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Introduction

‘I think the challenges were always going to be that it was 
about babies, and in society, that’s not necessarily high on 
everybody’s agenda.’ (ECR5 Cassandra, interview transcript)

Politicians play a key role in the early childhood education 
and care (ECEC) policy landscape. Their decisions 
directly affect the way ECEC is experienced by children, 
educators and families. While politicians are key to shaping 
ECEC policy, research on politicians’ decision making in 
ECEC, and particularly research involving politicians as 
participants, is still relatively new (Bown, Sumsion & 
Press, 2009; Bradley, 2011). This paper contributes to 
this small but growing literature by reporting on a study 
investigating influences on politicians’ decision making in 
ECEC policy in Australia. Specifically, the article reports a 
case study investigation of a longstanding campaign by 
parts of the early childhood profession in one Australian 
state to change the minimum regulated staff–child ratios 
for children aged birth to two years (hereafter referred to 
as ‘babies’) from 1:5 to 1:4. In New South Wales (NSW) 
at the time this study was conducted, staff–child ratios 
were mandated in the Children’s Services Regulation 2004, 
administered by the Department of Community Services 
(DoCS). In presenting the findings of the case study, this 
article generates an ‘eventalization’ (Foucault, 1991) to 
understand the role of influence in ECEC policy.

The ratios campaign (hereafter referred to as ‘the 
campaign’) was marked by extensive debate within 
the sector and with politicians in the years 2002–2009. 
The campaign was characterised by activism from 
predominantly community-based organisations and service 
providers to reduce the staff–child ratio for centre-based 
ECEC from 1:5 to 1:4 for children under two years; these 
efforts were countered by an equally strong resistance 
to the proposed change from predominantly for-profit 
organisations and service providers. In 2008, the ‘One 
to four, make it law’ campaign realised its goal when 
the then NSW Minister for Community Services, Linda 
Burney, announced that the minimum adult to child ratio for 
children birth to two years in centre-based early childhood 
settings would be reduced to 1:4, commencing January 
2011 (Burney, 2008, 23 October), some eight years after 
the campaign was initiated. 

Yet, as the participant whose quote began this article 
articulated, babies have rarely been high on political 
agendas. Indeed, I have argued elsewhere (Bown, Sumsion 
& Press, 2011) that community service portfolios, which 
have often encompassed the ECEC portfolio, are not often 
high political priorities. How is it then that the 1:4 ratio was 
finally promised by Minister Burney? What happened that 
paved the way for such a choice to be made possible? 
How can the notion of ‘influence’ be analysed in the 
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ratio campaign? What can be learned by early childhood 
activists to inform future policy activism efforts?

To respond to these questions, I analysed data collected 
from interviews with politicians and key ECEC stakeholders 
involved in the ratio campaign, and relevant policy texts. 
The analysis uses the Foucaultian method of ‘eventalizing’ 
which involves ‘analysing an event according to the 
multiple processes which constitute it’ (Foucault, 1991, 
p. 76). I argue that during the years of the campaign, 
national and international events generated an opportunity 
for early childhood activists that had not previously been 
available. The movement of power relations enabled a new 
discourse to be taken up by politicians that had long been 
advocated by ECEC activists. Taking up a new discourse 
to some extent brought issues of equity and quality to the 
fore in ECEC policy. 

The article begins by outlining the theoretical framework 
guiding the analysis of the case study investigation. An 
explanation of the methodology, including initial processes 
of data analysis, follows. The main section of the article 
‘eventalizes’ the data into three interrelated threads. 
The article concludes with a discussion of the findings, 
implications for future ECEC policy, and recommendations 
for ECEC activists agitating for politicians to consider more 
seriously issues of quality and equity in ECEC settings.

The theoretical framework

The research reported in this paper explores the notion of 
‘influence’ in politicians’ policy decision making for ECEC, 
in a particular case study in NSW. The methodology and 
data analysis is framed by a Foucaultian conceptualisation 
of power-knowledge-discourse (Foucault, 1994). This 
framing asserts that power is not sovereign to a ruling 
institution or person; rather power is productive and non-
subjective; that is, it can be accessed but not possessed 
(Heller, 1996). Therefore, while the question guiding 
this research focuses on politicians’ decision making, 
the emphasis is not on politicians as wielders of power 
and authority, but as agents in a complex web of power 
relations. 

The Foucaultian frame, then, conceptualises the mode of 
power in the form of discourse. Discourses are specific 
ways of thinking and acting that frame practice. With 
regard to the research reported in this article, influence 
can be understood as the interplay of discourses and 
power relations in the modern policy landscape. Like 
Rizvi and Lingard (2010), I am interested in the collections 
and patterns of policy decisions, rather than individual 
decisions in isolation. 

Therefore, knowledge is not a universal truth, but an 
effect of discourse. Knowledge is relational and bound 
by discourse. When considering particular ‘knowledge’ 
sets that might be at play in politicians’ decision making 
for ECEC, such as ‘knowledge’ derived from a personal 

experience with an ECEC setting, or reading an ECEC 
research report, this article seeks to explore the discourses 
operating to form these sites of ‘knowledge’ and their 
subsequent relation to each other, rather than the influence 
of each of these rudimentary sources of ‘knowledge’ in 
isolation.

Foucault’s concept of eventalizing (Foucault, 1991) is used 
to analyse the case study. Foucault describes eventalizing 
as a procedure of analysis that seeks to rediscover ‘the 
connections, encounters, supports, blockages, plays of 
forces, strategies’ at a given moment or point in time, 
that might otherwise be described as ‘self-evident, 
universal and necessary’ (Foucault, 1991, p. 76). This 
Foucaultian analysis views events as contingencies in 
a field of possibilities. Foucault (1991) explains that the 
process of ‘eventalizing’ evolves into a ‘polymorphism 
of intelligibility’ where processes are broken down into 
smaller and smaller units of analysis, implicating an 
increasing number of external relations. In an analysis 
of the Victorian government’s significant ECEC reform 
agenda between 2006 and 2010, Flottman and Page 
(2012) argue that the reform agenda was not a result 
of a single event, but rather ‘a series of interconnected 
events that took place over a couple of years that served 
as the catalyst’ (p. 18) for the reform agenda. While they 
did not use ‘eventalizing’ in their analysis, Flottman and 
Page’s conclusion illuminates how ‘eventalizing’ can be 
a worthwhile method of analysis for understanding the 
contingencies on which policy events occur. 

Eventalizing generates an understanding of the complexity 
of the ratio case study, instead of a linear process leading 
to an inevitable conclusion (Giugni, 2010). While the ratio 
case study is a relatively localised issue, eventalizing is 
a form of analysis that connects the local to the macro; 
it illuminates the multiplicities from which singularities 
are connected (Foucault, 1991). The singular event of 
Minister Burney announcing the approval of 1:4 in 2008 
can be connected to multiple other events. Eventalizing 
lightens the ‘weight of causality’ (Foucault, 1991,  
p. 77) and generates the polyhedron of intelligibility by 
constructing around a singularity, the ‘multiple processes 
which constitute it’ (Foucault, 1991, p. 76). Influence on 
politicians, therefore, is a complex web of power relations 
that shift and change, and is contingent on multiple forces. 
The notion of ‘influence’, particularly in terms of activists’ 
influence (which is the particular focus of this case study), 
is conceptualised within a Foucaultian power-knowledge-
discourse frame and understood through the enactment 
of eventalizing. 

Methodology

An instrumental case study (Stake, 2006) was used to 
explore influences on politicians’ policy decision making 
in ECEC in relation to the NSW ratio issue. The case study 
design was pertinent given Fitz and Halpin’s (1994) warning 
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that the political elite may ‘simply end up reproducing the 
discourse of the powerful’ leading to ‘the problem of 
uncritically accepting elite narratives as the authentic, valid 
account of how policy was formulated and why’ (p. 48). 
The case study offered a range of angles and perspectives 
on the influences and processes of political policy making 
and the role of government in ECEC. 

Interviews with case study participants

The University Human Ethics Committee approved 
the study and all participants gave informed consent. 
Two groups were invited to participate in the study: 
representatives from the early childhood field, and 
politicians. The early childhood representatives were 
invited to participate in the ratio case study only, while 
the politicians were invited to participate in both the ratio 
case study (where relevant) and other aspects of the study 
not reported here. All the interviews were conducted by 
the author between March 2008 and July 2009.

Early childhood representatives were identified using 
insider knowledge, recommendations from participants, 
and information gathered from key documents. They 
were chosen if they had been significantly involved in the 
ratio case study at any point in the eight years. Ten key 
early childhood representatives were contacted by letter/
email to participate in the research. Of the ten, one person 
formally declined and three people did not respond. In 
total, six interviews with early childhood representatives 
were held. Participant codes and pseudonyms are listed 
in Table 1. 

Table 1.  Early Childhood Ratio (ECR) participants’ codes 
and pseudonyms

Code pseudonym sex
ECR1 James M

ECR2 Diane F

ECR3 Madeline F

ECR4 Phillip M

ECR5 Cassandra F

ECR6 Joanne F

The recruitment of politicians was restricted to those who 
held either a current seat in Parliament or had formerly 
held a seat in Parliament within the previous five years. 
All invited politicians had experience with early childhood 
policy areas. For logistical reasons, only NSW and federal 
parliamentarians were invited to participate. A total of 
49 politicians—25 federal politicians and 24 NSW state 
politicians—were contacted by letter to participate in 
the research. Of the 49, 14 politicians declined and 26 
politicians did not respond to the invitation letter. In total, 
12 interviews with political figures were held. At the time 
the interviews were conducted, eight of the politicians 
held non-government positions in the NSW State and 
Federal Parliaments: three politicians were members 

of major parties; four were members of minor parties; 
and one was an independent member of Parliament. 
One of the politicians interviewed was a Government 
Minister. Additionally, interviews were conducted with 
three public servants, each of whom had been heavily 
involved in federal ECEC policy. Recruitment of two of 
the public servants was serendipitous due to a networking 
opportunity and a Minister requesting that the public 
servant participate on his behalf. The third public servant 
was invited to participate due to their senior position in 
federal social policy development.

Table 2.  Politician participants’ demographic information

Code pseudonym sex level of 
politics

Response to ratio 
case study

P1 Maree F Federal Not asked

P2 Michael M State Asked; No knowledge 

P3 Kathy F State Provided comment

P4 Gwen F State Provided comment

P5 Penny F State Provided comment

P6 Michelle F Federal Not asked

P7 Daniel M Federal Not asked

P8 Christine F Federal Not asked

P9 Naomi F State Provided comment

P10 Simon M State Provided comment

P11 Andrew M Federal Not asked

P12 Margaret F Federal Not asked

The six federal politicians were not questioned on the 
ratio case study in NSW as the researcher was aware 
they had not been directly involved. Of the remaining 
six NSW state politicians, five of them spoke about 
ratios in NSW and one of the NSW state politicians was 
asked about the ratio issue but had no knowledge of it. 
Therefore, five politician interviews (P3, P4, P5, P9 and 
P10) were included in the analysis for this case study. 
Four of these interviews were conducted between March 
and May in 2008, when the ‘One to four, make it law’ 
campaign was in full swing, and the fifth interview was 
held a year later in May 2009, after the 1:4 ratio had been 
approved by Minister Burney. Table 2 indicates politician 
participants’ pseudonyms, demographic information and 
whether the ratio case study was discussed. 

Data analysis

As previously described, a Foucaultian power-knowledge-
discourse positioning framed the data analysis process. 
Initially, interview transcripts were coded into themes; 
participants’ responses to standard questions were 
compared; and, implicit and explicit content was identified 
(Fairclough, 1995). Various language functions were 
identified such as metaphors, quotes, humour/sarcasm, 
contradiction and ambiguity (Tobin, 2008). Interview 
transcripts were also analysed to consider ‘the “unsaid” 



Australasian Journal of Early Childhood       Volume 38 Number 3 September 2013100

or the “unspoken” to illuminate participants: being 
constrained or silenced by discourse’ (Foucault, 1994 as 
cited in Bown et al., 2011, p. 271).

This process of analysis identified multiple storylines and 
themes, and allowed me to view the case study as a web 
of interrelated actors, events and texts at an international, 
national, state and local level. Foucault’s tool of eventalizing 
seemed an appropriate vehicle for further analysis of the 
web of relations.

eventalizing the ratio campaign

In this section, I ‘trace the way that certain events 
happened and examine the contingent events which may, 
or may not, have played a role’ (Mills, 2003, p. 115) in 
the ratio campaign. This section is organised into three 
interrelated threads. Each thread begins with an analysis 
of the broader national/international events or practices, 
and then connects these events to effects produced at 
the state/local level, specifically in relation to the ratio 
campaign. 

economic, consumer and market discourses

Rizvi and Lingard (2010) describe the influence of global 
economic trends on Australian education policy as an 
‘almost universal shift from social democratic to neoliberal 
orientations in thinking about educational purposes and 
governance’ (p. 3). In ECEC in Australia, these global trends 
can be observed in the federal government policy decisions 
of the 1980s and 1990s. First, the extension of fee relief 
to users of for-profit ECEC settings in the 1980s opened 
the field to market forces more directly (Brennan, 1998). 
The extension of fee relief to for-profit ECEC settings was 
followed by the federal government’s decision in 1997 
to withdraw operational subsidies from centre-based and 
outside-school-hours care services (Brennan, 1998). These 
policy decisions saw the proliferation of private for-profit 
ECEC settings into the new millennium. 

The ECEC policies of the 1980s and 1990s that largely 
positioned ECEC in a consumer market culture directly 
affected policy at the state level. The ratio campaign is 
an example at the micro level of how the competition 
between the interests of children, families, business 
and government maintained pedagogical conditions that 
were widely considered suboptimal and low quality. 
After advocacy and activism efforts at the beginning of 
the millennium agitating for a change in the staff–child 
ratio for birth to two-year-olds, in November 2002 the 
draft regulation was released which included a proposal to 
change the existing staff–child ratio of 1:5 for children birth 
to two years to 1:4. At the time, media reports revealed 
the NSW Minister for Community Services Carmel Tebbutt 
supported the proposed change in ratio (for example, see 
Wood, 2003), which was confirmed during interviews 
with ECEC participants in the case study reported here. 

However, the ensuing government-commissioned 
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PWC) Regulatory Impact 
Statement report in December 2002 concluded that:

Reduced staff–child ratios will result in a direct 
increase in the cost of service provision in what is 
already a high cost component of children’s services … 
The resulting impact could be a reduction in access to 
services, rather than an increase in the quality of care 
(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2002, p. 67).

Despite her indications of supporting the change in ratio, 
Minister Tebbutt eventually rejected the proposed change 
citing the conclusions of the PWC report. The first official 
rejection of the proposed ratio change reflected an interest 
in the birth to two-year-old staff–child ratio that ran deeper 
than just the Minister responsible for the portfolio. As one 
participant reflected, ‘[Minister Tebbutt] wasn’t part of the 
inner circle around Bob Carr [NSW Premier at the time] and 
his ministry … all men from treasury and various influential 
departments like that who basically vetoed the one to 
four as costing parents too much money and potentially 
an election loser’ (ECR6 Joanne, interview transcript). 
Minister Tebbutt’s speech to Parliament reflected the 
continued influence of business and consumer discourses 
in Australian ECEC policy. Data from the case study 
suggested these discourses were driven by a core circle 
of politicians from finance and treasury, indicative of the 
‘highly competitive funding environment’ (Sumsion, 2006, 
p. 6) characteristic of economic rationalist politics.

Despite the announcement that the 1:4 ratio would 
not go ahead, proponents continued to rally support by 
commissioning the Social Policy Research Centre to 
investigate the plausibility of the 1:4 ratio and by convening 
a meeting with representatives from both community-
based and privately run organisations to discuss the ratio 
issue. At this meeting, an in-principle agreement was 
reached by all attendees that a 1:4 ratio was viable, which 
was subsequently communicated to Minister Tebbutt’s 
advisor. Joanne reflected that ‘even though we didn’t 
get the outcome we want, I actually think we were quite 
influential in getting to people and starting them thinking 
about the issues’ (ECR6 Joanne, interview transcript).

In response to the sector’s collaborative efforts, in May 2004, 
Minister Tebbutt established the Cross-sectoral Taskforce, 
which consisted of six ECEC sector representatives (of both 
community-based and privately operated organisations) 
plus one representative from the DoCS. The priority of 
economic impact over quality was again reflected in the 
brief of the Cross-sectoral Taskforce: to investigate and 
report on possible strategies to enable a 1:4 ratio ‘without 
adverse impact on the number (and cost) of places 
available to children 0–2’ (Cross-sectoral Taskforce, 2006, 
p. 4). Establishing the Taskforce nevertheless reflected 
Minister Tebbutt’s continued support for a change in ratio 
but more importantly, reflected the ongoing activist work 
of campaigners to keep the issue on the political agenda. 
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Two years later, in May 2006, the final Cross-sectoral 
Taskforce majority report was released. The majority 
report, authored by four Taskforce members, supported the 
change to the 1:4 ratio. It was accompanied by a dissenting 
report, authored by the remaining two members of the 
Taskforce, who opposed the findings of the majority report 
(the DoCS representative was not listed as author of either 
report). By the time these reports were released, Minister 
Tebbutt had been replaced by Minister Reba Meaghar, 
who rejected the majority report. The continued success 
of dissenters in keeping the ratio at 1:5 reflected the wider 
perception that ECEC was a service to working families 
and a business sector to be protected. This sentiment 
was evident in the comments of one politician participant, 
Penny (P5):

There’s purists here who say ‘well of course we have 
to have—that’s terrible that babies aren’t almost one 
to one’. But in some cases it would mean a business 
would close up … there’s a set of parents with 
nowhere to put their nought to two-year-old, there’s 
a set of early childhood teachers who don’t have a 
job—there’s a business that just went out of business 
because of a requirement on the business (P5 Penny, 
interview transcript).

Proponents of a 1:4 ratio remained aware of how different 
discourses appealed to and influenced various people. The 
ECEC participants discussed ways to strategically use 
the more normalised discourses of economics, health/
medicine and science to influence some politicians. At the 
same time, participants also drew on alternate discourses, 
such as discourses of quality and children’s rights, to 
ensure the rhetoric about ratios was not solely focused on 
economic impact. In contrast to Penny’s comments above, 
politician participant Kathy described her view of the 
impact of ratios on children and educators’ experiences:

… [W]hat made me particularly conscious, in the under 
twos, just how as far as I can see, how extraordinarily 
difficult for one person to cater for a very young child, 
a full-on job. So to have a ratio of one to five, or even 
one to four I think is asking a lot of staff (P3 Kathy, 
interview transcript).

Kathy’s remarks indicate that quality and equity discourses 
resonated with her views and political position. Penny 
and Kathy’s comments are examples of how various 
discourses penetrated politicians’ beliefs about ratios 
for babies. Recognising a range of discursive influences, 
Joanne (ECR6) spoke about the importance of using 
different communicative strategies in order to appeal to 
various politicians. She explained the value in ‘… delivering 
the same message but in different words so people are 
hearing what they want to hear’ (ECR6 Joanne, interview 
transcript). This seemed particularly important given the 
competitive funding environment (Sumsion, 2006, p. 6) 
and the power of Treasury to veto policy decisions.

Alternatively, James (ECR1) argued that economic and 

quality arguments for a change in ratio were at odds:

I don’t think quality and affordability actually sit 
together. I don’t see how they work together. Quality 
costs. And if we constantly go down the affordability 
argument, we’re going to find it extremely difficult to 
progress quality (ECR1 James, interview transcript).

James argued that high-quality ECEC requires substantial 
financial investment, challenging the assertion that ECEC 
can be high quality and low cost. However, this argument 
is predicated on the assumption ECEC is paid for by the 
consumer and partially subsidised by the government. A 
high-quality, fully subsidised ECEC system could potentially 
assert affordability (for families) and quality. 

Yet curiously, it was widely acknowledged many ‘major 
employing bodies’ in NSW had already implemented a 1:4 
ratio before it was made mandatory, as far back as the first 
Regulatory Impact Statement (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
2002, p. 66). As implementation of the 1:4 ratio had 
already proved possible, dissenting groups presumably 
had a particularly strong influence. The Dissenting Minority 
Report, written by two members of the Cross-sectoral 
Taskforce who represented the peak organisation Child 
Care NSW, insisted a 1:4 ratio would ‘result in the loss of 
many hundreds of places for children under two’ (Cross-
sectoral Taskforce, 2006, p. 18). But perhaps the more 
persuasive element of their argument was their belief that 
1:4 would have ‘serious affordability impacts for families 
at all centres, at a time when quality of services is not an 
immediate concern’ (Cross-sectoral Taskforce, 2006, p. 18, 
emphasis added). The discourse of quality was contested 
throughout the campaign. On the one hand, proponents of 
1:4 were asserting a ratio of 1:5 could not support quality 
ECEC, while on the other hand dissenters were insisting 
quality already existed with a 1:5 ratio. 

Globalising education policy

In the previous section I argued the globalisation of 
neo-liberal economic policy generated business and 
consumerist discourses within ECEC policy in Australia 
that directly impacted on politicians’ decisions for ratios 
in NSW. Specifically I have shown how these discourses 
regularly overshadowed discussions of quality and equity. 
Despite this blockage to activists’ efforts, a Foucaultian 
analysis illustrates the productive power of globalisation. 
International organisations such as the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperative Development (OECD) and UNICEF 
have produced reports on ECEC provision that compare 
countries within their remit, of which Australia is part. 

In particular, the Starting Strong II Report (Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2006) highlighted 
Australia’s relative poor performance in the provision of 
ECEC in comparison to other OECD countries. Specifically, 
Starting Strong II illuminated a low GDP expenditure in 
ECEC; a mismatch between the policy direction being 
taken by policy-makers and the perspectives of those in the 
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ECEC field; a fragmented system of multiple jurisdictions 
and responsibilities; a poorly remunerated and minimally 
qualified ECEC workforce; and a high rate of child poverty 
experienced predominantly by Indigenous children. 

The globalisation of ECEC policy through these reports 
produced the effects of: highlighting under-performing and 
high-performing countries; disseminating knowledge of 
innovative practices; promoting universal indicators of quality 
such as qualifications, group size and staff–child ratios; and 
highlighting ECEC as an essential provision in many countries. 
While not directly related to the ratios issue at this time, 
the Starting Strong II report appeared to influence a shift in 
national ECEC policy that eventually generated an opportunity 
for 1:4 campaigners and politicians alike.

At the time of the release of Starting Strong II in 2006, 
the then Howard-led coalition government gave it little 
attention. Mal Brough, the Minister for Families and 
Community Services, did not make any public comment 
on the findings of Starting Strong II, verbally or textually. 
Indeed, in 2007 Minister Brough declared himself the 
‘Minister for Child Care’ and rejected the argument that 
ECEC was part of the education sector (Brough, 2007). 
Minister Brough’s address exemplified the view of the 
coalition government that ECEC was merely a service to 
working parents and a viable business venture. The impact 
of Starting Strong II was observed later, at the end of 2007, 
prior to the federal election, when the Australian Labor 
Party, led by Kevin Rudd, cited the findings of the report 
in three of their four ECEC pre-election policies. 

One participant, Madeline, drew the connection between 
the eventual approval of 1:4 and the influence of 
international reports on ECEC provision on politicians:

[T]here’s been research showing [staff–child ratios 
are] important, there have been the OECD reports and 
other things pointing out to government it’s something 
they should do. I mean even the research around brain 
research … I think all those things are pressure points … 
they’d also realised that it’s not a nice place to work in, 
in a one to five ratio. So you know, I actually believe all 
those things, if you like, join together to put pressure on 
the government and it just depends what other big things 
are on the agenda and with national standards and other 
things being talked about the research being fairly clear, 
something that you can actually cost, it just, you know, 
became it’s time (ECR3 Madeline, interview transcript).

Madeline’s insight is reflected in the argument of this 
paper; that the ratio event was ‘overdetermined’ by ‘a 
multiplicity of possible causes, the conjunction of which 
brought the event [government approval of 1:4] to occur’ 
(Mills, 2003, p. 114). In particular, Madeline asserted OECD 
reports played a role in bringing ECEC into focus at the 
national level, which inevitably filtered to state ECEC 
policy. When the OECD report was encountered by Kevin 
Rudd in the lead-up to the election, the ratio campaign had 
already created a place for itself on the NSW political radar 

through the persistence of ECEC activists. It resulted in a 
political opportunity for the NSW government to align itself 
with national policy by approving an issue already in its 
sight, a view shared by other ECEC case study participants. 

The global financial crisis and a new federal 
Government

Less than five months before the Australian federal 
election, in August 2007, the USA subprime lending market 
collapsed, generating the Global Financial Crisis (GFC). 
Despite the enormous ramifications of this global event, 
the Australian Labor Party released four ECEC pre-election 
policies (for the anticipated election in November 2007) as 
part of their Education Revolution, which drew positive 
interest from the early childhood sector. Of particular note 
was the proposal to increase the Child Care Tax rebate, 
which perhaps provided much needed financial incentive 
at the state level to mandate the 1:4 ratio.

While nationally the Labor party was devising ambitious 
ECEC policy prior to the federal election, the ratio 
campaign was simultaneously rallying support. In June 
2007, the campaign organised a roundtable to discuss 
activism strategies with over 40 invited organisations 
and individuals. The meeting intended to reinvigorate the 
‘One to four, make it law’ campaign. Regular meetings of 
this consortium were held over the following year with an 
official launch of the renewed campaign held in October 
2007 involving a live television broadcast and an opening 
ceremony at a Sydney university. The reinvigoration of 
the campaign occurred concurrently with the ambitious 
but widely welcomed policy momentum at the federal 
level. Yet at this particularly energetic policy moment in 
ECEC, in NSW the Minister responsible for ECEC, Kevin 
Greene, was perceived to be disinterested in the campaign 
by four of the participants in this study, who recalled being 
‘fobbed off’ during a meeting with him. Joanne concluded: ‘I 
suspect it wasn’t even on his radar’ (ECR6 Joanne, interview 
transcript). Nevertheless, it was during Minister Greene’s 
term that Booz and Company was commissioned by DoCS 
to produce the second Regulatory Impact Statement, 
which was submitted to the government in September 
2008, a month before Minister Greene was replaced by 
Minister Burney. The Booz and Company report found that 
implementing a 1:4 ratio would result in: 34 per cent of 
centres with no cost increase; a majority of centres facing 
a cost increase (but who would likely increase staff and 
maintain the number of birth to two-year-old places); and an 
estimated average daily increase of $7.59 per birth to two 
year child for most centres, which could be spread across 
all age groups to reduce the impact (Booz & Company, 
2008, p. i). The Booz and Company Report provided modest 
economic impact estimates, countering dissenters’ claims 
that 1:4 would result in ‘loss of many hundreds of places’ 
and ‘serious affordability impacts for families at all centres’ 
(Cross-sectoral Taskforce, 2006, p. 18).
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After the Rudd Labor Government was elected in November 
2007, work on the policy promises began quickly as the 
Education Revolution began, which included significant ECEC 
policy reforms. At the time the Rudd Labor Government 
was elected, each state and territory government was 
also being led by a Labor government (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2012). It was a particularly opportune time for the 
Commonwealth to implement the National Reform Agenda 
through the Council of Australian Governments, given the 
heads of states/territories and Commonwealth all belonged 
to the same political party. Amidst the renewed focus on 
ECEC policy, Australia’s largest for-profit, publicly listed 
provider of ECEC, ABC Learning Centres, began to unravel, 
and trade was suspended in March 2008. A month after ABC 
Learning Centres entered receivership, UNICEF released the 
Report Card 8, which showed Australia meeting only two 
of the ten benchmarks in ECEC provisions of the countries 
examined. Australia was ranked 23 out of 25 OECD countries 
by UNICEF (UNICEF, 2008). This report, combined with the 
collapse of ABC Learning, painted a grim picture, but not 
without opportunities. 

In August 2008, the Rudd Government, through COAG, 
expanded its ECEC pre-election policies with the release 
of the National Quality Framework (NQF) discussion paper. 
The NQF discussion paper was a comprehensive document 
outlining the government’s intentions to implement the 
National Reform Agenda in ECEC, with a focus on quality 
and improvement. It seems likely that reports such as 
Starting Strong II and UNICEF Report Card 8 provided some 
impetus for the Rudd Government to reform the ECEC 
sector using the mechanisms of COAG. Notably, the NQF 
recognised the importance of structural components of 
quality stating ‘[r]esearch also shows that prime structural 
indicators of the quality of formal care, sometimes referred 
to as the “iron triangle”, are staff qualifications, child-to-
staff ratios and group size’. (Productivity Agenda Working 
Group, 2008, p. 14). 

While the research supporting lower staff–child ratios 
has been long known to political figures (for example, 
see PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2002), the ‘play of forces’ 
(Foucault, 1991) at this time in the political arena created an 
opportunity to reposition the purpose of ECEC in Australia. 
The NQF, acknowledging the recommendations in the 
Starting Strong II report, stated ‘at the heart of the reforms is 
the need to put the child at the centre of policy development 
and the delivery of services’ (Productivity Agenda Working 
Group, 2008, p. 12). The sentiments evident in federal policy 
were reflected in one NSW politician participant’s rhetoric: ‘…
the real issue at the end of the day, the real discussion and 
what led us to this position on changing the ratio was in fact 
the benefits for children.’ (P9 Naomi, interview transcript).

Was this new interest and investment in ECEC partly 
attributable to the GFC? The then Prime Minister, Kevin 
Rudd, provided an insight into the government’s views on 
the GFC in an essay published in February 2009, arguing 

the GFC was a result of ‘that particular brand of free-
market fundamentalism, extreme capitalism and excessive 
greed’ (Rudd, 2009). This description could easily apply 
to the executive of ABC Learning, a company whose 
liquidation was closely overseen by the government. The 
subsequent take-over of 570 ABC Learning Centres by the 
government-approved GoodStart consortium of non-profit 
organisations (Gillard, 2010), provides additional evidence 
that the government was committed to changing the ECEC 
landscape in Australia, and perhaps, was another incentive 
for the NSW government to demonstrate support for federal 
ECEC policies by approving the 1:4 ratio. 

Discussion and conclusion

I mean there’s probably a lot of people out there sitting 
there and thinking that would never have happened, 
you know. And so if it’s happened, what else is 
possible? (ECR5 Cassandra, interview transcript).

Eventalizing the ratio campaign generated a ‘picture’ of 
events with crystal-like refractions (Giugni, 2010) of a broad, 
complex set of relations between people and events. 
Through eventalizing, the paper has argued market and 
consumer discourses, driven by global trends in neo-liberal 
politics, unrelentingly influenced the NSW government to 
maintain the 1:5 ratio for more than six years. Even though 
market and consumerist discourses were highly influential 
and difficult to penetrate, activists continued to promote 1:4 
through a range of strategies. In doing so, activists were 
able to seize an opportune moment when several events 
caused the neo-liberal agenda to momentarily waver. These 
events—the GFC; the release of international reports on 
ECEC highlighting Australia’s poor performance; the change in 
federal government; and the Labor party in power in all states 
and territories (and subsequent full Labor representation at 
COAG)—enabled ECEC activists to, once again, generate 
political attention on this longstanding issue. Simultaneously, 
these macro events also allowed an alternative discourse to 
seep into NSW politicians’ talk of ECEC policy. 

The article began with participant Cassandra’s provocation 
to question the political agenda behind ratios for babies, 
and it closes with her invitation to imagine the possibilities 
for future ECEC policy. Critical imagination, according 
to Sumsion (2006), is the ‘capacity to envisage a more 
equitable and just world’ (p. 4). It invites different ways of 
thinking about existing problems in order to act differently 
and believe in the possibility of change (Sumsion, 2006). 
Importantly, critical action involves a refusal to accept 
that the status quo ‘is beyond interrogation and eventual 
transformation’ (Sumsion, 2007, p. 319). The ratio campaign 
case study highlights the importance of continually pushing 
back at neo-liberal agendas that work so effectively in policy 
contexts. But the ratio campaign is also a longstanding 
example of how the critical imaginations of the broader 
ECEC sector, and some politicians, were sustained to 
eventually witness a hopeful change in ECEC policy.
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