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‘This is a careful and nuanced account of regulatory crisis that is both illuminating
and surprising. Hutter and Lloyd-Bostock show how regulatory crises can emerge,
fester or fade through the complex interplay of events, institutions and individuals.
Their analysis eschews a bland narrative in favour of richness of detail that
provides the reader with a depth and authority of insight.’

Fiona Haines, University of Melbourne

‘All future scholars of disaster, natural or otherwise, will have to consult this wide-
ranging comparative study of the complex and multiple forces that aim to ignore,
remediate or exploit this crucial species of public troubles. | know of no work that
matches it in terms of thorough documentation and range across so wide variety
of cases.’

Harvey Molotch, New York University

‘Regulatory Crisis breaks new ground in understanding risk and regulation by
showing how disasters and crises can become a crisis for regulators. Comparing
five high-profile cases, the authors’ novel approach uncovers how heretofore
invisible organizational and political outcomes of a crisis unfold, affecting the
mundane routines and understanding of individual regulators and at the same
time, threatening the regulatory organization’s legitimacy. A major achievement,
the book’s analysis and implications are highly relevant for scholars in disaster
studies, risk and regulation, regulatory bodies and policy specialists.’

Diane Vaughan, Columbia University

‘As someone who lived through the volcanic ash crisis, | found this book
fascinating in its separation of the regulatory challenge involved in managing a
serious risk and the subsequent crisis that can arise around the legitimacy of the
regulator itself. In particular, | found the analysis of the drivers that often lie behind
regulatory reform following a crisis illuminating and helpful. This book provides
much insight and challenge for all those who have an interest in regulation,
including politicians, businesses, the public and regulators and is a thoughtful
contribution to the understanding of regulation and regulatory pressures.’

Dame Deirdre Hutton, Chair, Civil Aviation Authority
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Regulatory Crisis

Using a new concept — ‘regulatory crisis’ — this book examines how
major crises may or may not affect regulation. The authors provide a
detailed analysis of selected well-known disasters, tracing multiple
interwoven sources of influence and competing narratives shaping crises
and their impact. Their findings challenge currently influential ideas
about ‘regulatory failure’, ‘risk society’ and the process of learning from
disasters. They argue that interpretations of and responses to disasters
and crises are fluid, socially constructed and open to multiple influ-
ences. Official sense-making can be too readily taken at face value.
Failure to manage risks may not be central or even necessary for a
regulatory crisis to emerge from a disaster, and the impacts for the
regulator can take on a life detached from the precipitating disaster or
Crisis.

Bridget M. Hutter is Professor of Risk Regulation, Department of
Sociology, at the London School of Economics and Political Science.
She is a leading authority on risk regulation, and her book publications
include Compliance, Regulation & Risk, Organizational Encounters with
Risk and Anticiparing Risks and Organizing Regulation.

Sally Lloyd-Bostock is Visiting Professor in the Department of
Sociology at the London School of Economics. She was Professor of
Psychology and Law at the University of Birmingham and Director
of the University’s Institute of Judicial Administration. She is widely
known for her influential work in psychology and law.
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Preface

High-profile disasters and crises regularly prompt debate about the
adequacy of risk regulation and the need for regulatory reform — debate
that often takes place through highly visible media coverage. At the time
our ideas for this book were crystalizing, examples included the global
financial crisis, the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico in
2010 and the damage to the Fukushima nuclear facility in 2011, all of
which elicited criticisms of regulators and calls for changes to regulation.
Repeatedly, events such as these throw regulators into crisis — but it
seemed to us it was a peculiar form of crisis with a particular life history.
We wanted to ask: What initiates and shapes the crisis for regulators?
And when the disruption of disaster and crisis dies down, what does it
leave behind for regulators and regulation? Have regulatory regimes in
fact been redefined or reformed? Substantial bodies of social science
literature had considered disasters and crises, their genesis and conse-
quences, but very little attention had been paid specifically to how
disaster and crisis interact with regulation. The regulation literature
identified a relationship between disasters and regulation, but it was ill
developed. Regulation was often seen to be a result of disasters, and there
was some debate about this being a way of appeasing public outrage
around accidents; but there was little work on the different patterns of
response we were observing. We decided to start researching in much
more depth the relationship between regulation and disasters, and in
particular when and how these generated crises for regulation. We
wanted to look at disasters and crises — not to understand how they
happened or might have been prevented, but to understand their impact
on regulation.

Anecdotally we found that our previous work often led us to predict
and recognize recurring patterns following the recognition of a disaster or
crisis. An early observation was that across various regulators, disasters
reveal dilemmas embedded in modern approaches to regulation,
dilemmas which are in turn reflective of dilemmas in modern societies.
Regulators are charged with a delicate and difficult task, and this
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xii Preface

becomes most evident at times of crisis. Increasingly we observed that in
the aftermath of a disaster or crisis, the narratives that become current
were the product of multifaceted social networks and processes. Blaming
the regulator was embedded in a competition between opposing, and
often powerful, interests. Our observations also raised questions for us
about the role of government.

Building on our previous research, we began developing a project to
examine these interactions and impacts. We were persuaded that they
were much more intricate than had been recognized, and also that
repeated patterns had not been fully considered because they fall
between existing bodies of literature or because they are obscured by
some of the conceptual models being adopted. We realized that promin-
ent theoretical approaches within the various literatures did not readily
allow us to frame the questions we wanted to ask. We did not only need
to integrate literature from different disciplines and traditions. We
needed to develop a new approach. This book is the outcome of our
attempt to do so. At the heart of the approach we developed was our
conviction that crises for regulators are best studied separately from the
disaster or wider crisis that precipitated them. The book, therefore,
explores the consequences of treating regulatory crisis as a phenomenon
in its own right.

The processes we were interested in required consideration of empir-
ical examples. We draw on five very different examples from the United
Kingdom. Not everyone will agree that they are examples of crises; such
is the nature of the way these events are constructed. We have taken
examples which at some point have been perceived as crises for
regulators, either by the regulatory organization itself or by outside
commentators, often both. Some were long-lived; others were relatively
short-lived. Some were resolved without drastic changes; in others the
crisis proved fatal to the regulatory organization. We do not set out to
offer a full account of each one. We faced the usual trade-off between the
depth of a case study and the possibility of drawing conclusions across
contexts. In the context of the book it is revealing and necessary to
consider the patterns, commonalities and variations across a broader
sample of examples. Indeed, it was this that led us to the surprising
conclusion that failure to manage risks might not be central or even
necessary for a regulatory crisis to emerge from a disaster.

The focus of the book is very much upon risk regulation, and bringing
aspects of the rich disasters literature to bear to help us to make greater
sense of the role of risk regulation in contemporary society. We integrate
our own empirical work with aspects of these literatures in a critical
appraisal of contemporary debates surrounding regulation and its
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‘failures’. We do hope that disaster researchers will also find this of
interest. We have struggled with some of the difficulties they highlight
in their work, not least the dangers of hindsight. We have also struggled
with the dangers, on the one hand, of inferring inevitability of crisis given
a set of preconditions and, on the other hand, understanding the scope
for regulators to shape and manage a regulatory crisis. We have not
normatively evaluated the cases we include, although there is much that
could be said about them all. In some of our cases regulators clearly
made major mistakes and in others they did so alongside other groups.
But the organizational and political outcomes of the regulatory crises we
studied were not always predictable. We identify a level of precariousness
in some of the examples we use with opportunistic, strategic activities by
some groups and leaders within and external to regulatory organizations,
redirecting the course of events. This implies some flexibility is
demanded in the anticipation of risks and the handling of crises; there
are dangers in being too prescriptive.

Our primary audience is scholars interested in risk regulation, but we
hope the book will have implications and interest for a much wider
audience.
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