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Abstract
Governments and international organizations have become increasingly enamored of quantitative 
techniques for setting and monitoring policy goals. Performance indicators, targets, rankings, league 
tables and balanced scorecards are all typical tools of public policy, both across countries and in 
organizations such as the European Commission, OECD and UN agencies. Immigration and asylum 
has not been immune from such techniques. Indeed, in the UK, both Labour and Conservative 
governments have established high profile quantitative targets on asylum, and, more recently, net 
migration. Such targets have two main functions. They are designed to ‘discipline’ actors in the 
public administration by setting clear priorities and monitoring performance to these goals. And they 
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are valued as a tool of political communication, to signal to skeptical publics that the government is 
committed to immigration control, and to enable publics to hold their leaders to account. 

The talk will draw on findings from a major ESRC project on ‘The Politics of Monitoring’ (2013–16), 
which explored the use of targets in UK immigration and asylum policy, as well as the effects of 
such targets on policy-making and implementation and public debates. Christina Boswell will look in 
particular at impacts of the 2010 ‘net migration target’ on UK public political debates on immigration. 
This was a very controversial target, and one that swiftly proved to be unfeasible. However, the 
framing of policy goals as a target had a number of profound effects on political debate. It is argued, 
that we can understand this in terms of two effects of quantification on policy framing: a classification 
effect, whereby quantification creates discrete, equivalent (and simplified) units to be counted; and 
a measurement effect, whereby the codification of social issues in numbers becomes a normal and 
expected feature of political debate The lecture will explore these two ideas by analyzing parliamentary 
debate and media coverage of the target between 2010–15. (See also this blog post)
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