access to Treasury, in that it meant Treasury sought to hire them 
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in the first place. In addition, these interpretations gave the consultants access in another sense. That is, it 

also gave the consultants access to data and ideas from the Education Department. One of the central issues 

that Treasury had in conducting an expenditure review of the Education Department without outside 

assistance was accessing the relevant data. This data was necessary in allowing Treasury officials to analyse 

any reform proposals; to determine the feasibility of such proposals; and to ascertain whether the proposals 

would be effective. As one Treasury official told me: 

… part of the [expenditure review] process was to make sure we were getting the data we needed out of 

the agencies. Actually getting data from the agencies in a useable format is quite difficult … 

INTERVIEWEE 9 

Moreover:  

… Treasury always feels like things are being hidden from them, now whether that’s true or not, it’s a 

perception on Treasury’s side because they never feel that they have the intellectual horsepower to match 

the department ... INTERVIEWEE 2 

Hiring the consultants was one method through which Treasury could circumvent these issues to get access 

to the kinds of data that they needed:  

… we ran into some resistance from a number of education staff about access to data … but I think 

[PricewaterhouseCoopers] were able to help drive getting that access … INTERVIEWEE 8 

However, the effect of the consultants’ ‘independence’ was not just providing the efficiency coalition with 

access to data. Rather, it also gave the coalition access to different ideas from Education officials. As described 

above, these officials discussed with the consultants several potential ideas through which ‘efficiency’ could 

be achieved. This often meant that DET officials were more willing to provide ideas that had not previously 

been discussed. As one Treasury official told me: 

… there’s a lot of things there which people were pulling out of the bottom drawer, and pulling out their 

other ideas they had had previously, which is great, that is what you want. … INTERVIEWEE 9 

As part of this, the consultants had a role in legitimising the ideas that emerged from their conversations with 

Education staff. This is well illustrated by one particular idea from the Education Department – that of school 

closures. At the time of the expenditure review, it was the Department’s view that there were too many 

schools in the inner-west and south-east of Sydney. This was evidenced by low enrolment numbers. The 

Department had previously suggested to Treasury that some schools should be closed. According to one 

official from the Education Department, this was always seen to be a politically sensitive idea: 

… things like closing small schools, lots of people find it really difficult to suggest that, regardless or not 

of whether they think it's a good idea, just because the force of culture is that closing schools is bad … 

INTERVIEWEE 1 

Indeed: 
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… culturally it was a very difficult thing to say at the time. The last days of the Labor Government in 

New South Wales was not a good time to talk about closing small schools … INTERVIEWEE 1 

However, at the time, the schools that the Education Department were saying should be closed were in the 

electorate of senior Ministers. One official (who had worked for both Treasury and Education) explained:  

… it had always been the joke in Treasury that ‘we’ll tell the department they need to close schools and 

they’ll volunteer that the first school they need to close is one in the Treasurer’s electorate and one in the 

Premier’s electorate’. There’s this suspicion that there’s this games-playing, so it was good to have the 

department’s perspective validated by an external party [i.e. the consultants]… INTERVIEWEE 2 

The value of the reports, then, was to take the ideas from the Education Department and provide the analysis 

and evidence to support those ideas. Indeed, by placing the ideas in a consultant report, and providing that 

report back to Treasury, it legitimated the arguments that the Education Department had been making to 

Treasury vis-à-vis improvements to the efficiency of the education system.  

In this way, the independence of the consultants was serving a symbolic function. The fact that the consultants 

were not actually Treasury staff – they were an ‘external party’ – did three things. First, it created a mechanism 

for Education Department officials to speak openly about potential ‘no go zones’. Second, it also meant that 

Department officials were more willing to provide data to Treasury. Finally, it meant that Treasury was more 

willing to accept the kinds of ideas that the Department had put forward: 

… by putting it in a report, and legitimising it, Treasury accepted that this was not just spin that the 

department was using to blow snow in their face, and pretend it didn’t need to have the discussion … All 

these are political no-go zones: you can’t touch teachers’ positions, you can’t touch number of schools, 

you can’t touch class sizes. These have political significance way beyond their actual significance to 

students’ outcomes … INTERVIEWEE 2 

Therefore, the status of BCG and PwC as ‘external’ meant that Treasury was able to use these consultants as 

a tool to gain better access to ideas and data. It also legitimised several of DET’s ideas, at least in the eyes of 

Treasury. If ideas and data are the lifeblood of policy (Braun & Busch 1999; Radaelli 1995; Weiss 1986) then 

we can begin to see how consultants have influenced both the efficiency coalition, and thus a policy process 

more broadly. More specifically, by allowing Treasury access to data and ideas, it meant Treasury was in a 

position to consider how ‘efficiency’ might best be achieved, and what ‘ought to be done’ in response to the 

demands of the government of the day (insofar as those demands were contained in the ‘Better Services and 

Value Plan’). Thus, it gave Treasury the epistemic basis for further activity.  

Treasury’s acceptance 

Treasury’s understanding of BCG and PwC’s identities had given the firms access to the policy process in 

question. This placed BCG and PwC in a position to assist Treasury in its sense-making processes. Ultimately, 

Treasury accepted the narratives and metaphors incorporated in the consultant reports. This was for two 

reasons. First, the consultants had developed this narrative collaboratively with Treasury. Second, the 

narrative very much aligned with the kinds of changes that Treasury had wanted to make in the education 
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system anyway. In both instances, Treasury had a vested interest in accepting the final versions of the reports. 

This interest was very much tied to their subject-position within this process. That is, Treasury’s role was to 

support the government-of-the-day in meeting its financial objectives – in this case ‘managerial efficiency’. 

This meant that it was in their interest to accept a narrative that was crafted to achieve this outcome.  

As mentioned before, within the efficiency coalition, the consultants worked collaboratively with officials 

from Treasury as well as the Education Department. As part of this, ideas were tested, data was collected and 

analysed, and different views were explored. In addition, the consultants and Treasury collaboratively co-

constructed a narrative about how to produce the kinds of changes that were necessary to meet the demands 

of the government-of-the-day. This meant that both the Treasury officials, as well as the consultants, had 

significant involvement in actually developing the final narrative included in the reports from each consulting 

firm. One way in which this occurred was through the requirement for the consultants to provide to Treasury 

a draft report:  

Boston obviously gave us … a draft report. [BCG asked us:] What’s your feedback on it? Which 

obviously we gave. They did take that that into account before the final report was released … 

INTERVIEWEE 8 

For PwC, this meant that Treasury had a direct influence on the nature of the report’s final narrative: 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, we really got down and we were helping them write sections … INTERVIEWEE 

8 

Thus, we have further evidence of Treasury working collectively with the consultants to draft a narrative. 

Because of this, Treasury officials had a direct interest in accepting the narratives produced by the consulting 

firms. These narratives were, in part at least, directly created by Treasury themselves.  

Moreover, the kinds of narratives that were included in the consultants reports served Treasury’s ultimate 

goal in producing a more managerially efficient public education system in NSW. First, doing so was a direct 

instruction from their political masters. Second, restructuring the system in this way was something that 

Treasury had wanted to do for quite some time. Indeed, Treasury had, for several years prior to BCG’s and 

PwC’s respective reviews, discussed potential reforms that they would like to make to various portfolios and 

departments in the NSW public sector. These were encapsulated what Treasury had called ‘game plans’. 

Treasury’s game plan in the education portfolio included devolution as one of its preferred approaches. As 

one Treasury official told me:  

… in Treasury, we had game plans – how would you see us in five years’ time? It was high-level strategic 

stuff … we definitely had devolution as one of the strategies … and that was before we’d even done the 

Better Services … INTERVIEWEE 8 

Thus, even before the expenditure review came into being, Treasury had the view that a more devolved 

approach to the education system was to be preferred. In this way, the narratives incorporated in the BCG 

and PwC reports were useful to Treasury, in that they allowed Treasury to further their interests. Because of 

this, the consultants discursive repertoire were incorporated into Treasury’s sense-making processes.  
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Exercising agency 

Even within institutional constraints the consultants attempted to exert influence through a series of 

discursive and ideational mechanisms. As part of this, the consultants were able to exercise a certain level of 

agency in deploying these mechanisms. Indeed, both PwC and BCG had strategically adapted discourses to 

suit the needs of Treasury. Discourses relating to ‘school autonomy’ are particularly illustrative here. In the 

discourse surrounding school autonomy, there is a division between autonomy over decisions regarding 

curriculum and pedagogy, as opposed to decisions over the allocation of resources. We could refer to the 

former as curriculum-based autonomy, while the latter as managerial autonomy. Both reports placed much 

more of an emphasis on managerial autonomy, rather than curriculum-based autonomy. This was useful to 

Treasury, insofar as it helped in meeting the demands of the NSW Government. As a result, BCG were 

strategically adapting a discourse to both support their client’s objectives, but also to assure their own position 

within the efficiency coalition. All narratives, ideas, and metaphors would then be framed in terms of this 

broader discourse of managerial autonomy, and managerialism more broadly.  

The other way in which the consultants were able to exercise agency was in strategic choices over their identity. 

As discussed above, Treasury had interpreted the consultants as being both ‘independent’ and ‘expert’. At the 

same time, both interpretations were shown to be constructed, but in different ways, and to varying extents. 

The question not answered above is the role of consultants in producing, reproducing, or supporting these 

kinds of interpretations, and the strategic choices adopted therein. Here, the lead consultants from BCG and 

PwC were able to make strategic choices about the ways in which they represented themselves, both publicly 

and to Treasury. However, these representations are historically contingent. Indeed, both Stuart Shinfield 

(from PwC) and Anthony Roediger (from BCG) have profiles on the internet – both on the websites of their 

respective organisations, as well as the professional social networking site LinkedIn. The consultants 

presumably had a significant amount of choice as to the kinds of skills, experiences, and attributes they 

included in both. Moreover, as part of tendering for the work, both consulting firms had to submit the CVs 

of the people who would be involved in the project. This provided an opportunity for the consultants to 

strategically construct a narrative about who they are, and what they have done. Indeed, as outlined above, 

Treasury had explicitly asked the consultants to submit CVs when tendering for the work.  

However, this does not mean that the consultants could have said whatever they wanted, either on publicly 

available websites, or else in CVs submitted to potential clients. Rather, those representations must have had 

some resemblance to the kinds of experiences (including education) that the consultants have previously 

undertaken. Indeed, there are several institutional structures that seek to ensure the consultant is constructing 

an identity that accords with their previous experience. For instance, requests for tender (RFT) will often 

include a requirement for consulting firms to provide several referees. Firms are also asked to submit short 

paragraphs outlining some examples of projects that are relevant to the RFT. Such a practice provides 

policymakers with the opportunity to scrutinise whether the firm in question has the previous experience to 

complete the job in question. Moreover, misrepresenting expertise in a CV or on a website introduces a high 
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level of reputational risk, which has the potential to damage the ability of consultants to win future work. In 

this way, the consultants were able to make specific choices about how they represented themselves, and the 

kinds of discursive mechanisms upon which they drew. At the same time, these were constrained within the 

institutional rules and structures of the consulting engagement, as well as the (philosophical) ideas of the 

public sector.  

It is true that BCG and PwC had some agency in how they strategically constructed the expertise of the 

consultants who would complete the expenditure reviews, even though, again, this agency was constrained. 

In addition, their ‘independence’ is also strategically constructed. The previous section showed that there is 

good reason to question the ‘independence’ of consultants in general. The consultants’ ability to draw on their 

‘independence’ as a form of authority can be understood with reference to their institutional position. 

Consultants sit ‘outside’ the client organisation (Kipping & Armbruster 2002). This is a strategic choice by 

consultants – they could quite easily seek employment within the client organisation. However, by setting up 

a business that is ‘outside’, they are able to argue that they are not beholden to the norms, processes, values, 

and structures of their clients, and can thus bring an independent perspective. In some ways, this is true. 

Having an ‘external’ organisation that is not bound up in the institutional logics of the client organisation can 

create the perception in others of a certain degree of ‘neutrality’. However, and as argued above, this does not 

mean that they enter into a policy process entirely value-free. Indeed, this chapter has shown quite explicitly 

that consultants are sometimes just an extension of the client organisation.   

Thus, we can point to the ways in which the consultants from BCG and PwC have exercised agency in 

influencing the policy process under investigation. As outlined in Chapter 3, discursive agency exists in the 

strategic choices made by actors in the policy process. Here, consultants from BCG and PwC strategically 

adapted discourses related to managerialism and school autonomy to support the needs and interests of 

Treasury. Once they had done so, all metaphors and narratives were constructed vis-à-vis these background 

discourses. Similarly, the consultants were able to strategically construct both their expertise and 

independence, though both were institutionally constrained. In this way, the identity constructs and discursive 

repertoire of consultants are constrained within (philosophical) ideas (i.e. underlying professional norms and 

standards); the institutional rules of the consulting engagement; and how their professional identity is 

understood and interpreted by other actors.  

Causing institutional change 

To this point, the chapter has thus mapped out the ways in which consultants were able to exercise influence 

over other actors within the efficiency coalition. It has also explored the limits to that influence, as well as the 

extent to, and ways in, which the consultants were able exercise agency. It is clear that the consultants from 

BCG and PwC were institutionally constrained by their relationship with Treasury. Given that the consultants 

were in a liminal space, they were often subservient to the interests and interpretations of Treasury. This 

meant that they had to be ‘flexible and pliable’ (Czarniawska & Mazza 2003) in their dealings with Treasury 

officials and, in some cases, had to even model behaviours that were against their interests. At the same time, 
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the consultants had developed a narrative that helped the efficiency coalition understand and interpret the 

uncertainty it was facing.  Finally, consultants were able to exercise a strategic choice over the kinds of 

discourses they adopted, and the ways in which they had constructed an identity for themselves.  

This raises two questions. First, if consultants were institutionally constrained, to what extent (and in what 

way) did these discursive mechanisms shape the behaviours of other actors in the efficiency coalition? Second, 

to what extent (and in what way) did these mechanisms go on to shape institutional arrangements? The 

mechanisms described above definitely had some effect on other actors in the efficiency coalition. However, 

this was very minor. In terms of ideas, the consultants were able to bring ideas from the Education 

Department to the ‘collaborative teams’ for further discussion and reflection. Without the consultants, it is 

arguable that the coalition might not ever have had the opportunity to consider the kinds of ideas that were 

going to be most useful in creating ‘efficiency’. At the same time, these ideas were subject to significant 

scrutiny by the team. Indeed, whatever influence the consultants might have been able to wield through ideas 

was subject to the deliberations of other actors in the coalition. This meant that any influence through ideas 

was more likely a product of the extent to which Treasury officials perceived those ideas as being useful in 

furthering both Treasury’s interests, which included meeting the demands of the government-of-the-day. In 

this way, the ability of consultant ideas to shape the behaviours, thoughts, and speech of the efficiency 

coalition was countervailed by the agency of other actors.  

Language was also a relevant factor. As discussed above, language operated in two senses. First, both 

consultancies developed a ‘change narrative’ for Treasury, which outlined how the NSW public education 

system could be moved towards a more (managerially) efficient state. Second, the consultancies drew on the 

metaphor of a ‘small business’ as a way of providing Treasury with a new way to conceptualise both principals 

and schools. Both the narratives and metaphors here were embedded in background discourses of NPM and 

the marketization of education. Like the ideas provided, language (as both metaphor and narrative) was only 

influential to the extent that Treasury accepted it. Indeed, Treasury and the consulting firms worked 

collaboratively to develop the narratives and metaphors that informed both the BCG and PwC reports. In 

this way, while the reports had the branding of both consulting firms, it is probably more accurate to describe 

the reports as belonging to the efficiency coalition more broadly – a grouping that includes, but is not limited 

to, the consulting firms.  

Treasury’s interpretation of BCG’s and PwC’s identity is probably the mechanism that had the greatest effect 

on the process under investigation, but even then it was quite limited. As shown above, the consultants’ 

identity as ‘expert’ and ‘independent’ was a key reason why they were hired in the first place. It also gave them 

access to data and ideas that had previously remained hidden from Treasury. Finally, their identity legitimised 

the other ideas that the Education Department had previously provided to Treasury, but which Treasury had 

rejected. Thus, the consultant identity allowed for the transmission of ideas and data from one agency to 

another, and for those ideas (and that data) to be used as legitimate considerations in policy deliberations over 

social problems and potential solutions. In this way, the consultants’ identity supported the discursive 
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construction of meaning of other actors in the efficiency coalition, and thus assisted in providing the epistemic 

basis for the generation of the coalition’s narrative.  

So, the consulting firms had a small level of influence on other actors in the efficiency coalition. At the same 

time, their influence beyond this was negligible. There are several examples that support this claim. First, and 

as argued in the previous chapter, it was the storyline of the system reform coalition that ultimately achieved 

discursive hegemony, insofar as the system reform storyline became the basis for institutional arrangements 

– in the form of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. While ‘efficiency’ is a mentioned in documentation related 

to the controversial reform, it is not the driving logic. Rather, a logic of changed accountability arrangements 

(in the form of the ‘authority, funding, and accountability’ narrative) underpins institutional arrangements 

here. In terms of discursive structuration, the main discourse that key actors in the Education Department 

drew from in advocating for ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was one of principal authority. There is no 

evidence of key educators and decision-makers in the education portfolio using the kinds of discourses, 

identities, metaphors and narratives upon which the efficiency coalition based its activity. Finally, and as 

discussed in the previous chapter, the BCG and PwC reports were ultimately ‘put in a drawer’ and were largely 

rejected by the system reform coalition. Thus, BCG and PwC’s influence on this particular aspect of the policy 

process under investigation is very limited. In other words, they influence the efficiency coalition, but did not 

have a wider effect on the ensuing processes the led to the final design of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has ‘opened up’ the efficiency coalition to understand the ability of consultants to exercise 

influence within that coalition. It has found that the consultants’ ability to be influential was highly constrained 

by institutional and ideational factors. First, the structural dominance of Treasury actors, combined with the 

uncertainty of the consulting engagement, meant that the consultants had to adapt the meanings and 

interpretations that Treasury had brought to the ‘problem’ of the NSW public education system. The 

consultants also had to comply with the rules and processes of the engagement that Treasury had mandated 

– even if it worked against them commercially. While the consultants had some discursive and ideational 

mechanisms at their disposal these were again constrained within the consultant-policymaker interaction. 

More specifically, the consultant ideas were scrutinised in the ‘collaborative teams’. Likewise, consultant 

narratives, discourses and metaphors were co-constructed with Treasury officials. This again put constraints 

on the ways in which consultants could deploy language.  

Identity constructs were also relevant. As discussed above, the consultants were able to strategically adopt 

particular identities (even though those identities were historically and institutionally constrained). This 

provided them with access to decision-makers, as well as access to data and ideas that had previously remained 

hidden from Treasury. In addition, it put the consultants in a position to legitimise certain ideas as being 

‘good’, insofar as they furthered Treasury’s interests. Finally, the consultants were also able to exercise agency 

in the strategic choices about how to represent and deploy a discourse (i.e. ‘managerial’ autonomy vs. 

‘curriculum-based’ autonomy), noting that such discourses were, again, co-constructed with Treasury. 
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Moreover, the consultants’ ability to craft a narrative that resonated with the interests was another factor that 

positioned the consultants to assist Treasury in processes of sense-making.  

The consultants’ influence, however, stops there. As discussed above, the consultants helped Treasury co-

construct a narrative about changes that could be made to the NSW public education system, to make that 

system more ‘efficient’. However, this narrative did not shape future changes to the institutions and structures 

within the education system (or, at least, its effect was very limited). Rather, a narrative of ‘authority, funding, 

and accountability’, embedded in a discourse of ‘system reform’, became the underlying logic for ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’. In this way, it was the system reform coalition’s narrative that achieved discursive 

structuration, not the efficiency coalition’s. Moreover, key actors in the education portfolio drew on 

discourses of ‘principal authority’, and not ‘efficiency’, as a way of arguing for the meaning and intent of 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Thus, the efficiency coalition’s impact on public policy was limited, and we 

can again say that BCG and PwC had a limited role in producing the institutional changes that emerged 

through the development and implementation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’.   

Thus, this chapter provides us with an understanding of consultant influence when the discourse coalition is 

comprised largely of the client. Indeed, the efficiency coalition was largely comprised of officials from 

Treasury. What this doesn’t tell us is the ways in which consultants are able to exercise influence on a discourse 

coalition when that coalition does not contain any clients. As shown in this chapter, the precise dynamics 

between the consultants and Treasury functioned within a set of rules and structures that were established by 

Treasury. Part of the reason Treasury was able to do this was the fact that it was Treasury that was ultimately 

paying the bills. However, and as mentioned above, policy processes extend beyond the immediate 

relationship between consultants and their clients. As a result, in understanding the variation in consultants’ 

discursive influence, it is necessary to go a step further and explore how consultants might influence other 

actors when those actors are not the client. This is the role of Chapters 7 and 8.  
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CHAPTER 7: THE SYSTEM REFORM COALITION 

Introduction 

The system reform coalition was made up largely of officials from the Education Department. These officials 

were bound through a storyline of ‘authority, funding, and accountability’, as a way through which the 

problems facing the NSW public education system could be addressed. As I outlined in Chapter 5, this 

coalition had largely rejected what was contained in the BCG and PwC reports. This was for two reasons. 

First, BCG and PwC’s narratives did not resonate with the interests of some of the key actors in the education 

portfolio, particularly political officials. Second, the consultants change narrative violated the (programmatic 

and philosophical) ideas that were embedded in the coalition 

At the same time, another consultant report – McKinsey’s ‘Good to Great’ report – helped inform the 

deliberations of this coalition regarding the problems facing the NSW public education system, and how those 

problems might be addressed. As part of this, McKinsey exercised influence through producing the ‘Good to 

Great’ report, strategically adopting specific narratives in that report, and employing Michael Barber as the 

lead author. To understand this in more depth, we again need to ‘open up’ the coalition, to understand the 

discursive interactions between the consultants and policymakers in this coalition, noting that the only way 

that this interaction occurred was through dissemination and reading of the ‘Good to Great’ report. Thus, in 

this chapter, I identify several factors that were relevant to the willingness of the system reform coalition to 

incorporate McKinsey’s report in their deliberations. I then continue to discuss the extent to, and ways in, 

which McKinsey had exercised agency in influencing this coalition. Finally, I consider the role that McKinsey 

played in the system reform coalition achieving discursive hegemony.  

From ‘good’ to ‘great’ 

Like the efficiency coalition, the system reform coalition had a question in front of it: what ought to be done 

with the public education system in NSW? In this sense, the coalition had to resolve an uncertain and 

ambiguous problem. To do that, the coalition embarked on a series of investigations into the problems facing 

the NSW education system, their causes, and any potential solutions. This meant that the coalition had to 

make sense of a very complex and uncertain world. To assist them in doing so, the coalition brought into its 

sense-making processes McKinsey & Co.’s ‘Good to Great’ report. First published in 2010, the ‘Good to 

Great’ report analysed 20 public education systems from around the world, all with different levels of 

‘performance’. It did this to understand how school systems can improve their overall performance from 

‘poor’ at one end, to ‘excellent’ at the other. To do this, the report examines the kinds of interventions that 

individual school systems have undertaken to register ‘significant, sustained, and widespread student outcome 

gains’ (Mourshed, Chijioke & Barber 2010). In this way, the main substance of the report explores similar 

issues to those that were being considered by the system reform coalition. As mentioned above, the report 

frames the interventions within an ‘improvement journey’, which links different initiatives and programs to 

different stages of system reform and performance – from ‘poor’ to ‘great’.  
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Within the report, McKinsey deploys its own discursive repertoire as a way through which school system 

reformers can interpret and understand their own improvement journey. To do this, McKinsey adopts a very 

specific narrative of change. Such narratives were embedded within discourses related to system reform, 

student outcomes, and educational improvement. Finally, McKinsey also deploy metaphors as a way of 

strengthening the ability of the ‘Good to Great’ report to convey meaning to policymakers.  

Narratives 

This improvement journey meant that the system reform coalition considered that McKinsey had produced 

a clear set of actions that the coalition could incorporate into their understanding of how to reform the NSW 

public education system: 

McKinsey gave us a way to say ‘ok, yeh, we do agree that the best place to be is highly skilled educators 

making great decisions on the ground, we all support that, but there is a pathway to get to that’, and here 

is the ground work that you have to do to create a system that can operate with that degree of freedom. 

So that was real value from my perspective of that McKinsey report, it gave us a framework to talk about 

the reforms had gone before, to position that as part of a journey and a story about where the system 

was going, and to be clear that over multiple phases, that’s where we were headed, but there was some 

interim work to be done … INTERVIEWEE 1 

In other words, in the eyes of the coalition, McKinsey generated a much clearer implementation path: 

… it was more a matter of having a new lens through which to look at that, and what it really helped us 

with was telling an implementation story, about how might we get from where we are to more being the 

system we want to be … INTERVIEWEE 1 

This meant that McKinsey was of much greater assistance to the coalition than either the BCG or PwC 

reports: 

… so [the Good to Great report] became more of a thread in the argument, much stronger in fact than 

anything that had come out of BCG or PwC … INTERVIEWEE 1 

This, of course, doesn’t mean that the ‘Good to Great’ report was the sole influence on the coalition. Rather, 

it was one component of a much larger process: 

… at that point [the Good to Great report] became another frame of reference on the problem … 

INTERVIEWEE 1 

Thus, in the eyes of the coalition, McKinsey had produced a change narrative that was particularly compelling. 

This narrative allowed those in the coalition to position themselves on an ‘improvement journey’, and to map 

out a sequence of steps that would allow the coalition to produce better education outcomes in the NSW 

public system. This is not to say, however, that the coalition just did whatever McKinsey said – far from it. 

Rather, the ‘Good to Great’ report – and the narratives therein – became one tool that the coalition used to 

understand the complexity of the system, as well as the steps towards reform. In this way, McKinsey became 

one part of a much more complex problem-solving process.  
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Discourse 

Discourse was another tool that meant that the ‘Good to Great’ report became part of the system reform 

coalition’s deliberations over how best to reform the NSW public education system. Indeed, one of the main 

reasons behind the influence of the McKinsey report was that it demonstrated a high level of discursive 

affinity with the system reform coalition. In other words, the report drew on the same kinds of discourses as 

the system reform coalition. Embedded in these discourses was a set of normative assumptions about how 

to improve the public education system. These discourses also reflected the same kinds of goals that the 

system reform coalition was seeking to achieve. In this way, the coalition was particularly willing to adopt 

McKinsey’s ideas as they progressed towards a better education system.  

Indeed, we can link the report directly to several discourses that were also driving the behaviour of the 

coalition. The first of these discourses was that of ‘system reform’ – of making the system a ‘better place’. To 

illustrate, the sub-title of the report is ‘How the World’s Most Improved School Systems Keep Getting Better’, 

while the very first sentence states: 

There is a recent and rapidly growing appetite for figuring out and accomplishing what I call ‘whole system 

reform’ – how to improve all schools in a district, a region, a state, province of country. 

Moreover, as part of the journey towards systemic reform, McKinsey identify accountability arrangements as 

requiring significant focus from ‘system reformers’. For instance, on p. 28 of the report, McKinsey argue that 

there are three ‘foundations’ that system reformers need to have in place as part of the journey towards ‘great’. 

These are pedagogy, finance and organisation, and, finally, data and accountability. This is comparable to the 

system reform coalition’s storyline of ‘authority, funding, and accountability’.  

In addition to a discourse of systemic reform, the ‘Good to Great’ also drew on discourses of education. As 

part of this, the firm suggests that the following interventions (amongst several others) are helpful for 

generating systemic reforms (depending on whether the school system is evaluated as being ‘poor’, ‘fair’, 

‘good’ or ‘great’): 

• Scripted teaching materials 

• Coaching on curriculum 

• Language of instruction 

• Cultivating peer-led learning for teachers. 

In this way, McKinsey were using the language of education in their reform ideas. At the same time, it must 

be noted that McKinsey also introduced several ideas that were more relevant to how resources are used, 

rather than education outcomes per se. These include: 

• Decentralizing finance and administrative rights 

• Funding allocation model 
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• Decentralizing pedagogical rights 

• Outcome targets. 

In this way, McKinsey drew on discourses of managerialism, but also combined those discourses with those 

of education and system reform. This was done as a way of providing ideas to policymakers. In this way, 

McKinsey and the system reform coalition were looking at the same issue, and asking similar questions. This 

meant that the import of the different ideas expressed by McKinsey also was aligned with how education 

officials in the coalition had framed the problems they were facing, and the potential solutions. 

Thus, the McKinsey report became an important input into the system reform coalition’s deliberations over 

how to create a better education system in NSW. This was primarily due to the fact that the problem and 

potential solutions were very much aligned with what the system reform coalition was trying to achieve in the 

NSW education system. This was well articulated by one member of the coalition: 

So we incorporated [the ‘Good to Great’ report] as a chapter in our report [to government]. It 

actually aligned incredibly well, which I’m sure is not coincidence, but was fortunate.  [Compared 

to PwC and BCG’s reports, the ‘Good to Great’ report] was much more about that how do you 

make a better education system, rather than ‘let’s compare the jurisdiction of New South Wales to 

the jurisdiction of Victoria and look for administrative efficiencies’. It was more how do you build 

a really successful education system, how do you move one from where it is to the next step … 

INTERVIEWEE 1 

Because of this, the McKinsey report provided a normative compulsion to the system reform coalition, much 

more so than BCG or PwC. That is, it linked closely to what ‘ought to be done’ with the NSW public education 

system.  

Metaphor 

In addition to discursive affinity, metaphor was an important way through which McKinsey allowed the 

system reform coalition to develop its own narrative. These metaphors instil a sense of drama into the report. 

Indeed, the report produces several metaphors for the reader. These can be divided into three. The first 

metaphor is that of different systems. Throughout the report, the education sector is analogised to a kind of 

machine. It is at once a human body, a car, a computer, an algorithm, or a production system. For instance, 

on p. 18 of the report, McKinsey explain that, to fully understand an education system, it is insufficient to 

focus only on the individual elements of the system (i.e. teachers, schools, central government departments, 

etc.). Rather, the system leaders need to also look at the entire system. As part of this thinking: 

It needs to be kept in mind, that in the real world, each of these elements is integrated into a whole – 

the school system – just as a human body or a car does not function as a collection of bits. 

Likewise, on page 79, McKinsey explain that: 

In a similar manner to how the language of a computer user interface determines the ‘look and feel’ of 

a computer, the nature of a system’s collaborative practice will determine its pedagogy. 



 

 93 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, there are two components to a metaphor – the ‘tenor’, and the ‘vehicle’. The 

tenor is the thing being described, while the vehicle is what is being used to convey the meaning of the tenor 

(Richards 1965). In the context of the McKinsey report, the education system becomes the tenor, while these 

other, more mundane or everyday, systems become the vehicle. McKinsey thus draw on more familiar systems 

to convey to the reader how they should think about and conceptualise the education system. In this way, 

they make the strange into something familiar (Douglas 2002). 

The second type of metaphor that McKinsey draws on throughout the report is that of natural elements or 

objects. This approach makes implicit reference to the platitude ‘can’t see the forest for the trees’. On p. 111 

of the report, McKinsey argue that the 20 school systems they examined had several features in common – 

that there was a pattern. According to McKinsey, nobody had seen these patterns before due to the ‘messiness’ 

of the ‘forest’ they were exploring: 

… other people have not previously seen or appreciated certain aspects of what is reported here – 

some have done so and, in some cases, in more detail and depth – but largely because the meaning of 

this overall pattern has been obscured by trees sprouting in every which way. 

And on p. 11 McKinsey explain that: 

Because no two systems face exactly the same challenges, it is very difficult to draw parallels between 

them or to see the wood for the trees. 

Again, the education system remains the tenor, but the vehicle is not so much a system, but a messy, uncertain 

phenomenon – the woods. As a counterpoint to this messiness, McKinsey introduce light as a metaphor. 

Here, light becomes principally a metaphor for change – a way of catalysing systemic reform: 

Even school systems that manage to launch a reform effort often find that the momentum quickly 

peters out. So what can a system leader do to light the fire and keep it burning in the years to come? 

(p. 92) 

Likewise: 

… we look at how each of the three circumstances listed here contributed to lighting the fire of school 

system reforms. (p. 94)  

The metaphor of light is juxtaposed against the messiness or darkness of the woods. By shining a light on a 

school system, we not only understand it better, but we also begin our journey of improvement.  

It is the concept of a ‘journey’ that rounds out McKinsey’s use of metaphor. According to the report, to fully 

achieve reform, education policymakers must consider themselves as explorers, embarking on a journey of 

discovery through previously unchartered territories. McKinsey’s final metaphor is couched in this language. 

For instance, the final sentence of the report states: 

Our hope is that this report has provided an overview of the school system improvement journey, and 

has given the first outlines of the landscape that will be navigated further by education’s future 

explorers (p. 112). 
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McKinsey also draw on the names of famous explorers to convey how the firm thinks system leaders should 

think about themselves as they embark on their improvement journey. For McKinsey, ‘[t]he Lewis and Clark 

expedition provides a corollary’ (p. 111) to how they consider policymakers and system leaders should bring 

about changes in the system: 

It was Lewis and Clark who produced the first meaningful maps of the United States ... Their 

expedition forms a benchmark for all future understanding of the territory. They named the parts, 

forming the basis upon which others built (p. 111). 

And so McKinsey have set up a tri-partite body of meaning. They have drawn on several different kinds of 

metaphors – of different systems, of messiness, of light, and of the journey – to locate the education reformer 

within this system of meaning. These metaphors draw heavily on natural, ordinary, and mundane vehicles to 

achieve a kind of semiotic stability for their tenors. In doing so, they provide an initial entry point for 

policymakers to understand how to approach wide-scale change. They help policymakers reframe something 

that is unfamiliar into something that is familiar, thereby reducing uncertainty and creating a clearer path 

towards change. As a result, the system reform coalition was able to draw on the McKinsey report as a way 

of understanding how to navigate through an uncertain terrain of educational system reform. That is, the 

McKinsey report, through the use of metaphor, was more able to convey meaning than was BCG and PwC.  

Identity 

The final reason why the McKinsey report was more useful to the system reform coalition was related to 

identity. Indeed, it wasn’t only the fact that McKinsey had produced a narrative of change that determined 

the influence that the report had on the coalition. Rather, it was given some level of authority through the 

celebrity status of one of its authors – Michael Barber. Mr Barber had served under former British Prime 

Minister Tony Blair. During Blair’s first term, Barber worked as chief advisor to the Secretary of State for 

Education. During Blair’s second term Barber served as Chief Advisor on Delivery. Barber’s work had given 

him somewhat of a celebrity status in the NSW education portfolio – at least in the eyes of those in the 

coalition:  

Michael Barber was kind of a celebrity at the time in the education space, he was the education messiah, 

and having his name on [the Good to Great report] helped a lot as well… INTERVIEWEE 1 

In addition, the other two authors of the ‘Good to Great’ report - Chinezi Chijioke and Mona Mourshed – 

have had extensive careers and experience in system reform as well as the education sector more broadly. 

According to his Linkedin page, Mr Chijioke started his career as a teacher. He has a Masters degree in 

Education, as well as a Masters of Business Administration. More recently, he has co-founded the Nova 

Pioneer Education Group, a school network, which is an independent school network offering preschool 

through secondary education for students from ages 3 through 18. Likewise, from 2007 to 2017, Ms Mourshed 

was the founder and leader of McKinsey’s education service offering. She also serves on the board of 

governors of the International Baccalaureate Organization, and is a member of the global advisory council 
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for Teach for All. Including these authors as part of the report thus gave it credibility with other experts in 

the NSW education portfolio.  

In addition, other education leaders recommended the report to those in the authority coalition: 

I heard about [the Good to Great report] by the word of an educational leader who said ‘you need to read 

this thing’. So we read it [laughs], and we thought ‘that’s right, yeh, we did need to read this thing, that’s 

really useful’ … INTERVIEWEE 1 

Moreover, the report had the support from several other education leaders: 

… it was widely supported by educators, and that was really helpful, so it was an anchor that people were 

already familiar with. It was a way to extend their existing thinking into a slightly different direction, rather 

than having to start from scratch building an argument for this particular reform thing that the government 

was so in love with it. It allowed us to have an anchor point that was well regarded … INTERVIEWEE 

1 

In this context, ‘education leaders’ meant teachers and principals, but also: 

… the educational thought leaders, so people who were university professors teaching education, people 

who were commentators on the field, people who were active in the space … INTERVIEWEE 1 

As a result, we can consider the different modes of expertise as being particularly relevant to the ability of the 

different firms to influence the system reform coalition. The authors of the ‘Good to Great’ report were able 

to construct a narrative about their background and history, and the ways in which this was relevant to the 

particular concerns of the coalition. That is, the coalition was particularly concerned about reforming the 

NSW public education system. The fact that Mr Barber had spent a great deal of time in the education system 

in the United Kingdom lent him a great deal of credibility. Moreover, Mr Barber had developed a reputation 

as somewhat of an authority on systemic reform. This was supported by the expertise of his co-authors – Ms 

Mourshed and Mr Chijioke.  

At the same time, the ‘independence’ of consultants was also a factor in the ways in which McKinsey’s was 

able to influence the ‘system reform’ coalition. The ability of McKinsey to do this was tied to the fact that the 

‘Good to Great’ had not been commissioned by anyone involved in either the expenditure review, or the 

development of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. This meant that, in the perception of those in the system 

reform coalition, the report had additional weight. As one member of the coalition told me:  

[the ‘Good to Great’ report] hadn’t been commissioned by anyone, so it wasn’t pushing a particular 

barrow because of who was paying for it … INTERVIEWEE 2 

Due to this perception of independence, the school authority coalition was more willing to consider the 

narrative included in the McKinsey report.  

As with the consultant identity as ‘expert’, their positioning as ‘independent’ also gave them access to the 

relevant decision-makers. ‘Access’ here, however, did not occur in the more immediate or relational sense as 

it did between the efficiency coalition and, for instance, BCG. That is, the writers of the ‘Good to Great’ 
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report never physically met with those in the system reform coalition, nor did they discuss the report’s ideas 

and narrative. Rather, ‘access’ here means that McKinsey’s ideas and narratives became one part of the 

deliberations over how ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ should be designed and implemented. Beyond this, 

however, their identity as ‘external’ or ‘independent’ did not have a major bearing on the process under 

investigation. What was more important was the narrative that McKinsey produced. Thus, the main finding 

here is that, in the case of the system reform coalition, consultant identity gave the consultants access to 

decision-makers, but, beyond this, was of limited effect.  

Agency, interests, and ideas 

McKinsey had influenced the system reform coalition through the use of narrative, discourse, metaphor and 

identity. At the same time, McKinsey was only one component of a broader deliberative process that the 

system reform coalition used to address the problems that were facing the NSW public education system. 

This raises two questions. First, to what extent had McKinsey deliberately sought to influence the public 

education system in NSW? In other words, to what extent did McKinsey exercise agency in the shaping of 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’? Second, to what extent, and in what way, was McKinsey’s influence here 

constrained (if at all)? This sub-section considers these issues. 

Agency 

The first question is one of agency. To what extent were McKinsey deliberately seeking to discursively 

influence the system reform coalition? In Chapter 3, I argued that a discursive understanding of agency should 

explore the strategic choices adopted by different subjects in their efforts to shape institutional structures and 

processes. Given this, to understand how agency is functioning within the consultant-policymaker interaction, 

it is necessary to point to the strategic choices made by McKinsey in influencing the system reform coalition. 

On this point, we can identify three strategic choices made by McKinsey. The first of these is the choice to 

produce the ‘Good to Great’ report and promote it. The second choice was how they constructed the report. 

Finally, the third was the choice to position Michael Barber as the lead author on the report.  

Indeed, we can analyse the ‘Good to Great’ report itself as a strategic choice made by McKinsey to exert 

greater influence on education policy around the world – an outcome that has materialised. Despite several 

flaws in reasoning, the ‘Good to Great’ report – as well as its predecessor ‘How the world’s best-performing 

school systems come out on top’ – have both been a key plank in education policies right across developed 

economies (Coffield 2012). McKinsey’s ability to exercise influence here is directly related to McKinsey’s 

position vis-à-vis the report’s production. Here, McKinsey was no longer acting in a typical ‘consulting’ role. 

That is, they were acting more like a think tank or university than a traditional consultancy. This had two 

important benefits for McKinsey. First, the firm was not subject to the normal limitations that are inherent 

in a client-initiated project. In other words, in writing the report, McKinsey was not subject to the same kinds 

of limitations and barriers that would otherwise be imposed by the client-consultant relationship. This gave 

McKinsey the intellectual freedom to ask its own questions and craft a narrative in a way that could address 

the kinds of ‘big’ questions that senior decision-makers were asking at the time. The second benefit (and as 
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discussed above) was the perception of independence. That is, by acting on its own volition, McKinsey could 

argue that it was genuinely seeking to produce better outcomes in public education, rather than seeking to 

make commercial gains.  

Closer scrutiny of this second benefit is helpful in illuminating McKinsey’s reasons for producing the report. 

Writing a report like this and providing it for free to policymakers becomes a way of ‘selling’ the firm’s 

expertise. As part of this, McKinsey is seen as having a specific knowledge to offer in reform of education 

systems around the world. So, while McKinsey may not have earnt any money directly from the report, there 

are very likely to be secondary benefits in its release. These secondary benefits perpetuate the McKinsey 

brand, and also position McKinsey as an organisation that can assist policymakers solve pressing systemic 

problems. The implication here is that McKinsey are positioned to win more work, and perhaps win that 

work in a new market, or with different clients.  

In addition, the choices made by McKinsey in the construction of the report have played a role in the firm’s 

influence. Whether the ‘Good to Great’ report will actually improve student outcomes is an open question. 

Indeed, the report has received criticism from education scholars (Coffield 2012; Raffe & Semple 2011). In 

the main, these criticisms relate to flaws in the methodology. As a result, educational researchers have 

expressed serious concerns regarding the extent to which McKinsey’s findings should be used as a basis for 

crafting effective education policy. However, and as shown in this chapter, the ways in which McKinsey have 

crafted their advice and prescriptions have resulted in widespread use of the consultant reports (both in my 

case material, and elsewhere). This, I argue, has been achieved by choosing language, signs, and symbols that 

convey certainty over an uncertain process (i.e. system reform). In other words, to address the messiness and 

uncertainty of policy processes, policymakers turn to the ‘Good to Great’ report, both as a sense-making 

device, but also as a way of reducing their anxiety over a complex world (Sturdy 1997).  

Finally, McKinsey had also made the strategic choice to not only hire Michael Barber, but also to use his name 

as lead author on the report. As described above, Mr Barber has a long and illustrious history in the public 

education system in the United Kingdom, which gave his name a lot of credibility with key people in the 

NSW public education system. He was ‘the education messiah’. More than this, he had made a name for 

himself as being somewhat of an authority on policy implementation through the release of several books, 

including Deliverology 101 (Barber, Moffit & Kihn 2010). As one education official told me: 

I think ‘Deliverology’ was making a bit of a splash at that point … we had the Premiers Delivery 

Unit stuff happening, there was a whole bunch of stuff going on that was Barber-adjacent in New 

South Wales, and so [the ‘Good to Great’ report] had a lot of currency, I think he’d been out 

recently, so there was a fair bit of noise around him … INTERVIEWEE 2 

In this way, McKinsey had strategically chosen to draw on Barber’s name as a way to give the ‘Good to Great’ 

report credibility, as well as a way of promoting it in the ‘right’ circles.  
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Interests and ideas 

Of course, and as this chapter has pointed out, McKinsey was only one part of the system reform coalition’s 

broader meaning-making process. As part of this, ideas – both philosophical and programmatic – enabled 

and constrained the ability of the report to play a role in the coalition’s meaning-making processes. There 

were several factors that were relevant here. More specifically, the report very clearly aligned with how the 

coalition understood the NSW public education system to operate. This meant that it was cognitively 

plausible. In other words, it ‘seemed right’ (Boswell, Geddes & Scholten 2011; Hajer 1997). Moreover, the 

report also was both dramatically and morally compelling (Boswell, Geddes & Scholten 2011). Thus, it was 

enabled by the ideational structures within the education system at the time. The report also resonated with 

perceived interests 

The cognitive plausibility of the report related to the kinds of discourses and narratives that McKinsey drew 

on in framing the ‘improvement journey’. As discussed above, McKinsey drew very much not only on the 

language of education, but also on system reform, as well as managerialism. This is in sharp contrast to BCG 

and PwC, who focus only on managerialist logic. As a result, the report was ‘speaking the same language’ as 

the system reform coalition. In doing so, it implicitly communicated a basic set of assumptions to 

policymakers in the coalition. These assumptions related not only the overarching goals that should be 

achieved, but also the means to get there. Indeed, by drawing on language that educators use and understand, 

by demonstrating a high level of discursive affinity, McKinsey effectively communicated to the coalition their 

deep understanding of public education systems. In this way, the coalition was more willing to accept the 

claims and prescriptions made in the report.  

The second factor that allowed the McKinsey report to be accepted by the system reform coalition of the 

education system was the fact that it was both dramatically and morally compelling. This characteristic of the 

report again related to the language chosen. More specifically, by adopting the language of system reform, 

McKinsey could communicate to education policymakers that it also wanted to make education systems ‘a 

better place’. Moreover, throughout the report, McKinsey make numerous references to ‘student 

performance’, ‘student outcomes’, or ‘student gains’. In doing so, they were able to demonstrate the same 

kinds of normative commitments as the system reform coalition. As one member of the coalition told me: 

[The election of the O’Farrell Government] aligned incredibly neatly with all the things we wanted 

to do from an educational standpoint, to empower really very highly trained and skilled educators 

to make good educational decisions, in response to the needs of a group of students, rather than 

mandating that in a really rigid way from the centre … INTERVIEWEE 1 

As a result, the ‘Good to Great’ report was morally compelling vis-à-vis philosophical ideas. As part of this, 

it demonstrated the same kinds of normative commitments as policymakers in the system reform coalition. 

In addition to the report being morally compelling, it was also dramatically compelling. This was achieved 

through the use of metaphor. As discussed above, McKinsey draw on several metaphors – of the journey, of 

the system, of messiness, and of light. What was particularly relevant to policymakers in the system reform 
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coalition was the metaphor of the journey. In other words, their change narrative. Indeed, one of the most 

central and enduring elements of drama is that of the journey or quest (Booker 2004; Cron 2012). Within the 

‘quest narrative’, the central actor or protagonist has some kind of problem to solve. They can only solve this 

problem by embarking on the journey. Whether they solve the problem is less important than the actions they 

take to do so. Here, the reader accepts (or rejects) the drama based on the extent to which it gives them a new 

set of tools and approaches to solving problems (Cron 2012). In this way, by imbuing the ‘Good to Great’ 

report with the metaphor of a journey, McKinsey have incorporated an element of drama, which has 

ultimately assisted the report in being influential. Thus, the way McKinsey had framed the report 

demonstrated to policymakers that they understood the fundamental relationships that are present in an 

education system, and how different institutions, organisations and actors in that system relate to each other. 

This meant that McKinsey could convey a kind of ‘causal story’ to policymakers. As part of this, the ‘Good 

to Great’ report resonated with the programmatic ideas that drove the behaviour of the system reform 

coalition.  

The final reason why McKinsey’s report was useful to the system reform coalition was that it resonated with 

perceived interests. More specifically, the report was relevant to the newly-elected NSW Government’s 

interest in having a more devolved public education system. As several interviewees pointed out to me, local 

decision-making was a ‘mantra’ of the O’Farrell Government when it was in opposition. As part of his election 

platform, O’Farrell had promised to ‘[g]ive school communities a greater say over local school infrastructure’. 

Moreover, its plan once in government – titled NSW2021 – introduced a strategy that would see ‘local 

communities set priorities’. These were the priorities that the system reform coalition was seeking to address 

in its problem-solving efforts. As mentioned above, the ‘Good to Great’ report mentions ‘decentralization’ 

in many places. It also portrays ‘autonomy’ as one of the underpinning drivers of improvements in educational 

systems. As a result, the ‘Good to Great’ report resonated with perceived interests’ (Boswell, Geddes & 

Scholten 2011).  

Thus, we can see how both agency, interests and ideas were relevant to the ability of the ‘Good to Great’ 

report to exert influence on the system reform coalition. McKinsey had made several strategic choices in the 

crafting of the report. These choices related to the way in which language was used, and how the report was 

framed. They also related to the authorship of the report. These choices meant that the ‘Good to Great’ 

report did not violate the basic assumptions and normative commitments of those in the system reform 

coalition. In other words, it resonated with their philosophical and programmatic ideas. In this way, ideas 

enabled McKinsey to exert influence on the system reform coalition. Moreover, McKinsey’s use of (policy) 

ideas like decentralization and autonomy meant that the system reform coalition could use the report as a way 

of meeting the mandates of their political masters.  

One influence among many 

To this point, this chapter has argued that the McKinsey report was able to discursively shape the sense-

making processes of the system reform coalition. By drawing on discourse, narrative and metaphor, the ‘Good 
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to Great’ report gave the coalition a way of understanding the problems facing the NSW public education 

system, and how those problems might be addressed. Importantly, the report did not violate the philosophical 

and programmatic ideas of those in the coalition. In addition, it resonated with some of the perceived interests 

in the sector. This meant it was a particularly useful tool for the coalition. At the same time, we need to go 

further to establish McKinsey’s overall influence on the process under investigation. More specifically, to 

establish McKinsey’s influence, we must consider the extent to which the ‘Good to Great’ report shaped 

institutional structures and processes. In other words, to what extent was the ‘Good to Great’ report used to 

achieve discursive structuration and discursive institutionalisation? Chapter 5 has already shown that it was 

the storyline of the system reform coalition that achieved discursive hegemony. What was less clear, however, 

is the role that McKinsey played in such processes. The purpose of this sub-section is to tease out some of 

these dynamics.  

As mentioned above, the system reform coalition considered the McKinsey report as being only one ‘lens’ 

through which to explore and understand the NSW public education system. The report became one aspect 

of the coalition’s broader sense-making activities. Indeed, the coalition used the frameworks in the report as 

a way to understand their ‘position’ in the McKinsey taxonomy, and how they might get to the next spot. As 

one member of the coalition told me:  

… we judged [the NSW public education system] to be good [laughs], in the McKinsey taxonomy, 

and moving towards great … INTERVIEWEE 1 

Thus, the report worked as a kind of sense-making device for the coalition. It allowed the coalition to position 

themselves within a broader framework, and craft their activities in ways that allowed them to move the 

system to the next ‘stage’.  

At the same time, this was not the only way through which the coalition sought to understand the current 

state of public education in NSW, and how it might be improved. Indeed, the coalition drew on a great 

number of other sources and inputs as part of its work. One example is the division of the coalition into five 

‘work streams’, each of which was looking at a different component of the education system, and trying to 

align authority, funding, and accountability within those components: 

… so there was one that was related to student outcomes, it was very educational in focus, how 

can we best align authority, funding, and accountability, for the decisions that affect student 

learning, there was another one about data and information in the system, how do we best align 

authority, funding, and accountability for the organisation of data, how do we make sure we have 

the data that we need to run a performance system that will work in a decentralised way, so we had 

these five work-streams, each one had a working group associated with it … INTERVIEWEE 1 

At the conclusion of this work, the coalition wrote a report that was ‘many hundreds of pages long and was 

littered with intensive referencing’ (INTERVIEWEE 2). This report was provided to the NSW Cabinet. This 

report drew on the McKinsey report, but it also referenced other documents (i.e. research papers, journal 
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articles, etc.), interviews with key actors in the education portfolios, as well as the coalition’s own internal 

deliberations.  

Ultimately, then, the influence of the McKinsey report on broader institutional structures and processes 

comes into tension with the agency of policymakers in the education portfolio. The agency of policymakers 

here relates to the choices made by other actors in the system reform coalition to incorporate McKinsey’s 

language into both its deliberations over the NSW public education system, but also what it included in its 

own report to Cabinet. Thus, while the narrative of the system reform coalition had achieved discursive 

hegemony, it is difficult to draw a direct relationship between this and the McKinsey report. Rather, the ability 

of actors in the system reform coalition to choose the sources and inputs for their deliberations, as well as the 

deliberations themselves, meant that the ‘Good to Great’ report was only one amongst many factors that 

ultimately produced ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the extent to which McKinsey’s ‘Good to Great’ report influenced the system 

reform coalition. It has argued that McKinsey was influential discursively. More specifically, McKinsey drew 

on metaphor, narratives, and discourse as a way through which it was able to influence the coalition. 

Moreover, identity was again relevant, insofar as it meant that the coalition was willing to include McKinsey 

in its deliberations. McKinsey’s agency in these processes can largely be defined in terms of the strategic 

choices it made over the overall framing of the ‘Good to Great’ report, as well as the choice to use Michael 

Barber as an author. These choices, however, were bound up in ideational structures – particularly 

philosophical and programmatic ideas. In other words, McKinsey were able to craft the report in such a way 

that it demonstrated to members of the coalition that McKinsey had adopted the same assumptions and 

normative commitments to those that operated in the education sector. Moreover, interests were relevant, 

insofar as aspects of McKinsey’s change narrative served the policy objectives of the government-of-the day.  

Despite all this, the chapter argues that McKinsey’s overall influence on the process under investigation was 

constrained. More specifically, the report was only one factor amongst many that the coalition incorporated 

into their sense-making processes. So, while the report was a helpful ‘lens’, it was not the driver of the 

coalition’s achievement of discursive hegemony. Rather, the coalition had completed a significant amount of 

work on its own as a way of framing the problem and coming up with potential solutions. The report was 

only one part of these processes. Within these processes, the system reform coalition exercised choice and 

agency in determining what would actually be used in designing and developing ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’. Or, as one interviewee mentioned to me ‘consultants are not the decision-maker’. In this way, we 

can say that the report was influential at the level of individual actors and coalitions, but that it was less 

influential at the level of institutions.  

Overall, then, the chapter has argued that consultants draw on discursive mechanisms to exert influence, but 

that these mechanisms are limited by ideational structures (being a coalition’s underlying assumptions and 

normative commitments), as well as the interests within a portfolio. Identities are also relevant, in that they 
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give consultants access to a coalition in the first place.  The remaining avenue of exploration is the ways in 

which consultants are able to shape discursive contestations of meaning beyond the public service. Indeed, 

both of the coalitions and actors to this point have been embedded within government departments. 

However, as several theories of the policy process demonstrate (Fischer & Forester 1993; Hajer 1997; Sabatier 

& Weible 2014), to fully understand a policy process, we should also include actors from a wide variety of 

different institutional positions. Thus, the next chapter explores how the mechanisms of consultant influence 

shape a policy process outside of the public service.  
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CHAPTER 8: THE ‘LOCAL BLAME’ COALITION 

Introduction 

The ‘Local Blame’ coalition demonstrates that consultants’ discursive repertoire can have an effect regardless 

of whether those effects were intended or not. Indeed, unpacking the ways in which BCG and PwC shaped 

the actions and speech of the ‘Local Blame’ coalition highlights the importance of understanding unintended 

effects of consultant activity. Exploring these dynamics is particularly interesting, given that no members of 

the ‘Local Blame’ coalition were actually part of the design, development and implementation of ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’, or Treasury’s expenditure review. Indeed, neither BCG nor PwC had direct contact 

with anyone from this coalition. And yet, this chapter will show that the discursive repertoire deployed by the 

consultants had an effect on the thought, language, and behaviours of key actors in the coalition. As part of 

this, the reports from both firms, again, assisted the coalition in its sense-making activities, even if that 

influence wasn’t necessarily intentional.  

More specifically, how the consultants had framed their (policy) ideas meant that the ‘Local Blame’ coalition 

could use the reports as argumentative ammunition in their fight against ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. 

Indeed, the managerialist discourse that characterised BCG’s and PwC’s reports meant that this coalition were 

more readily able to use the reports in advocating against the controversial reform. Identity was also relevant. 

As part of this, the coalition drew on wider discourses about consultant influence to assert that the consultants 

were some kind of ‘power behind the throne’. In other words, that the entire design of ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’ was a creation of BCG and PwC. The interests of key actors in the coalition was the third reason 

why the BCG and PwC reports were in the coalition’s counter-narrative. Here, concerns over jobs and 

entitlements pre-empted the coalition’s use of the BCG and PwC reports. In addition, (philosophical) ideas 

about the appropriate goals for, as well as the intent of, a reform like ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ shaped 

the coalition’s interpretations, as well as the role of the consultant reports therein.  

Supporting the counter-narrative 

The language that BCG and PwC used in their reports, as well as the ways in which they had represented 

themselves both had an effect on the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. Language was relevant in both discursive and 

narrative terms. More specifically, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition drew on the language in the BCG and PwC 

reports as a way of supporting their counter-narrative that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was not ‘about’ 

improving educational outcomes for NSW students. As part of this, the coalition made the argument that the 

controversial reform was instead intended to cut funding and reduce the number of jobs for NSW teachers. 

The managerialist logic embedded throughout the consultant reports was particularly relevant to this, in that 

it provided the coalition with a way of supporting its claims. In addition, the perceptions of management 

consultants as having tremendous influence on the design and implementation of public policy provided the 

coalition with an additional opportunity to provide empirical evidence for their claims.    
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Language 

As discussed in Chapter 5, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition was made up of actors from the NSW Teachers’ 

Federation (NSWTF) and the NSW Greens, as well as left-leaning academics and teachers. The coalition was 

bound together through a shared interpretation of the meaning and purpose of ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’. In contrast to the system reform coalition, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition interpreted ‘Local Schools, 

Local Decisions’ as not ‘about’ making the NSW public education system a ‘better place’ by improving 

accountability arrangements. Rather, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition saw the controversial policy as ‘about’ (a) 

reducing expenditure on public education; and (b) realigning accountability arrangements within the school 

system so that principals (rather than the government) would be blamed for any cuts. In this way, the coalition 

had developed a counter-narrative as a response to the imposition of the controversial reform. This counter-

narrative formed the basis of their advocacy efforts. As part of its understanding of ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition incorporated the leaked consultancy reports into their advocacy 

efforts.7 As part of this, the coalition was linking directly the BCG and PwC reports to the development of 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ and their interpretation of the reform. In particular, they were arguing 

expressly that the consultants were fundamental to the Government’s agenda of reducing costs and decreasing 

job security for teachers. As part of this, the coalition was arguing that the consultancies had designed the 

entire reform program.  

To illustrate, BCG and PwC’s efficiency narrative had a striking resemblance to the counter-narrative put 

forward by the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. In other words, the coalition, as well as the two reports, embedded 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ within a neo-liberal discourse in education policy. As part of this, the public 

sector is moulded so that it more closely aligns with the private. As one member of the coalition told me:  

… [school devolution] is an ideology that comes from Thatcherism. It basically says we’ve 

got to reduce the size of government, lower taxation for corporations, privatise everything, 

everything that can’t be privatised eventually has to be at least cut, and the easy way to deliver 

cuts is to do it through having people forced to manage within a budget, whether it be a local 

area health board, or whether it be a principal in a school … INTERVIEWEE 7 

Or, as another member explained: 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ is one implementation of so-called ‘school autonomy’ or 

‘principal autonomy’, and it’s been floating around education circles in a global sense for 25, 30 

years. It is certainly much loved by the political right, and … neo-liberal education 

commentators … INTERVIEWEE 4 

As I have pointed out previously, the BCG and PwC reports were embedded in discourses related to both 

neo-liberalism and managerialism. As part of this, both firms had reinterpreted the NSW education system in 

line with a more managerialist understanding of the world, in which schools should be run like private 

businesses. In this way, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition was able to use the reports in support of their counter-

 
7 These are described in detail in Chapter 5.  
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narrative – that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was part of the neo-liberal agenda to reduce public provision 

of fundamental services like health and education.  

Thus, the BCG and PwC reports influenced the ways in which the ‘Local Blame’ coalition interpreted the 

purpose and intent of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. To combat what they saw as a ‘dangerous and divisive’ 

(Kaye 2012) reform, the coalition had generated a counter-narrative. This counter-narrative argued that ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ was designed to both reduce the amount the NSW Government would be spending 

on public education, and then reallocate responsibility, such that principals (rather than the government) 

would take the blame for funding cuts. This counter-narrative was a way of challenging power relations within 

the sector. The reports from BCG and PwC were relevant, insofar as they provided the supporting evidence 

for the coalition’s narrative. The discursive affinity between the consultants’ narratives and the coalition’s 

counter-narrative meant the coalition could draw on the reports as a way of furthering their advocacy efforts. 

Identity 

The ability of the ‘Local Blame’ coalition to draw on the BCG and PwC reports to support their own counter-

narrative was not only due to the discursive affinity described to this point. Rather, consultant identity was 

also relevant. As the following paragraphs will argue, the ways in which consultant identities have been 

constructed not only in popular discourse, but also in the worldviews of coalition members, also supported 

the ability of the coalition to use the BCG and PwC reports as support for their counter-narrative. Indeed, 

for this coalition, who the consultants ‘were’ was just as important than what they were saying, if not more.  

The coalition’s interpretation of the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ process was due to a conceptualisation 

of consultants as having a specific agenda of cutting costs within the public sector. As part of this, consultants 

were seen as being a central – if not the most important – actor. This was based on a perception of the specific 

role of consultants in public policy. As a central figure in the ‘Local Blame’ coalition described it: 

… that’s why [governments] employ companies like Boston Consulting, 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, because … this is their [i.e. the consultancies’] bread-and-butter … to 

destroy from within public services … they are hired guns, and their job is to establish the pre-

conditions for privatisation, corporate takeover and the diminution of public provision, that’s 

what they exist for … INTERVIEWEE 7 

In this view, consultants represent some kind of ‘power behind the throne’. That is, such an interpretation 

would suggest that policymakers have no agency, that they just do whatever the consultants advise.  

Such an interpretation of consultants (and their role in ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’) was made possible 

by two factors. The first of these was the uncertainty surrounding the precise role that BCG and PwC actually 

played. Indeed, none of the members of the ‘Local Blame’ coalition were actually part of the process 

themselves. As one interviewee told me, the development of the BCG report was conducted ‘behind closed 

doors’ (INTERVIEWEE 4). Moreover, both reports were Cabinet-in-confidence, meaning that actors outside 

of the public service (i.e. those not employed by government), as well as many who were, would have had 

great difficulty in understanding exactly how ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was developed. Thus, it is not 
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possible for these actors to have actually known or understood precisely the relationship between ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ and the two consultant reports, or if there was a relationship at all.  

The second, related, factor is discourses about the role of consultants in public policy. As a result of 

uncertainty around the development of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition was 

forced to rely on a set of assumptions about consultants, and their role in policy processes. As I briefly 

described in Chapter 4, consultants have evoked an air of secrecy about who they are, what they do, and how 

they do it. Given this, a set of discursive representations has emerged that portrays consultants as ‘cost cutters’, 

‘capitalisms commissars’ or ‘intellectual mercenaries’ (Beveridge 2012; Leys 1999; Thrift 2005). This discourse 

has been perpetuated both by the consultants themselves, as well as commentators on the industry. It has 

been perpetuated by consultants as a result of their preference to downplay or keep secret the work that they 

do, combined with a desire to perpetuate a specific image of themselves (Clark 1995). In relation to the latter, 

commentators have often focused on a very specific kind of consultant, performing a very particular kind of 

role, or else have drawn on a select number of examples to assert influence. As a result, this form of identity 

has been constructed by consultants, and perpetuated by observers of the industry.  

This particular construction of their identity allowed the ‘Local Blame’ coalition to generate their own 

interpretations of the influence of consultants on ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. That is, it meant that the 

coalition interpreted the controversial reform as being ‘about’ cutting costs in the education sector, and 

reapportioning accountability arrangements so that principals, and not the central government bureaucracy, 

would be blamed where issues arose. In this way, consultant identity was shaping how the coalition 

understood the meaning of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Of course, this is not to suggest that consultants 

never play the role of ‘cost cutter’. Indeed, it is quite apparent that BCG and PwC were specifically looking 

to cut costs as part of the expenditure review of the Education Department. However, the expenditure review 

and the design of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ were not the same thing (though they are related). As part 

of the former, the NSW Government was explicitly looking to reduce the amount of money being spent on 

public education through the discourse of ‘efficiency’. However, ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was seen 

to be a much broader reform. While efficiency was included within the considerations of policymakers in the 

design and development of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, it was not the central focus. Members of the 

‘Local Blame’ coalition drew on the ambiguous relations between the expenditure review and ‘Local Schools, 

Local Decisions’, as well as discourses about management consultants, to shape their interpretation of the 

meaning and purpose of the controversial reform.  

This interpretation of the nature and extent of consultant influence on the ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ 

process is thrown into further relief when the co-constructed nature of the reports is considered. As I 

demonstrated in Chapters 5 and 6, the reports were collaborative efforts between BCG and PwC, as well as 

officials from Treasury and the Education Department. However, within the coalition’s counter-narrative, the 

role of Treasury in ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ is subservient to that of the consultants. Indeed, and as 

described previously, members of the coalition attributed the reports entirely to either firm. Again, this can 
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be attributed to the same kinds of assumptions that framed for the coalition the relationship between the 

BCG and PwC reports and ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. That is, given how the coalition had interpreted 

consultant identity, and given that the reports had the consulting firms’ branding on it, the coalition was then 

able to draw stronger connections between the firms and the final design of the education reform. In other 

words, the branding of the reports meant that the coalition was able to argue that the firms had significant 

influence on ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’.  

This particular conceptualisation of consultant identity did not play a role in either the efficiency coalition or 

the system reform coalition. In other words, both of those coalitions perceived the nature and extent of the 

influence of BCG or PwC as quite different. Rather, members of both coalitions acknowledged that 

consultant identity had a role to play, but that this role was quite constrained. As one member of the efficiency 

coalition explained:  

… consultants are a tool available to government, just as there are many other tools available 

to government as well … INTERVIEWEE 6 

In this view, consultants are subservient to the interests and demands of government, and not the other way 

around. This was well demonstrated by the efficiency coalition’s use of consultant ‘expertise’ and 

‘independence’ as a way to gain access to data and ideas. That is, the consultants were used instrumentally by 

Treasury to achieve a specific end. While this gives the consultants a certain amount of influence, it is not the 

overarching influence suggested by the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. The NSW Government’s instrumental use of 

consultants is also well demonstrated by their role in legitimising some of the ideas provided by Education 

Officials back to Treasury. One of the main reasons for this outcome was the perception of the consultants 

as ‘independent’. That is, if the consultants weren’t perceived as independent actors, it is less likely that 

officials from the Education Department would have shared their ideas in the first place.  

Thus, we can see the variation in consultant identity, and how different identity constructs shape the ways in, 

and extent to, which the consultants influenced a policy process. For the ‘Local Blame’ coalition, the 

uncertainty surrounding the development of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ meant that they were forced to 

rely on a set of assumptions. These assumptions related to both the role and influence of consultants in policy 

processes. These assumptions, as well as the language of the BCG and PwC reports, allowed the coalition to 

generate a counter-narrative to advocate against ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Whether or not these 

representations were ‘true’ or not is beside the point. Rather, what mattered was that there was a story that 

could be told, and an argument that could be made, in furtherance of the coalition’s advocacy efforts, and as 

part of their sense-making activities.  

Ideas as philosophies 

Philosophical ideas were also relevant, in that normative commitments shaped how the ‘Local Blame’ coalition 

interpreted the consultant reports. More specifically, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition had an objection to the ‘form’ 

of school autonomy that they saw as underpinning ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. As discussed in Chapter 

5, the coalition saw ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as being related to more managerial forms of autonomy. 
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Within such a conceptualisation of school autonomy, schools are given control over matters such as hiring 

and firing of staff, budgets, and contract management. This is in contrast with a form of autonomy that gives 

schools decision-making power over curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment. The coalition objected to the 

former, but not the latter. In a submission to the consultation process for ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, 

the NSWTF writes: 

Findings on school autonomy and student achievement are contained in a report published by 

the OECD entitled PISA 2009 Results: What makes a School Successful? – Resources, Policies 

and Practices (Volume IV). It found that education systems that provide schools with greater 

autonomy in selecting teachers and for school budgets do not achieve higher results in reading. 

It concluded that ‘greater responsibility in managing resources appears to be unrelated to a 

school system’s overall student performance’ and that ‘school autonomy in resource allocation 

is not related to performance at the system level’ (Diamond 2011, p. 2) 

The NSWTF then continues to say: 

The PISA 2009 At a Glance report found that increased autonomy of schools, in relation to 

what was taught and how it was assessed, did correlate with improved student outcomes. But 

increased school autonomy over curriculum and assessment are two key areas not featured in 

the political push for increased school based decision making (Diamond 2011, p. 2).  

Ultimately, then, what was driving these objections was a normative commitment to good student outcomes. 

In the eyes of the ‘Local Blame’ coalition, ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was introducing a managerial form 

of autonomy that, ultimately, would have no effect on student outcomes. This was in sharp contrast to the 

ways in which actors in the system reform coalition understood ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. As 

previously mentioned, the system reform coalition interpreted ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as being 

‘about’ principal authority, and not school autonomy at all. As one member of the coalition explained: 

… the language we used right from the start was authority, funding, and accountability. We 

never talked about autonomy … INTERVIEWEE 1 

Interests 

The final aspect of the ‘Local Blame’ coalition’s interpretive frame are their material interests. While the 

coalition’s objections to ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ were often couched in the language of student 

outcomes, it was deeper concerns about losses to entitlements that also played a significant part in how the 

interpretations they made on ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’.. Later in the aforementioned submission, the 

NSWTF discusses an earlier trial of school autonomy at 47 schools in NSW (known, unsurprisingly, as the 

’47 Schools Trial’). Here the NSWTF argues that: 

[The 47 Schools Trial] is part of a cost cutting strategy that aims to undermine and dismantle 

the existing formula-based approach to determining school staffing entitlements. The long-term 

aim is to have the size of the school’s staffing budget determine the number and mix of staff, 
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rather than a government guaranteed staffing formula that ensures equitable provision for all 

students (Diamond 2011, p. 3) 

As part of this argument, the coalition again draws on the BCG report as a way of supporting their 

interpretation of government intentions: 

[The NSWTF’s] opposition to the [47 Schools Trial] has been vindicated by Boston Consulting 

Group’s Expenditure Review of the Department of Education and Training (DET) – Initial 

Scan prepared for the previous NSW Government and leaked to the media a week prior to the 

state election on March 26 this year (Diamond 2011, p. 3) 

Essentially, then, the coalition was concerned about a shift in power. By providing principals with more 

authority, by giving them greater power over decisions related to hiring and firing of staff, budgets, and 

contract administration, there was a very real threat that the influence of teachers would diminish. While the 

coalition’s counter-narrative was couched in normative language about student outcomes, what were just as 

(if not more) relevant were concerns about where the locus of power should lie within NSW public schools. 

In the eyes of the ‘Local Blame’ coalition, power should remain with teachers and/or the department to make 

these kinds of decisions. In the view of the system reform coalition, power should lie with principals.  

It was precisely these interests that allowed the BCG and PwC to have an effect on the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. 

Indeed, the reports from each consulting firm had been couched in the language of managerialism. Moreover, 

two well-known management consulting firms wrote the reports. As a result, there was a discursive affinity 

between what the coalition was arguing, the contents of the report, and the branding. More specifically, 

perceptions of consultants as caring only about the money, as being ‘cost cutters’, raised concerns from the 

coalition that the power of school managers (i.e. principals) would increase. After all, BCG and PwC were 

management consultants. They were not education consultants.  

The unintended effects of a consultant intervention 

What the relationship between the coalition and the two consulting firms also shows is that consultant reports 

can still affect other actors, even if any effects are unintended. Previous chapters have shown that the 

consultants had the ability to choose the kinds of ideas, narratives and metaphors they used in their reports. 

They also were able to choose how they represented themselves to others. At the same time, these choices 

were institutionally and ideationally mediated. What this particular chapter points to is that the effects of some 

of these choices are not entirely within consultants’ control. That is, there is the possibility of a disjunction 

between the consultants’ exercise of influence, and the effects of that influence. 

Both the consultants’ identity and their choice of language were used in the sense-making processes of the 

‘Local Blame Coalition’. In terms of language, while both reports had the official branding of both firms, the 

contents were very much a co-creation between the firms, Treasury, and officials from the Education 

Department. Owing to Treasury’s institutional position within the client-consultant relationship, Treasury had 

a large role to play in determining how the firms would generate their ideas and narratives, as well as the 

discourses adopted in the reports. As we saw earlier, this even meant that Treasury was writing sections of 
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the PwC report. As a result, the consultants’ ability to choose what would go in the report was sometimes 

determined by Treasury, and the terms of their engagement. Thus, the consultants’ agency was very much 

constrained within the client-consultant relationship.  

The consultants’ choice in determining how the ‘Local Blame’ coalition understood their identity was also out 

of their hands. Indeed, popular discourses related to consultants and their influence on public policy exist at 

a macro level. In other words, they exist across society. While consultants can always strategically adapt 

discourses (Merilainen et al. 2004; Whittle 2008), it is beyond the power of individual consulting firms (or 

individual consultants) to completely reshape or else mute discourses about consultants. In other words, 

discourses are socially constructed – they are not individually constructed. Moreover, consultants were not in 

a position to influence the underlying interpretive frames that guided the decision-making and advocacy 

efforts of key actors in the ‘Local Blame’ coalition. Rather, these frames would have been developed over 

several years (if not decades). They also would have been subject to multiple influencing factors, including 

actors’ experiences, education, relationships, etc. Finally, they are particularly resilient over time (Sabatier 

1988). As a result, interpretive frames were of much greater relevance to how the consultants’ identities were 

interpreted than were the consultants themselves.  

What this shows is that consultants’ language and identity can have several effects on other actors and 

coalitions in a policy process, even if those effects are not necessarily intended. The consultants clearly had 

some role to play in choosing the language adopted in the expenditure review reports. They also made some 

strategic choices in how they are perceived publicly. However, these choices are very much constrained within 

both institutional and discursive structures. Because of these broader factors, the effect of a consultant on a 

policy process may be well outside of what the consultant was actually hired to do.   

Trust and credibility 

The final point to address is the extent to, and ways in, which the ‘Local Blame’ coalition’s use of the PwC 

and BCG’s reports assisted that coalition in its attempts to achieve discursive hegemony. As discussed 

throughout the thesis, it was the system reform coalition’s storyline that achieved hegemony. That is, the 

system reform coalition’s storyline both shaped the credibility of individual actors in this policy universe (i.e. 

discursive structuration) but was also adopted in institutional structures (i.e. through the implementation of 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’) (discursive institutionalisation). So why might this be, and did BCG and/or 

PwC play a role here? 

One important reason for the system reform coalition’s achievement of discursive hegemony was its position 

within the institutional environment relative to that of the other two coalitions. Indeed, the system reform 

coalition had decision-making authority over the design and implementation of a series of reforms to the 

NSW public education system. This meant that they were in a position to determine which discourses, ideas 

and narratives would be carried ‘into’ the policy universe, and ultimately shape institutional structures and 

processes. This meant that the other coalitions – particularly the ‘Local Blame’ coalition – were in a weaker 

position to determine the ways in which ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ would develop, who would be 
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involved, and why. Indeed, and as discussed previously, neither of the other two coalitions were involved in 

the system reform coalition’s deliberations over what ‘ought to be done’ with the NSW public education 

system. This was one factor that meant that the system reform coalition’s narrative ‘won out’ over that of the 

‘Local Blame’ coalition. In other words, the institutional arrangements shaped the kinds of discourses that 

were taken up and incorporated into the sense-making activities of the system reform coalition.  

Ultimately, neither the BCG nor PwC report assisted the ‘Local Blame’ coalition in its attempts to achieve 

discursive hegemony. That is, the coalition’s arguments were largely rejected by the system reform coalition. 

This is because the system reform coalition had interpreted the changes needed to the NSW public education 

system as very much about empowering principals. As we have seen already, neither consultant report framed 

its arguments in these terms. Rather, they adopted the language of managerialism, autonomy, and 

decentralisation. The ‘Local Blame’ coalition used these reports as a way to evidence their arguments. 

However, their arguments demonstrated a lack of discursive affinity with those of system reform coalition. 

In other words, because the system reform coalition had interpreted changes needed to the NSW public 

education system as being ‘about’ student outcomes and accountability arrangements, any arguments made 

by other actors that the changes were ‘about’ other matters (i.e. cutting costs or reducing job security) were 

going to be rejected by the system reform coalition. Ultimately, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition’s strategy here 

meant that they had lost credibility and trust from actors in key positions of power in NSW Education. This 

is well illustrated by the following quote from the former Minister of Education, Mr Adrian Piccoli: 

I have been very disappointed with the Teachers’ Federation misleading and inaccurate 

advertising campaign … The union is being very dishonest in their campaign, and the claims 

that the Teachers’ Federation is making in their ads are plain wrong. We are currently looking 

at ways we can to stop these ads, because they are factually incorrect. 

As this quote demonstrates, the counter-narrative put forward by the ‘Local Blame’ coalition, which was 

bolstered by the consultants’ reports, was rejected by key actors in the Education portfolio, with those actors 

arguing that members of the ‘Local Blame’ coalition were being dishonest. As a result, the ‘Local Blame’ 

coalition’s narrative was rejected. In this way, lack of trust and credibility was one factor that resulted in the 

coalition’s narrative not achieving discursive structuration or institutionalisation. Moreover, this suggests that 

the use of the consultant reports was actually counter-productive to the ‘Local Blame’ coalitions advocacy 

efforts.  

Conclusion 

Consultant reports can clearly have effects beyond the immediate client-consultant relationship. These effects 

can be unintended. Indeed, both the BCG and PwC reports were leaked to the NSWTF and were used in the 

‘Local Blame’ coalition’s advocacy efforts. As part of this, the language in the reports, as well as socially 

constructed notions of consultant identity, allowed the coalition to generate a counter-narrative in response 

to ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. This counter-narrative argued that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was 

‘about’ cutting funding to NSW public education, and thereby reducing both the number and security of jobs 
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for teachers. Such arguments were couched in a discourse of student outcomes. More specifically, the fact 

that the consultant reports were couched in language that was argumentatively opposed to the discourses 

circulating within the coalition meant that BCG and PwC were further able to assist the coalition in its sense-

making activities. Moreover, interests and (philosophical) ideas were also relevant. As part of this, the ‘Local 

Blame’ coalition adopted a particular interpretation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as anathema to both 

student outcomes and the security of teachers’ jobs. The language used by, as well as the and (constructed) 

identities of, the consultants gave the coalition additional epistemic support to their counter-narrative.  

The institutional environment enabled consultant influence on this coalition. The formal processes of 

community consultation around ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ created a space of uncertainty about the 

precise role that consultants played. Given this uncertainty, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition was able to argue that 

consultants were tremendously influential, and that their mere presence in the policy process supported the 

coalition’s counter-narrative. The coalition’s interpretive frame was also enabling, insofar as it, again, allowed 

the coalition to assert that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ would be detrimental to their jobs. Importantly, 

none of this was intended by either BCG or PwC. Rather, it was a by-product of wider social discourses 

related to consultants and their influence on policy processes – discourses over which an individual consultant 

(or firm) may only have marginal influence. As such, the chapter has shown that the mode and extent of 

consultant influence is sometimes independent of any deliberate choices by the consultants.  

Overall, then, the last four chapters have provided an insight into the discursive mechanisms of consultant 

influence on public policy; how those mechanisms vary; and some effects. The task of the next chapter will 

be to synthesise all that material. As part of this, the chapter generates a model of consultant influence. On 

one hand, consultants can draw on a discursive repertoire in communicating with other policy actors. 

However, their ability to do so, as well as the choices they make, are constrained by the formal rules, processes, 

and structures that govern the consulting engagement (i.e. the institutions embedded in the engagement). 

They are also constrained by the interpretive frames of a coalition. Within these frames are ideas (both 

programmatic and philosophical), interests, and socially constructed notions of identity. As a result, 

consultants ability to shape public policy varies according to the relationship between their discursive 

repertoire and a coalition’s interpretive frame – all of which is embedded within an institutional environment.   
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CHAPTER 9: INFLUENCE, INSTITUTIONS AND 

INTERPRETATIONS 

Introduction 

This thesis has sought to understand the ways in, and extent to, which consultants are able to discursively 

influence a policy process, and the conditions under which consultants’ discursive influence varies. It has 

argued that consultants’ discursive influence on policy primarily occurs through a discourse coalition. 

Consultants assist coalitions in making sense of a complex problem. At the same time, consultant influence 

is constrained in two ways. First, institutional rules and structures define how a consultant is engaged, and the 

limits to consultants’ agency. Second, the interpretive frames of a coalition determine the kinds of discursive 

mechanisms that will be adopted by a discourse coalition in processes of sense-making, and the ways in which 

those mechanisms will ‘carry through’ a particular policy process. Thus, consultants’ ability to influence 

broader institutional structures and processes only exists insofar as coalitions are willing to carry consultant 

discursive repertoire into those same structures and processes. This is because consultants are only ever going 

to be one actor amongst several in processes of institutional change.  

The policy influence of management consultants 

Consultants fundamentally influence a discourse coalition by assisting that coalition in grapple with uncertain 

and complex problems. As part of this, consultants either supply to coalitions, or else work collaboratively 

with coalitions to generate, a suite of discursive mechanisms. These discursive mechanisms are (policy) ideas, 

narratives, metaphors, and identity. All of these mechanisms are embedded within larger background 

discourses. However, the extent to, and ways in, which these mechanisms are able to influence other actors 

in a coalition vary, both in terms of how, and to what extent.  

Coalitions and their problems 

As I have argued throughout this thesis, public policy is the outcome of contestations regarding the meaning 

of, and solutions to, pressing social issues. In other words, it is fundamentally a sense-making activity. While 

individual actors have a role to play in these processes, it is really the collective – in the form of a coalition – 

that is the primary instigator of change. To be influential, coalitions must first identify a problem. The problem 

must be constructed in such a way that it is amenable to the kinds of interventions and instruments that are 

available to policymakers. Then, a process through which instruments are identified and matched to problems 

can occur. However, in order for problems and solutions to be both constructed and identified, a deeper 

process of sense making must happen, in which individual actors work collaboratively with others to form a 

shared understanding of a problem and solutions. Such problems and solutions are typically represented in 

storylines or narratives. 

Certainly, each of the three coalitions explored in this thesis had a problem that they needed to address. For 

the efficiency coalition, the problem was very much ‘about’ how to reduce spending from government 

agencies without a corresponding drop in the quality of government services being provided to the NSW 
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populace. The solution to this problem was introducing more managerial forms of efficiency. For the system 

reform coalition, the problem and solution were both defined in terms of ‘authority, funding, and 

accountability’. That is, to improve the high quality of public education that the NSW people had enjoyed, 

the education system would need to be restructured so that authority, funding, and accountability were 

aligned. In the coalition’s view, this would make the system a ‘better place’. Finally, the problem facing the 

‘Local Blame’ coalition was, in their view, ensuring good student outcomes in spite of significant funding cuts 

being proposed by the NSW Government. The solution lay in constructing a counter-narrative that framed 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as having a harmful impact on students, and reducing the quality of public 

education by making less funding available.  

To both identify and solve the problem facing them, each coalition needed to first understand that problem. 

However, the rationality of each individual actor was bounded. That is, it simply was not possible for each 

individual actor (and, as a result, each coalition) to understand their policy universe in its entirety. As a result, 

each coalition had to turn to other actors and organisations for assistance in understanding what the problem 

was, and what might be done in response. The efficiency coalition turned to officials inside the Education 

Department for advice and ideas on how to create a more efficient public sector. The system reform coalition 

turned to a wide range of experienced educators, as well as scholarly sources, and grey literature. The ‘Local 

Blame’ coalition also turned to other education advocates, as well as grey literature such as the OECD (2009) 

report entitled ‘PISA 2009 Results: What makes a School Successful?’. 

And, as shown throughout the thesis, each coalition turned to consultants. BCG and PwC gave the efficiency 

coalition access to data and ideas that otherwise belonged to the Education Department. Without these, it is 

arguable that the coalition would have had a much harder time in generating a storyline about how to meet 

the objectives of the (then) NSW Government. Indeed, many of the ideas contained in the consultant reports 

came from the Education Department, thus suggesting that Treasury did not have sufficient understanding 

of the NSW public education system to generate its own ideas. McKinsey assisted the system reform coalition 

in designing an implementation path – something that was completely missing from the BCG and PwC 

reports. Indeed, in the view of this coalition, the BCG and PwC reports were unimplementable as written 

(INTERVIEWEE 1). By doing so, the coalition was able to re-interpret the system in ways through which 

problems could be linked to solutions. Finally, the BCG and PwC reports were used by the ‘Local Blame’ 

coalition in generating their counter-narrative. That is, the coalition used the reports as evidence that ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ was ‘about’ reducing the amount of money spent on public education in NSW, 

rather than being ‘about’ improving student outcomes.  

Thus, consultants in the three different discourse coalitions identified in this thesis used consulting firms as 

one part of their sense-making processes. Faced with an uncertain and ambiguous policy universe, all three 

coalitions had to draw on external sources to help them identify the problems that they were facing, as well 

as any proposed solutions. Given the bounded rationality of the actors in each of the coalition, the coalitions 

needed to turn to external actors and sources to help them understand the world a bit better. As part of this, 
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each consultant report helped the coalition generate its own storyline. However, this was not a one-to-one 

relationship. That is, in each case, the consultants were only one source amongst many.  

Modes of influence 

Another commonality across the relationship between all three coalitions and the various consultants is the 

fundamentally discursive nature of their interactions. Indeed, all of the consultants were able to draw on a 

range of discursive mechanisms in their relations with both individual actors, as well as coalitions more 

broadly. Thus, the thesis has shown not only that discourse, narratives, and metaphors are all relevant to 

consultant influence on policy – it has also shown how. More specifically, each of the consulting firms in this 

case drew on background discourses related to efficiency, managerialism, education, and/or systemic reform 

as a way through which they could communicate their ideas. These discourses provided the linguistic 

repertoire through which consultants could convey to other actors their own interpretations, but also provide 

a language to those actors. Consultant narratives and metaphors were also then couched in the relevant 

discourse, and thus created a link between the discourse and the social practices of individual policy actors.  

For the efficiency coalition, background discourses of efficiency and managerialism shaped the kinds of 

interpretations made by the coalition. Indeed, the problems facing the NSW public education system was, in 

the view of Treasury, very much related to maintaining relatively the same levels of service delivery, while 

reducing costs. To address these problems, consultants from BCG and PwC drew on discourses of 

managerialist efficiency and the marketization of education. In this way, the discourses became the ultimate 

framing device for the consultants’ narratives and metaphors. Similarly, efficiency and managerialism also 

informed the ability for McKinsey to influence the system reform coalition. However, these discourses were 

bound together with other discourses that related to system reform and student outcomes. This meant that 

McKinsey’s narratives and metaphors were more readily adopted by the system reform coalition. Finally, the 

BCG and PwC reports were incorporated into the ‘Local Blame’ coalition’s sense-making activities precisely 

because they did not draw on discourses related to student outcomes. Indeed, one of the purported concerns 

of this coalition was that school autonomy (as it was represented by ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’) would 

have no effect on student outcomes. Accessing a report that recommended cost cuts without considering 

how that might have affected student outcomes thus more readily supported the coalition’s counter-narrative.  

Varieties of influence 

While there were several similarities across the three coalitions, there was also a wide variation. First, within 

the efficiency coalition, BCG and PwC were positioned to directly shape how the coalition understood the 

world around them. This was because the consultants interacted directly with key public servants in that 

coalition. Indeed, the coalition functioned through the work of ‘collaborative teams’, which incorporated 

actors from Treasury, the Education Department, and the consulting firms. As a result, the consulting firms 

had a direct say in how these other actors understood the problem and potential solutions. This meant that 

other actors in the coalition would be more likely to accept and draw on the narratives, metaphors, and 

discourses that the consultants used in their interactions with others in the coalition. Moreover, it was in 



 

 116 

Treasury’s interest to draw on the consultants’ narratives. This was for two reasons. First, Treasury had co-

constructed with the consultants the narratives, metaphors, and discourses contained in the report. Second, 

Treasury had been asked by the government-of-the-day to deliver on the outcomes of the ‘Better Services 

and Value Plan’. As a result, adopting the discursive repertoire of BCG and PwC was helpful to Treasury in 

meeting the demands of its political masters.  

The ways in which consultants were drawn into the sense-making processes of the system reform coalition 

provides a direct opportunity to compare and contrast the modes and effects of consultant influence. For this 

coalition, the discursive repertoire that was represented in the BCG and PwC reports was rejected, while 

McKinsey’s was not. This was largely due to the fact that the change narratives adopted by BCG and PwC 

did not resonate with key members of the coalition. As part of this, these change narratives violated some of 

the key assumptions held by these actors. These assumptions related to cause-and-effect relationships in the 

education system, as well as the ultimate effect of change. In other words, the change narratives of BCG and 

PwC did not ‘seem right’ (Hajer, 2003). Moreover, the language of both reports was very much couched in 

discourses of managerialism, which was a different lexicon to the kinds of problems that this coalition was 

seeking to resolve. That is, the system reform coalition was thinking about how to make the NSW public 

education system a ‘better place’. In this way, the driving imperative here was system reform, not management. 

As a result, the BCG and PwC report were rejected.  

The reaction of the system reform coalition to McKinsey’s ‘Good to Great’ report provides a direct contrast 

to BCG and PwC. The narratives, metaphors and discourses incorporated into that report was far more readily 

used by this coalition, primarily because they were aligned with the ways in which the coalition understood 

the problem and suitable solutions. Indeed, the coalition had understood the problem in terms of 

accountability mechanisms (i.e. ‘authority, funding, accountability’). The solution became one of system 

reform, but done in a way that would improve student outcomes. As a result, McKinsey’s language, narratives 

and metaphors were all of particular use to the coalition, in that they provided another ‘lens’ on the problem. 

This was because McKinsey’s discursive repertoire was couched in the language of public education, but also 

systemic reform. As a result, McKinsey were described as being far more influential on the development of 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ than either BCG or PwC.  

Finally, BCG and PwC’s discursive repertoire was of particular use to the ways in which the ‘Local Blame’ 

coalition had constructed its counter-narrative. More specifically, this coalition had adopted a narrative that 

framed ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as being ‘about’ cutting costs to local education, rather than being 

‘about’ improving student outcomes. This was based in a pre-determined view about the role and purpose of 

school autonomy within systems of public administration. The consultants’ discursive repertoire – as it was 

outlined in the leaked reports – provided the epistemic basis for this coalition to support its advocacy efforts 

against the controversial reform package. In this way, the consulting reports served both the interests and 

ideologies of this coalition. The reports were influential in that they allowed the coalition to construct a more 

compelling argument than what they would have been able to do otherwise.  
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Institutions and interpretive frames 

The consultants in this case clearly drew on discourse, (policy) ideas, metaphor, narratives and identity to 

influence a policy process. At the same time, the effects varied, both in terms of nature and frequency. This 

variation, I argue, can be explained through two factors. First, the institutional rules and structures shaped 

the ways in which consultants were forced to behave within the policy process under investigation. Second, 

the interpretive frames of the three discourse coalitions determined the extent to which consultants’ discursive 

repertoire would be incorporated into the sense-making processes of the various coalitions. Embedded in 

these interpretive frames were ideas (both philosophical and programmatic), interests, and identities. As part 

of these interpretive frames, consultants’ discursive mechanisms must resonate with the pre-determined 

frames that actors bring to the world. Embedded in these frames will be a set of values about what ought to 

be done about particular policy problems, as well as the cause-and-effect relationships that exist within their 

‘world’. There will also be a set of interests, which relate to the material wants of individual actors. These 

interests are constructed vis-à-vis an actors’ particular role within a policy process. Finally, identities are 

relevant, insofar as a discourse coalition will have a pre-determined view of the kinds of actors that are most 

useful in assisting the coalition in its problem-solving activities.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, I have used the term institutions to refer to the formal rules, structures, and 

processes that govern what people might do when they work in an organisation. These rules, structures and 

processes may include, for instance, laws and regulations, terms of reference, contracts, employee 

performance plans, organisational structures, etc. Throughout this thesis, I have argued that institutions are 

particularly helpful in explaining the ability of consultants to influence public policy. This point reflects earlier 

research conducted by Saint-Martin (2000), Jupe and Funnell (2015) and Beveridge (2012). More specifically, 

we can point to institutional rules as constraining BCG and PwC in their ability to shape the sense-making 

processes of the efficiency coalition. But we can also point to those same institutions as enabling these 

consultants to enter the policy process in the first place. Institutional rules were also relevant in shaping the 

ways in which the ‘Local Blame’ coalition understood the processes surrounding ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’, which, in turn, provided further ammunition in their advocacy efforts. Finally, the creation of the 

Better Services Program Office represented gave McKinsey access to the development of ‘Local Schools, 

Local Decisions’, but largely locked BCG and PwC out of the process.. 

First, the efficiency coalition. Within this coalition, Treasury was placed in a position of structural dominance, 

both in relation to officials from the Education Department, as well as the consultants. This was primarily 

because the NSW Government charged Treasury with delivery of the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’. As a 

result, Treasury had control over any funding related to this process and could also decide how it would 

structure each consulting engagement. As a result, the consultants had to be ‘flexible and pliable’ (Czarniawska 

& Mazza 2003) and adapt to the needs and demands of Treasury. In effect, this meant that consultants had 

to work in collaborative teams, in which ideas about how to reform the NSW public education system were 

tested, and refined, such that members of these teams would find it very hard to say a particular idea came 
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from a consultant or otherwise. It also meant that the consultants had to turn to officials from the Education 

Department for data and ideas. Finally, it meant that the consultants had to adopt some of the meanings and 

interpretations of Treasury – particularly as they related to the concept of ‘efficiency’.  

In this way, the positioning of Treasury within the NSW public service, as well as its explicit instruction from 

the NSW Government to run the expenditure reviews, both enabled and constrained consultant influence. 

Influence here was enabled in the sense that it allowed consultants to move and operate within the confines 

of the public sector. In other words, the institutional rules and structures gave consultants access to the policy 

universe. At the same time, consultants from BCG and PwC were highly constrained. As part of this, the 

consultants could not recommend whatever they wanted, nor could they challenge the underlying 

assumptions and motivations for the review. Moreover, the ‘collaborative team’ approach meant that the 

consultants were placed in a position of story-maker (Johansson 2004), which forced them to adopt some of 

the language, narratives, discourse, etc. from other actors. Indeed, as one actor from the coalition told me, it 

was actually Treasury that was writing certain parts of either report. In this way, the BCG and PwC reports 

represented a suite of policy ideas and discourses from a wide range of other actors that were ‘coalesced in a 

format that you can engage with’ (INTERVIEWEE 1). Thus, the formal rules and structures set up by 

Treasury represented a constraint on the ability of consultants to say, do, or recommend whatever they 

wanted. Instead, it forced the consultants to operate within a highly restricted institutional environment. 

The institutional rules were also relevant to the ability of McKinsey to influence the system reform coalition. 

The main institution here was the establishment of the Better Services Program Office within the Department 

of Education. This was the organisational form that not only brought together key actors from the coalition, 

but would also provide the main forum for their collective sense-making activities. This structure both enabled 

and constrained consultant influence in different ways. Indeed, the ways in which the mandate of the office 

had been defined meant that actors in the office were looking for a very particular form of expertise to help 

in their deliberations. This meant that the McKinsey report was used, and the BCG and PwC reports were 

not. In this way, the institutional rules were relevant to consultants gaining entry to a specific policy process.  

Finally, the institutional processes embedded in my case were also relevant to the ways in which the ‘Local 

Blame’ coalition interacted with the discursive repertoire of BCG and PwC. More specifically, this was related 

to the precise way in which the community consultation around ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was set up. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, a draft version of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was provided to 

key stakeholders in the education portfolio for comment. However, the coalition had largely been excluded 

from the development process. As a result, they were unaware of the kinds of deliberations that the system 

reform coalition had made about the problems facing the NSW public education system, and potential 

solutions. In this state of uncertainty, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition was forced to draw on a set of assumptions 

about how the controversial reform was developed, and the role of consultants therein. This set of 

assumptions framed the counter-narrative about ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ as it being purely an exercise 

in cutting costs, and not ‘about’ improving student outcomes. In this way, the rules, processes, and structures 
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surrounding the development of, and consultation process for, ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ provided the 

‘Local Blame’ coalition with an opportunity and basis for constructing its counter-narrative.  

Thus, we can see the role of institutional rules, processes and structures in the ability of consultants to 

influence a policy process. In each of the examples explored,  institutions were important in defining the 

extent to, and ways in, which consultants were given access to the policy universe. In other words, they defined 

whether consultants were able to interact (either relationally or discursively) with key actors in the various 

coalitions. Moreover, institutions shaped the nature of the interaction between consultants and other actors. 

Institutions here can be more specifically defined in terms of the structure of public service organisations and 

processes – an interpretation that resonates with Saint-Martin (2000). These institutions become the precursor 

to consultants’ discursive influence. In other words, they are a necessary, but not a sufficient condition. That 

is, consultants must have access to shape policy, but having access on its own isn’t enough. Rather, what must 

also be considered is the role of interpretive frames, to which I now turn.  

Interpretive frames 

The other factor that we can use to explain the variation of consultant influence is the concept of an 

interpretive frame. These are held collectively and are developed over time. Because of this, individuals and 

collectives will come to a particular sense-making process with a pre-determined understanding of the world. 

In the policy process under investigation, these interpretive frames were of fundamental importance in 

defining the kinds of consultant (policy) ideas, discourses, narratives, metaphors, and identities that were 

ultimately accepted and/or used by the different discourse coalitions. For the consultants to be influential, 

what they communicated needed to take into account the underlying interpretive frames that are reproduced 

within the confines of a coalition. If a consultants’ narrative, for instance, violates underlying assumptions 

about cause-and-effect relationships in a policy universe, or does not consider how a particular 

recommendation might affect the interests of key decision-makers, then it is less likely to shape the thought, 

speech, and behaviour of those coalitions. Indeed, while institutional permeability (Saint-Martin 2000) is a 

useful concept in understanding how consultants gain access to a policy process, it is interpretive frames that 

are far more relevant in explaining the ability of consultants to exercise influence within the confines of a 

coalition. More specifically, it is the interaction between the discursive repertoire of consultants and a 

coalition’s interpretive frames that exist within a particular policy space that allow us to explain the variation 

in consultant influence. Indeed, consultants’ discursive repertoire must be framed in terms of a discourse 

coalition’s interpretive frame.  

Embedded within a coalition’s interpretive frame are three concepts – ideas, interests, and identities. Ideas 

here does not refer to the kinds of (policy) ideas that consultants supply to coalitions. Rather, it refers to 

programmatic and philosophical ideas. These kinds of ideas refer, respectively, to the cause-and-effect 

assumptions that policy actors bring to a specific policy problem, as well as policy actors’ underlying normative 

values about what is ‘good’ and ‘appropriate’ to do in a particular policy universe. Interests here refer to the 

goals or objectives that individual actors take on as a result of occupying a specific role. These are often 
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material, but not always. Identities in this case refer to the pre-conceived understandings of who individual 

actors ‘are’, and how those pre-conceived understandings might assist a coalition in achieving what it hopes 

to achieve.   

The first aspect of each coalition’s interpretive frame is interests. As shown throughout this thesis, each 

coalition had an interest in seeing a specific outcome from the policy process under investigation. For both 

the efficiency coalition and the system reform coalition, this interest was in meeting the demands of their 

political masters. Indeed, the efficiency coalition was there to deliver on the efficiency agenda that was 

outlined in the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’. This was dictated by the government-of-the-day. However, 

following the 2011 election, the incumbent O’Farrell Government focused very much on decentralisation. As 

part of this, the Education Department was charged with advancing the election promise of ensuring that 

decisions related to health and education were made by local bodies (i.e. schools, hospitals, etc.), rather than 

being rigidly controlled from a central government department. For the ‘Local Blame’ coalition, ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ represented a threat to entitlements and job security.  

These different interests in the process shaped the ways in which each of the coalitions drew on the discursive 

repertoire supplied by each consulting firm. That is, it determined how and to what extent the (policy) ideas, 

narratives, and metaphors supplied by the consulting firms were carried through the policy process under 

investigation. For the efficiency coalition, there was a very strong alignment between the content of the BCG 

and PwC reports and the efficiency agenda. Indeed, this was very much the consultants’ brief – to look for 

ways to achieve efficiency in NSW public education. However, this singular focus on efficiency was one 

reason why the BCG and PwC reports were rejected by the system reform coalition. Indeed, this coalition 

were looking to generate reforms that were more in line with what educators viewed as necessary to make the 

NSW public education system ‘a better place’. Moreover, the incumbent O’Farrell Government had very 

clearly embarked on a broader decentralisation approach, which encompassed, but was not wholly reducible 

to, efficiency. At the same time, McKinsey gave the system reform coalition a realistic way through which the 

Government’s agenda could be achieved. Finally, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition had interpreted the discursive 

repertoire of BCG and PwC as being designed to reduce job security and entitlements. As a result, their 

interests shaped how the coalition drew on the consultant reports in their advocacy efforts.  

Programmatic and philosophical ideas are another component of a discourse coalition’s interpretive frame. 

In part, what drove the behaviour of the efficiency coalition was an assumption that a more efficient public 

education system will lead to ‘better services’. This view also assumed that managerial forms of efficiency are 

inherently a good thing. For the system reform coalition, philosophical ideas related to the notion that student 

outcomes and empowered principals should be the central focus of an education system. As part of this, the 

coalition was driven by a programmatic idea that improved accountability arrangements will have a positive 

effect on student outcomes. Finally, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition saw a causative relationship between ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ and job security. That is, in the coalition’s view, ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ 
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would lead to reduced job security for teachers. As part of this, the coalition asserted that school autonomy 

is automatically a ‘bad thing’.  

These forms of idea again shaped the ways in, and extent to, which each coalition drew on the discursive 

repertoire of each consulting firm. For the efficiency coalition, the discursive repertoire from both consulting 

firms aligned incredibly well with how the coalition had understood the world – both in terms of ‘what ought 

to be done’, and how to get there. At the same time, the system reform coalition had rejected BCG’s and 

PwC’s discursive repertoire fundamentally because they violated these same assumptions. That is, the system 

reform coalition had a different understanding about what ought to be done with the education system, and 

the most appropriate instruments to achieve those goals. This was a very different situation to the role that 

the ‘Good to Great’ report played in the system reform coalition’s sense-making processes. That is, the ‘Good 

to Great’ report resonated much more strongly with what the system reform coalition was aiming to achieve 

(i.e. system reform) and the kinds of instruments and (policy) ideas that were suitable in achieving those goals. 

Finally, the BCG and PwC reports were in direct contrast to how the ‘Local Blame’ coalition understood what 

ought to be done with public education in NSW. In the eyes of this coalition, devolved decision-making was 

not appropriate in public education, primarily because it would have a negative effect on student outcomes. 

However, this was precisely what the BCG and PwC reports were recommending. Because of this, the reports 

supported the ‘Local Blame’ coalition’s counter-narrative – that ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ would have 

a negative effect on the education of young people in NSW.  

The final aspect of each coalition’s interpretive frame was identity. As part of this, each coalition had a pre-

conceived notion of who consultants ‘are’, and what their role is in processes of public policy. For the 

efficiency coalition, both the ‘independence’ and the ‘expertise’ of management consultants was a key reason 

they were hired to review the expenses of the Education Department (NSW Treasury 2010). Indeed, in the 

document ‘Introduction to Expenditure Review’, Treasury clearly states that consultants can bring both 

independence and expertise to the process of expenditure review – a view that was also confirmed through 

my interviews with key members of the coalition. This role that the consultants occupied (i.e. of ‘independent 

expert’) meant that officials from the Education Department were more willing to share ideas and data. This 

understanding of consultants’ expertise and independence was also reflected in the system reform coalition. 

More specifically, what assisted the ‘Good to Great’ report to enter into the sense-making processes of this 

coalition was the fact that the report was not commissioned by anyone in government. In that sense, it wasn’t 

‘pushing a particular barrow’ (INTERVIEWEE 2). Moreover, the status of Michael Barber as the ‘education 

messiah’, as well as the background of his co-authors on the report, meant that he brought to the report an 

expertise that aligned with the kinds of problems that the system reform coalition was trying to solve. This 

was in direct contrast to the expertise of consultants from BCG and PwC, whose expertise related more to 

accounting, commerce, and business process.  

Indeed, it was this expertise that, again, meant that the ‘Local Blame’ coalition incorporated the BCG and 

PwC reports into their advocacy efforts against ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. Interestingly, for this 
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coalition, it was the perceived lack of independence of BCG and PwC that meant they were used in the 

coalition’s sense-making processes. Indeed, as one prominent member of the coalition explained to me, the 

very reason to hire either of these firms in a reform process is because they have a particular agenda – they 

are there to establish the pre-conditions for privatization (INTERVIEWEE 7). It was this understanding of 

consultant identity that meant that they were incorporated into the counter-narratives put forward by this 

coalition. Moreover, the expertise of consultants was incorporated for precisely the same reasons. That is, the 

coalition could argue that, because Treasury had engaged accountants rather than education experts, ‘Local 

Schools, Local Decisions’ was ‘about’ cutting costs, rather than improving the NSW public education system. 

In this way, identity was useful to the ‘Local Blame’ coalition in precisely the opposite way to which it was 

useful to the other two coalitions.  

Thus, the interpretive frames of discourse coalitions are an important factor that we can use to explain the 

different ways in which the consulting firms in my case came to influence the various coalitions. Embedded 

in each of these frames are interests, ideas, and identities. These frames are pre-determined – that is, they exist 

before the consulting firm comes into contact with the relevant coalition. For a consultant to be influential, 

their discursive repertoire must align with these interpretive frames. That is, in providing advice and 

recommendations, consultants must consider the interests of other actors. They must also consider how their 

(policy) ideas are likely to resonate with (programmatic and philosophical) ideas of other actors. Finally, to 

gain entry to a policy process, they must construct an identity for themselves that aligns with how other actors 

perceive their role in those processes. The interpretive frame of each discourse coalition is summarised in 

Table 2 on the next page. 
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Table 2: The interpretive frames of each discourse coalition 

 

COALITION INTERESTS PROGRAMMATIC IDEAS PHILOSOPHICAL IDEAS IDENTITY 

Efficiency 
Delivering on the efficiency 

agenda 

A more efficient public education 

system will lead to a better public 

education system 

Managerial efficiency is a good 

thing 

Management consultants as 

independent experts 

System reform 
Delivering on the decentralization 

agenda 

There is a direct relationship 

between student outcomes and 

accountability arrangements 

Student outcomes and empowered 

principals are the central focus of 

an education system 

Management consultants as 

independent experts 

‘Local Blame’ 
Ensuring entitlements and job 

security 

LSLD would result in reduced job 

security for teachers 
School autonomy is a bad thing 

Management consultants as the 

power behind the throne 
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Consultants and institutional change 

While consultants are able to draw on discursive mechanisms to influence a discourse coalition, their ability 

to shape processes of discursive structuration and institutionalisation are tightly constrained. As this chapter 

has argued, consultants are drawn into the sense-making processes of discourse coalitions. However, their 

ability to shape the thought, speech and behaviour of actors in those coalitions ultimately depends on the 

ability to craft a narrative in ways that align or ‘speak to’ a discourse coalition’s interpretive frames. Moreover, 

even if consultants have directly influenced a coalition, and that coalition has achieved a state of discursive 

hegemony, it does not automatically follow that the consultants caused that change. This is largely because 

consultants’ discursive repertoire is always going to be mediated by other actors in the coalition. Indeed, 

consultants, as for-profit providers of professional services, are always going to sit ‘outside’ the public service. 

This means that they are reliant on key decision-makers in the public service to bring them in to a policy 

process, and to interpret their words, charts, diagrams, etc. As shown throughout this thesis, these decision-

makers have the ability to deliberate and consider the kinds of ideas, recommendations, arguments, and 

narratives that consultants provide. In other words, policymakers have agency. As a result, it is entirely within 

the purview of other actors as to whether consultants’ ideas and discourse are carried forward and travel 

through the discursive policy terrain, so that they are used in process of discursive institutionalisation and 

structuration.  

It is true that the consultants were able to exercise agency within the policy process under investigation. In 

the terminology of Leipold and Winkel (2017), this took the form of the strategic choices that the consultants 

made. There were two choices available to the consultants – how they represented themselves, and the 

language that they used in their reports. In terms of the former, the consultants were able to construct an 

identity for themselves through, for instance, their LinkedIn pages, and the CVs they submitted as part of the 

tendering process. The way in which they did this was one factor in the consultants’ ability to gain access to 

policymakers in the first place. However, this does not mean consultants were free to represent themselves 

in whatever way they chose. Rather, they were also bound up in interpretive frames of the discourse coalitions. 

In this case, the interpretive frames related to the basic ethical norms about how one ought to represent 

themselves to the public life (i.e. philosophical ideas). Violating these norms would have meant reputational 

damage to the consultants. Likewise, while the consultants had some ability to craft a narrative and put it in a 

report, the preceding discussion has also shown that the ways in, and extent to, which the consultants could 

do this were also tied to coalition’s interpretive frames. For instance, the (policy) ideas represented in the 

consultants’ reports had to resonate with the (programmatic and philosophical) ideas of discourse coalitions.  

Thus, the consultants’ strategic choices – to the extent that they could make them – were very much 

constrained.  

Moreover, the thesis has shown that consultant reports are only one factor amongst many that policymakers 

will consider in their sense-making activities. This means that consultant influence on broader institutional 

change is mediated by coalitions in two ways. First, the direct interactions between consultants and individual 
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actors within a coalition determine whether consultants’ discursive repertoire gets carried into a policy 

process. Second, the discursive interactions between different coalitions also determine whether consultants 

are able to shape a broader process. Indeed, even if consultants are able to influence a discourse coalition 

directly, that discourse coalition itself might not be particularly influential vis-à-vis other coalitions in the 

process. In such a situation, the consultant influence on broader institutional structures and processes is likely 

to be stymied. In this sense, the coalition represents an important link in the chain between consultants and 

the institutions they try to change. With the right words and identity, consultants can clearly influence the 

former. Their ability to influence changes in the latter is a far more complex proposition.  

Indeed, the thesis has shown that there were several different and overlapping factors that contributed to the 

design, development, and implementation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. The consultants – whether 

BCG, PwC or McKinsey – were only one of these. More specifically – and as Chapters 5 and 7 demonstrate 

– the real influence on the final design and implementation of ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’ was the system 

reform coalition. Given its position within the institutional environment, it was this coalition that was placed 

in the role of decision-maker regarding both the form and content of the policy. It was ultimately this coalition 

that decided which arguments, ideas, and narratives were acceptable as part of the deliberative processes 

underpinning the policy reform known as ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. At the same time, this coalition 

drew on a range of other sources, and was itself institutionally constrained by, for instance, the demands of 

the O’Farrell Government, and what was acceptable to other actors in the education portfolio.  

Thus, the extent to which consultants can strategically exercise agency to influence institutional change is, 

again, very much constrained. Consultants are able to make a strategic choice about how they represent 

themselves in public life. This occurs in how they construct their CV, their LinkedIn page, or their profile on 

their company website. At the same time, the extent to which such constructions are influential is constrained 

by how a potential client sets up a particular project (i.e. as requiring a certain set of skills); basic normative 

assumptions and ethical standards about how a consultant ‘should’ represent themselves; and the kinds of 

experiences that the consultant has done to that point. Likewise, consultants have a strategic choice in the 

kinds of discursive repertoire they adopt but, as argued throughout this chapter, this is, again, constrained 

institutionally – particularly by how a project is set up (i.e. the brief), and the interpretive frames of discourse 

coalitions.  

Representing the theory 

The argument made in this chapter is represented in Figure 2 below. What it shows is that consultants exercise 

agency to the extent that they are able to make strategic choices about how they represent themselves to other 

actors, and the particular discursive mechanisms that they deploy. At the same time, to be influential, 

consultants must factor into these choices the interpretive frames of a discourse coalition. Moreover, they are 

constrained by the institutional rules, structures, and processes that govern the consulting engagement. 

Finally, it shows that consultants are only influential within the confines of a discourse coalition. Their ability 
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to bring about discourse institutionalisation and structuration is dependent on the discourse coalition to carry 

the consultants’ discursive repertoire into the specific policy process.
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Figure 2: The policy influence of management consultants 
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Conclusion 

Individual policy actors coalesce in a process of collective puzzling about what ought to be done in response 

to specific social issues. This involves processes of sense-making in which key problems are defined, 

understood, and addressed. Coalitions of individual actors draw consultants into these processes, often, but 

not always, by incorporating consultant reports into their deliberations. Consultants can shape these 

deliberations through ideas, discourse, narratives, metaphor, and identity. However, the extent to which the 

consultants shape the deliberations of other actors depends on the extent to which their discursive repertoire 

incorporates the interpretive frames of a discourse coalition. Where consultants can do this, they are more 

likely to shape the behaviours, thoughts, and actions of other actors in a coalition.  

Moreover, consultants are only one actor within the complex discursive and deliberative landscape of a 

coalition. As a result, even where consultants ideational and discursive mechanisms are adopted into the 

deliberations of a discourse coalition, there are likely to be other actors, ideas, data, etc. that are also 

incorporated. This means that there is not a one-to-one relationship between consultant influence and 

institutional change. While aspects or fragments of consultant advice and recommendations may appear 

within, for instance, a reform such as ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’, there is also likely to be present the 

ideas, arguments, and narratives of other actors, both inside and out of a coalition. In this way, consultant 

influence is institutionally constrained and embedded. It also competes with a wide variety of other sources. 

Thus, even though consultants might be involved in processes of change, it does not automatically follow 

that the consultants produced that change.  
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CHAPTER 10: INTERACTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction 

Consultants’ influence on policy is quite limited. This is, of course, not to say that consultants can never be 

influential. Indeed, findings from Saint-Martin (2000) and Kantola and Seeck (2011) would suggest that, in 

certain circumstances, consultants can be quite influential. Rather, this thesis has provided further support 

for the argument that consultant influence is highly variable and has shown the factors that allow us to explain 

that variation. More specifically, we can understand variation in terms of the interactions between consultants’ 

discursive repertoire and the underlying interpretive frames of a discourse coalition. In this way, the answer 

to the research questions driving this thesis is ‘it depends’. But the thesis also answers ‘on what’. This insight 

has a range of implications for both practitioners and researchers. As a result, the second half of the chapter 

asks where to from here.  

Interactions with the literature 

To recapitulate for a moment, this thesis has shown how consultants discursively shape a policy process, as 

well as the constraints or limits of that influence. As part of this, consultants are drawn into the sense-making 

activities of individual discourse coalitions. By supplying discourses, narratives, and metaphors, consultants 

can give other policy actors – particularly civil servants – a lexicon and a way of understanding individual 

policy problems. At the same time, consultants’ discursive repertoire is co-mingled with several other sources, 

including the expertise of other actors. As a result, consultant influence on a coalition is one amongst many. 

Moreover, policymakers’ ability to deliberate and consider the kinds of narratives, discourses, metaphors, etc. 

that consultants provide means that the consultants are fundamentally reliant on a coalition for their ideas to 

‘travel into’ and through a policy universe in ways that ultimately affect institutional structures and processes. 

In this way, the agency of coalition members is a key mediating factor between individual consultants and the 

policy process. At the same time, consultants can increase their influence by incorporating interpretive frames 

into how they frame their narratives and metaphors. 

Understanding the argument in these terms enriches the policy consulting literature in several ways. The first 

contribution here is the introduction of the concept of a ‘discourse coalition’ into the debate. Indeed, what is 

particularly notable about the policy consulting literature is that it is largely divorced from theories of the 

policy process. That is, while this literature does consider public policy as a process, there are no studies that 

draw on the conceptual toolkit of some of the more common or influential theories, including the multiple 

streams framework, the advocacy coalition framework, or the discourse coalition framework. As part of this, 

the notion of a coalition is completely absent. In light of this gap, the thesis has drawn on prominent and 

influential policy theorists – particularly Vivien Schmidt and Maarten Hajer – to provide some initial theorising 

of how such concepts might be relevant in understanding and explaining consultants’ ability to influence 

public policy. It has also shown how coalitions are relevant in constraining the ability of consultants to be 

influential.  
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As part of this, the thesis has shown that the interpretive frames of discourse coalitions act as constraints on 

consultant influence. Discourse coalitions are the primary point through which consultants can ‘enter’ the 

policy process. That is, given discourse coalitions are the primary actor through which policy change occurs, 

a consultant must first be drawn into the deliberations, practices, and language of a coalition. Once ‘inside’ 

the coalition, the consultant can then draw on her or his discursive repertoire to try and influence other actors 

in the coalition. The word ‘try’ is important here, as consultants’ ability to be influential is fundamentally 

mediated by the individual ideas that different actors and coalitions hold about the world., as well as their 

underlying interest in a particular outcome. Moreover, the pre-conceived notions of who consultants ‘are’ 

shapes the ways in, and extent to, which consultants are drawn into the sense-making processes of a coalition. 

Thus, when communicating their ideas, consultants should consider how their narratives, discourses,  

(projected) identities and metaphors might resonate with the interpretive embedded within a particular policy 

universe. Doing so will make it more likely for their narratives, discourses and metaphors to be taken into 

consideration by other actors in a discourse coalition.  

The introduction of the interpretive frames of a discourse coalition into the policy consulting literature also 

adds to the highly influential work of Saint-Martin. As outlined in Chapter 1, Saint-Martin has shown how 

the permeability of institutions is one factor we can use to explain the variability of consultant influence. That 

is, Saint-Martin has previously explained the different levels of influence of consultants in Britain, Canada, 

and France as related to the ‘openness’ of political institutions to the kinds of interventions a consultant might 

provide. The notion of an interpretive frame complements Saint-Martin’s argument here. Indeed, the thesis 

argues that it is not just the permeability of institutions that matter in explaining consultant influence. Rather, 

it is the relationship between consultants’ discursive repertoire and a discourse coalition’s interpretive frame 

that also helps us explain this variability8. Moreover, the present thesis adds to Saint-Martin’s work in another 

way. That is, Saint-Martin points to institutions as being relevant to consultants’ ability to enter the state. 

However, institutions also matter once consultants have entered. That is, consultants’ role in policy processes 

is going to be shaped by the institutional rules and structures that are embedded within those same processes. 

Those rules will both enable and constrain what consultants might otherwise do. In this way, we can say, once 

again, that institutions matter.  

The third contribution that the thesis makes to the policy consulting literature is to unpack how consultants 

are able to exercise agency in influencing public policy, as well as the limits to that agency. Indeed, consultant 

agency is not something that has been explicitly considered in this literature. More specifically, the thesis has 

understood consultant agency in terms of the strategic choices that consulting firms and individual consultants 

make about the kinds of identities that they project, as well as the language they use in their reports and 

 
8 I recognise that the idea of alignment between an interpretive frame and discursive repertoire is similar to 

concepts from other authors. This includes Guillen’s (1993) study of the adoption of management ideas like 

scientific management, human relations, and structural analysis. It also includes Nooteboom et. al.’s (2007) 

notion of ‘cognitive distance’. 
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interactions with clients. Chapters 6 – 8 have argued that, in relation to choices about identity, consultants are 

able to strategically craft a CV or a public profile (i.e. on LinkedIn or the company website) about who they 

are. At the same time, such constructs are institutionally bound. That is, consultants must construct their 

identity in a way that aligns with the underlying  interests, norms and assumptions of a discourse coalition, as 

well as the rules that govern what a particular department or client is ‘looking for’ in a consultant. Similarly, 

while consultants can draw from a rich discursive repertoire in shaping their reports, the kinds of narratives, 

ideas, and discourses represented in those reports must, again, resonate with the interpretive frames of a 

discourse coalition. In this way, consultant agency is constrained.  

Finally, the thesis has generated a theory of consultant’s discursive influence. As highlighted in Chapter 1, a 

central gap in the policy consulting literature is precisely what it means to be influential. While a majority of 

the papers in this small body of work focus on influence, there is limited explicit theorising of what influence 

actually means. Moreover, there is limited theorisation of what influence means in discursive terms. As a 

result, Chapters 2 and 3 sought to understand discursive influence. These theories were then applied to the 

later empirical chapters. In this way, the thesis has generated both an empirical and theoretical account of 

consultant influence.  

Implications for researchers and practitioners 

The points made in this chapter, as well as the thesis more broadly, are useful in explaining consultant 

influence, and how it varies. At the same time, they throw up a range of different implications for researchers 

and practitioners. For researchers, these implications relate to further exploration of the concept of an 

‘interpretive frame’. As part of this, future research might explore further the sources and content of an 

interpretive frame, as well as how those frames interact with other important aspects of the social and political 

world (particularly institutions). There are also several insights and implications that are directly relevant to 

both policymakers and consultants. The first of these is that the ability of bureaucrats and civil servants to 

engage with and deliberate over consultant advice is crucial in constraining undue consultant influence on 

policy processes. At the same time, where consultants and policymakers form a collegiate and reciprocal 

relationship, the ‘independence’ of the consultant can be very useful in resolving some of the political and 

ideological differences between actors from different government agencies. For consultants, it is important 

to understand the underlying norms and assumptions that exist within a particular policy universe; to place 

significant importance on content, as opposed to process, expertise; and to consider the impact that reports 

might have beyond the immediate relationship with clients.   

Implications for research 

There are several areas in which the theories and arguments presented to this point could be elaborated upon 

or strengthened. Given that the thesis has argued for the existence of interpretive frames, future research 

would develop this concept further. The first question that one might ask is how interpretive frames come 

into being. In other words, what are the historical sources of these frames? To what extent are they the 

aggregation of the interpretive frames of individual actors within a coalition, as opposed to being an emergent 
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phenomenon in their own right? Another area of further exploration would be the extent to which interpretive 

frames are changeable. The argument that a consultants’ discursive repertoire needs to align with the 

interpretive frame of a discourse coalition suggests that these frames are somewhat fixed. Certainly, this 

perspective dominated much of the analysis in the thesis. However, if an interpretive frame can be changed, 

then this would suggest that dramatic transformation of a discourse coalition is possible. As a result, 

understanding whether interpretive frames can be changed warrants further exploration. Finally, the thesis 

has argued for different components of an interpretive frame – interests, ideas, and identities. At the same 

time, the thesis has not revealed significantly the relationship between these different elements. As a result, 

further research would explore how these different elements of an interpretive frame interact.  

In addition to interpretive frames, the thesis has argued that institutions matter in shaping the ability of 

consultants to influence public policy. Here, institutions are the formal rules, structures, and processes in 

which policy actors act. Both interpretive frames and institutional structures were argued to shape the ability 

of consultants to be influential. However, what further research might explore is the relationship between 

institutions and interpretive frames. To what extent, and in what way, do the interpretive frames of discourse 

coalitions shape the institutional rules, processes and structures in which policy is made? The opposite 

question might also be asked – how do institutions shape the interpretive frames of discourse coalitions? 

Indeed, it may be that there is a relationship there, such that the theory of concept of interpretive frames 

might be refined further. Indeed, it is entirely possible that interpretive frames have a role to play in creating, 

supporting, legitimising and sustaining institutional structures. If so, this would mean that interpretive frames 

are a condition precedent for understanding policy influence. The extent to which this is true thus warrants 

further exploration.  

Third, Chapters 2 and 3 developed a theory of policy influence insofar as it applied to management 

consultants. Given that this theory was developed in exploring the influence of a particular actor, the obvious 

question is to what extent it applies to other actors within a policy process. This question is worth exploring 

for several reasons. First, Chapter 3 drew extensively on the critical consulting literature as a way of ‘opening 

up’ the coalition and exploring the discursive and ideational interactions between different actors in a 

coalition. However, this literature is very much embedded within a particular relationship – that of the 

consultant and their client. The dynamics of this relationship might not play out in the interactions between, 

for instance, a ministerial advisor and a discourse coalition, or a think tank and senior departmental officer. 

As a result, the ways in which individual actors within a coalition interact vis-à-vis each other warrants further 

consideration. Such consideration will be important in understanding the applicability of the theory of policy 

influence to other contexts and actors.  

Further, the concept of an interpretive frame can also be explored from the ‘other side’. That is, consultants’ 

interpretive frames can also be explored, as a way of understanding the consultant-policymaker interaction in 

more depth. As part of this, it would be useful to understand the extent to which consultants have an 

interpretive frame, and the role that these frames (if they exist) play in their interactions with policymakers. 
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For instance, we have seen how the interests of a discourse coalition are relevant, but what about the interests 

of consultants? Moreover, what are the underlying normative commitments that consultants might bring to a 

policy process, and how do they manifest in a consulting engagement? Do consultants consider cause-and-

effect relationships within a portfolio, and how do these considerations shape the advice and 

recommendations that they might otherwise provide?  

Fifth, the notion of ‘discursive practices’ is one aspect of the thesis that requires further elucidation. As 

Fairclough (2003) has pointed out, a key aspect of discourse is the ways in which specific textual artefacts (i.e. 

books, magazines, reports, pamphlets, etc.) are actually produced and disseminated. While this thesis has 

touched on processes of textual production – particularly in the relationship between Treasury and both BCG 

and PwC – it has not explored in great detail how these processes ultimately shaped the final narratives 

included in the BCG and PwC reports, nor the dynamics embedded therein. Moreover, it has certainly not 

explored how the ‘Good to Great’ report was produced and disseminated. As a result, further exploration of 

this thesis would shed additional light on consultant agency. The thesis has argued conceptually for the ability 

of consultants to choose the kinds of narratives they include in a report or tender. At the same time, how 

such decisions are made, the implications of those decisions, and the underlying dynamics (both between 

consultants in a firm, as well as consultants and their clients) are not fully addressed. Exploring such dynamics 

would shed additional light on consultant agency, and its ability to shape policy outcomes.  

Finally, and as described in Chapter 4, the findings of this thesis need to be understood in more depth vis-à-

vis their generalisability. As part of this, and in line with Yin’s (2013) understanding of ‘analytic 

generalisability’, the thesis has drawn out some theoretical propositions and concepts as a way of 

understanding factors that explain the variability in consultant influence. These factors can and should be 

tested and refined through additional studies of the policy influence of management consultants. This is 

particular the case given that there might be other factors at play. For instance, there may have been ideological 

reasons why the consultants reports and ideas were rejected by some actors, but not by others. The extent to 

which ideology (and what ideology actually ‘is’) was not a focus of this thesis, but it may be useful as a way of 

further developing the notion of ‘interpretive frames’. Relationships between different actors might also be 

another concept to be explored. Indeed, it may be the case that prior relationships in the sector influenced 

the ways in which different coalitions interacted. The extent to which previous relationships shaped each 

discourse coalition’s interpretation of the consultant reports, and the intent of ‘Local Schools, Local 

Decisions’ is another possibility for exploring and further refining some of the concepts adopted in this study.  

Implications for practice 

Beyond implications for researchers, there are also additional implications from this thesis for practitioners – 

both policymakers and consultants. First, the thesis has argued that consultants’ impact on policymaking is 

very much constrained within the confines of a coalition. Given this, the overall influence on public policy is 

quite limited, and is effectively mediated by other actors – particularly bureaucrats. This should be welcome 

news for those concerned that consultants are having significant influence on policy processes. At the same 
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time, what was particularly noteworthy about the actors in the efficiency coalition and the system reform 

coalition was both their understanding of how to best manage consultants (i.e. Treasury’s establishment of 

the ‘collaborative teams’), as well as their ability to deliberate and consider the advice that consultants provide. 

The implication here is that consultants might be more influential when decision-makers do not have the 

ability to effectively manage consultants, or the skills in deliberating over consultants’ advice. Thus, public 

sector leaders who are concerned about undue consultant influence should pay close attention to the ways in 

which the consultant-client relationship is structured, as well as ensuring that those who are responsible for 

engaging with consultants have the training and skills to critique and deliberate over consultant advice.  

Underlying concerns about consultant influence on policy rest on more normative assumptions about the 

role that consultants should have. What this thesis has shown is that consultants can be very useful to individual 

policy actors – particularly when they are used as an ‘independent’ or ‘external’. This can assist in resolving 

some of the intractable arguments between different departments. Indeed, in the case of the BCG and PwC 

expenditure reviews, consultants were seen to be particularly useful in bringing stakeholders together. They 

were also useful in introducing ideas that were otherwise seen to be unpalatable. Given the relationship 

between Treasury and the Education Department, it is possible that these conversations would not have 

happened if it weren’t for the consultants. The question, then, is not to adopt some kind of ideological view 

about who ought to be an expert (i.e. the consultant or the policymaker). Rather, the conversation should focus 

on where the expertise best resides, and the structures and processes used to provide access to that expertise. 

In other words, it is not a question of whether, but rather of when, where and how.  

Beyond implications for policy practitioners, there are also implications for consultants. Consultants are often 

concerned about their ‘impact’. From my own personal experience, consultancies often want to understand 

the extent to which their recommendations are being used, and what changes have been introduced as a result 

of their work. This thesis provides several considerations for consultants who want to ensure that their 

reports, analysis, and advice are more likely to be used. The first consideration here is the importance of both 

narrative and discourse. Importantly, a narrative should very clearly demonstrate a change over time. This 

change should be couched in the same kinds of discourses that are of central concern to the people that the 

consultant is trying to influence. It should also be cognitively plausible to policymakers. As part of this, 

consultants should not only work within the basic rules and structures of the engagement but should also pay 

attention to the interpretive frames of a discourse coalition Metaphors are also helpful as a way through which 

meaning can be conveyed. Metaphors should also be used as a way of supporting the overarching narratives 

and discourses in the consultant reports. 

What this suggests is that, to be impactful, consulting firms need to ensure that they have staff that have deep 

knowledge of a particular ‘policy universe’. In other words, they need what has been referred to as ‘content 

knowledge’. This isn’t just knowledge of a particular policy issue (i.e. climate change, public transport, 

infrastructure, etc.). Rather, it is also deep knowledge of the underlying norms and assumptions that actors 

hold about a particular social issue. Indeed, this thesis has shown that, to have as far a reach as possible, 
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consultants should seek to introduce what has been referred to as ‘content knowledge’ (as opposed to ‘process 

knowledge’) into their project teams. To illustrate, having the expertise that Michael Barber had developed 

through his work with the Blair Government, combined with the expertise of his co-authors, meant that the 

‘Good to Great’ report was far more useful to policymakers in the NSW Education Department than the 

managerial expertise offered by consultants at BCG or PwC. Arguably, having experts on the team who 

understood government or public education (or both) in more depth might have resulted in reports that were 

more useful to those charged with implementation. 

This insight is very much related to the way in which the different firms were functioning within this case 

study. One of the key reasons why McKinsey’s report was more useful to policymakers in the Education 

Department was that it had, in their view at least, genuinely contributed to the sum of knowledge about 

systemic reform of public education systems. Moreover, the research supporting the ‘Good to Great’ report 

had not been commissioned by anyone with a direct interest in either the ‘Better Services and Value Plan’, or 

‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. In this way, McKinsey were not operating as a typical consultancy. Rather, 

they were functioning in a way that was somewhat analogous to an academic institute or a think-tank. This 

meant that McKinsey had the time, space, and resources to think deeply about the nature of the problem they 

were addressing, and potential solutions. This was a luxury that was not afforded to either BCG or PwC. In 

this way, to increase their influence, consulting firms would do well to explore how they can develop, within 

commercial constraints, an internal research capability that can function more like a think-tank or academic 

institute.  

In addition, consultants need to be mindful of the kinds of impacts that their reports might have beyond the 

immediate consultant-policymaker interaction. Indeed, the reports from BCG and PwC particularly were able 

to shape the way in which the system reform coalition considered the problem it was facing, as well as the 

potential solutions. Moreover, following the leaking of the two reports, the ‘Local Blame’ coalition was able 

to use BCG’s and PwC’s narratives to support its arguments against ‘Local Schools, Local Decisions’. In this 

way, the consultant reports were serving a political function. Policymakers and consultants need to be mindful 

of this in crafting their reports. That is, consideration should be given to how the reports might be used by 

those who are not the primary audience. 

Finally, the findings and discussion in this thesis suggest that the concerns regarding overarching consultant 

influence are somewhat misplaced. Certainly, there are aspects of the consulting engagement that could be 

better managed and understood – particularly the accountability and transparency of different engagements, 

as well as the independence of different consultants. However, this must be counteracted with the notion that 

policymakers have their own expertise and knowledge of the policy process, and their particular area of 

concern (i.e. education, the state’s finances, etc.). In this way, policymakers have power of their own, which 

can constrain consultants’ influence in several ways. Moreover, the case in question shows that the public 

sector, with its rules and requirements, its customs and cultures, provides a distinct limit on the ability of 

consultants to exercise influence. For these reasons, we shouldn’t be too concerned about notions of 
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‘consultocracy’. Rather, we should instead focus on refining and considering in more depth the ways in which 

consultants are managed. Given the changes introduced as a result of the NPM, the consulting phenomenon 

is not likely to go away any time soon. There are, however, small shifts we can make to ensure that they are 

used more effectively, and in line with democratic ideals. 
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