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Abstract: Over the past decade, the social/human services sector across North 
America has continually moved towards a strong emphasis on new management 
systems and tools for performance measurement, as a means to track government 
investment and to inform services planning. This trend has contributed to the 
growth of a parallel industry in the form of independent accreditation bodies, 
which act to develop regulatory standards, as well as to perform evaluations and 
monitoring. In many communities accreditation now plays a significant role in 
defining both the eligibility of agencies to apply for government contracts, as well 
as the performance objectives of organizational management and service delivery. 
This paper looks at the service system for street-involved youth in Vancouver, 
Canada, as a site to explore this novel institutional arrangement. Drawing from 
broader literature on regulatory standards institutions, this paper outlines a 
research agenda to question the role of accreditation bodies in shaping child and 
youth care services, as well as the broader values, ideologies, and power dynamics 
that surround accreditation. 
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This paper is exploratory in nature. It seeks to expose, and begin to investigate, a 
significant gap in research related to the planning and delivery of services for street-
involved youth. In North America, organizational management and program evaluation in 
the social and human services sector have been an area of interest since the 1970s. 
However from the late 1990s onwards, the focus on adopting management practices 
modeled after the business sector has grown substantially, as both service providers and 
funders look to track investment, produce tangible results, and demonstrate value and 
accountability. In the context of street-youth services, this has been part of a wider effort 
to develop more strategic and coordinated service delivery systems (Hambrick & Rog, 
2000; Rosenheck et al., 2001; Concodora, 2008; Wiig & Tuell, 2008; Social Planning and 
Research Council of Hamilton, 2009). While many of theses initiatives have led to 
significant service improvements (see Basi, Clelland, Khind, & Severinson, 2012, pp. 
31–34), they have also led to major changes to service delivery, to organizations, and to 
the practices and objectives that frame policy and funding (see Guenther, 2011). 
Therefore as researchers and community advocates strive to engage the actors, resources, 
and public support necessary to building effective solutions to youth homelessness (see 
Gaetz, 2014), an accurate understanding of the factors that shape the service system is 
vital. 

  
These new management trends have also contributed to the emergence of a related 

industry in the form of private accreditation bodies, which develop performance 
standards and carry out evaluations and monitoring. Across North America accreditation 
now often plays a significant role in defining both the eligibility of agencies to apply for 
government contracts, as well as management and service delivery practices. While there 
is a relatively expansive body of research on street-youth services, the role of 
accreditation in shaping policy and service systems – as well as the private institutions 
that administer accreditation – is an area of research almost entirely unexplored. 

  
This paper looks at Vancouver, Canada as a site to examine the role of private 

accreditation in shaping services for street-involved youth in a local setting. In the 
context of Vancouver, accreditation requirements have been formalized into the contract 
policies of the provincial Ministry of Children and Family Development (MCFD) since 
1999. While much of the research and policy discussion on street-youth services in 
Vancouver is focused on interventions at the municipal or urban-regional level (e.g., 
Millar, 2009; Basi et al., 2012), funding decisions by the MCFD – which is considered 
the largest funder of street-youth services in Vancouver (Guenther, 2011, pp. 71–72) – 
play a substantial role in shaping the service system. 

  
The increasing influence of private accreditation in street-youth services, and the 

social/human services sector more broadly, reveals the need for an expanded perspective 
on how planning and policy decisions are made, and the actors and institutions involved. 
Through a focus on governance – meaning “the mechanisms, processes and institutions 
through which citizens and groups articulate their interests, exercise their legal rights, 
meet their obligations and mediate their differences” (United Nations Development 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2015) 6(4): 539–560 
 

 541 

Programme, as cited in Brunet-Jailly & Martin, 2010, p. 9) – this paper draws from the 
literature on accreditation, policy trends in public management, and transnational private 
regulatory standards institutions, in order to formulate a research agenda on the role of 
private accreditation in shaping the service system for street-involved youth.  
 
Street-involved Youth and the Service System 
 

The term “street-involved youth” is often used interchangeably with other terms 
such as “homeless youth”, “street youth”, “at-risk youth”, or “vulnerable youth”, each of 
which are commonly used to describe young people who are homeless (Gaetz, 2009). In 
general, homelessness is understood as people who sleep on the street. However 
homelessness can best be understood as a continuum, ranging from “absolute” 
homelessness, whereby people “do not have access to safe and affordable housing and 
may be living on the street or using temporary emergency shelters” to “relative” 
homelessness, where housing may be unsafe, unsuitable, unaffordable, or insecure 
(Condon & Newton, as cited in Millar, 2009, p. 7). Youth also experience homelessness 
in unique ways, and encompasses a broad range of conditions, experiences, and 
backgrounds – from youth who are living on the streets, to youth who have unstable or 
overcrowded accommodations, or are at risk of homelessness through instability of 
relationships or income (see Toro, Lesperance, & Braciszewski, 2011; and Gaetz, 
O’Grady, Buccieri, Krabanow, & Marsolais, 2013, pp. 7–8). 

  
Debate exists regarding the nuances of the various terms listed above (see 

Guenther, 2011), as well as an important critique regarding the harmful effects on youth 
identity and unequal power dynamics involved in certain labels and descriptions (see 
Madison, 2000; and Lindell, 2012). While this larger discussion remains outside the 
scope of this paper, the choice of terminology was intentionally considered. “Street-
involved youth” appears as a common and consistent choice of language by community 
agencies and service providers, as well as in academic literature related to this topic. 
While I would prefer to avoid expressions that impose a characterization on service users, 
the term “street-involved youth” serves a practical purpose, and also serves as a link to 
research that frames this article. I therefore adopt the definition of street-involved youth 
employed by Guenther (2011): “youth and young people up to 24 years of age who do 
not have a permanent place of their own and are living on the street or are involved in 
street life to a significant extent” (p. 15). 

  
  The concept of the “service system” was also deliberately selected for the 

purpose of this paper. There are certain important distinctions to be considered, 
specifically in distinguishing between a “service system” and “homelessness services”. 
As described by De Jong (2013), “a homeless service provider…should be focused on 
ending each individual’s or family’s homelessness first and foremost”. Therefore, while 
the service system for street-involved (or homeless) youth incorporates a continuum of 
supports and prevention services including street outreach, counseling and mental health 
services, drop-in centers, hot meal programs, employment and educational supports, these 
programs should not be equated directly with homelessness service providers. The 
service system framing also fits into how homelessness intervention is discussed in 
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Vancouver, as a “continuum of housing and support” (Greater Vancouver Regional 
Steering Committee on Homelessness, 2003), and “refers to organizations in Vancouver 
which have staff and resources designated to work with street youth” (Guenther, 2011, p. 
15). 

 
Based on the reasons described above, the “service system for street-involved 

youth” has been established as the most clear and appropriate terminology for the scope 
of this research. Lastly, for the purpose of this paper, consideration of the various service 
providers involved in street-youth services will serve two purposes. First, as service 
providers often participate in consultations and decision-making processes, they will be 
considered as actors involved in governance and policy-making processes. Second, they 
will be also be considered in the aggregate – “the service system” – as changes to the 
composition of service providers in the system are an outcome, or product of policy-
making processes. 
 
The MCFD and the Service System for Street-involved Youth in Vancouver 
 

The service system for street-involved youth in Vancouver is highly complex, and 
has evolved significantly over time. Through the interaction of broad social, political, and 
economic processes as well as local dynamics, “many significant changes have 
manifested themselves in the sector…policy and legislative changes…various 
restructuring and contracting out processes, funding changes and centralization and de-
centralization movements” (Guenther, 2011, p. 40). As described by Guenther (2011), the 
governance of street-youth services in Vancouver falls under the jurisdiction of numerous 
government departments and ministries: “the Ministry of Children and Family 
Development (MCFD), health/mental health, the School Board, Probations/Corrections 
…and you also have a dynamic whereby the three layers of government (City, Federal 
and Provincial) are fighting around who has which mandate”, and the “right” approach to 
policy-making (pp. 71–72). Private actors also have a role through grant-making and 
private fundraising. However based on the description below, the MCFD is considered to 
be one of the most important stakeholders, and is presumed to be the largest funder of 
street youth services in Vancouver (Guenther, 2011). 

 
 Prior to the 1980s the availability of services for street-involved youth in 
Vancouver was quite limited. The service system was composed primarily of small 
charities and faith-based organizations, with the province directly providing various 
social welfare services (Guenther, 2011). In the early 1980s, Vancouver’s street-youth 
services began a period of significant expansion, coinciding with broader political trends 
of welfare state reform (Geiger & Wolch, 1986; Skinner & Rosenberg, 2005). The 
provincial government moved to contract out many social service functions to the non-
profit sector and, aside from child welfare/protection and income assistance, 
“privatization was declared a major policy direction for government in social services” 
(Callahan & McNiven, as cited in Guenther, 2011, p. 45). Guenther (2011) describes an 
overall growth in resources and support for street-youth services during this period, 
paired with a decentralization of service delivery through a growing non-profit sector of 
service providers. 
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 This expansion of the non-profit sector as the delivery system for street-youth 
services continued through the 1990s. However, during this period the composition of the 
service system changed somewhat, as the province began to implement specific funding 
requirements that favored larger, more business-oriented organizations. By the early 
2000s this transformation began in earnest. Described by some as “the corporate make-
over of the non-profit sector” (Guenther, 2011, p. 59), large-scale funding cuts at the 
provincial level incited an overall restructuring of services funded by the provincial 
MCFD. This included the consolidation of contracts, which resulted in the closure of 
many small community-based agencies, as well as the introduction of for-profit service 
providers, including a major contract in Vancouver for one of the four “youth services 
hubs” established in 2003/2004 (see Miller, 1998; Guenther, 2011). As it currently 
stands, the service system in Vancouver is dominated by several large organizations (both 
for-profit and non-profit) that deliver the majority of services, with a limited array of 
small agencies generally operating through more precarious funding arrangements such 
as grants and corporate or individual fundraising. 
 

In Vancouver, as in many urban centers across North America, there is growing 
pressure to develop more strategic coordination and long-term planning across the 
services system, to not only provide services for homeless and street-involved youth, but 
to achieve tangible results in decreasing, if not ending, homelessness. Over the past 
decade, novel governance arrangements have emerged in the metropolitan Vancouver 
region  that include representatives from different levels of government, community 
agencies, the business sector, and various individual actors. One significant institution is 
the Greater Vancouver Regional Steering Committee on Homelessness (RSCH), which 
brings together over 40 representatives and allocates funding from the federal 
government to community agencies that work to address homelessness in Metro 
Vancouver (Basi et al., 2012). Yet the amount of funding allocated by the Greater 
Vancouver RSCH for services targeting street-involved youth is significantly less than 
the funding available from the provincial government through the MCFD. 

  
Overall the policies of the MCFD have a dominant role in shaping the service 

system. This frames the rationale for this article. Through the influence of accreditation 
on the MCFD (and contracted providers), and the influence of the MCFD on the service 
system for street-involved youth, it is vital to engender greater understanding of 
accreditation in order to move forward with effective local planning and intervention. 

 
The MCFD Accreditation Policy 
 

The policy of British Columbia’s provincial MCFD for accreditation of contracted 
agencies was originally approved in January 1999. Agencies were given five years to 
adapt to the new requirements. The policy requires third-party accreditation for all 
service providers with annual Ministry contracts over $500,000 (Ministry of Children and 
Family Development [MCFD], n.d.a). In 2013 there were 18 service providers in 
Vancouver affected by this requirement (MCFD, 2014). According to the MCFD website, 
the Ministry assists service providers to pay for the direct costs of accreditation, and may 
pay for other related costs (MCFD, n.d.a). There are two accreditation bodies approved 
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by the provincial government: The Council on Accreditation (COA) and the Commission 
on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities (CARF International) (MCFD, n.d.a). Of the 
accredited agencies listed by the MCFD, approximately 90% are accredited through 
CARF International (MCFD, 2013). 

  
As described by the MCFD (n.d.b), the purpose of accreditation is “a process of 

meeting organizational and program/service standards developed by impartial consumers, 
stakeholders, professionals, and provincial and national organizations”. The key benefits 
described are the assurance of an appropriate level of organizational proficiency 
including reliable mechanisms to continually improve quality, as well as numerous 
management controls to ensure “accountability and efficient, effective use of available 
resources” (MCFD, n.d.b). 

 
The Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities (CARF 

International) does not provide free public access to the standards associated with 
accreditation; however it describes the standards as “developed with the input of 
providers, consumers, payers, and other experts from around the world” (CARF 
International 2013a). The Council on Accreditation (COA) provides an overview of its 
Canadian standards, which are grouped under three broad categories: administration and 
management, service delivery administration, and service standards (COA, 2013a). 
According to COA (2013a), standards development is guided by “information gathered 
formally through expert panels and advisor work groups; informal discussion with human 
service organizations…and reviews of published research and professional literature”. To 
examine the accreditation standards or the accrediting institutions in depth is beyond the 
scope of this paper. The intent is, however, to situate this policy development within 
broader policy trends, in order to frame the basis for further research into the various 
aspects of accreditation, as an influential feature of the service system for street-involved 
youth in Vancouver.  
 
Current Literature on Accreditation in Social/Human Services 
 
 As a general definition, accreditation is “a system and process of reviewing 
programs against certain quality standards for the purpose of approving (or credentialing) 
the program” (Brommel, 2006, p. 14). The concept originally emerged in the fields of 
higher education and medicine in the late 19th century, and did not appear in social and 
human services until the mid-20th century. 
  

Much of the literature on accreditation focuses on different models and processes 
of how accreditation works. For example, the Institute of Medicine (2001) proposes three 
different models of accreditation: supplementary (additional) to government regulation; a 
substitute for government regulation; or a model whereby standards are developed by one 
entity (public or private), and the accreditation process is performed by another entity. 

   
There is also a body of literature that looks at the costs and benefits of 

accreditation. Accreditation has been seen as a valuable tool to assess the value or quality 
of an organization (Stufflebeam, 2000). More specifically, private (or third party) 
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accreditation has been described as less costly than government oversight, as well as 
more flexible and responsive to change (Institute of Medicine, 2001). Accreditation also 
can benefit organizations as a way to “respond to accountability demands” (Lee, 
McMillen, Knudsen, & Woods, 2007, p. 52), and a tool for managers to develop 
performance-monitoring processes (Carman & Fredericks, 2013). These (or similar) 
benefits to organizations are described in the limited research on accreditation in the 
social and human services sector (Slatten, Guidry, & Austin, 2011; Carman & Fredericks, 
2013). 

  
In terms of critiques, accreditation can be labour/resource intensive and expensive 

for organizations compared to the value or benefits derived by organizations (Institute of 
Medicine, 2001; Bowman, as cited in Brommel, 2006, pp. 30–31). Moreover, within the 
social and human services field, Brommel describes a substantial growth in the number of 
competing accrediting bodies affiliated with different groups, which can lead to 
redundancy, misguided priorities, and resistance to change. A significant portion of the 
research on accreditation in social and human services also looks at the negative effects 
on front-line workers of imposing practices and priorities that do not reflect their values 
and reduce their sense of autonomy (Janz, 2004; Bates, 2005; Lirette, 2012). 

  
There is a limited pool of literature on accrediting institutions and much less so in 

the field of social and human services. Nichols (1980) looked at seven national 
organizations in the United States that ran accreditation programs in social and human 
services, and found that the impetus to develop standards came from at least three groups 
including professional leaders, groups of providers, and external sources such as funders 
and government (Nichols, 1980, p. 64). The primary focus of Nichols’ (1980) study was 
the way different influences shaped accreditation and standards, highlighting three 
important trends at that time: “pressure to make accreditation a condition for receipt of 
funding, a trend away from ‘in-house’ accrediting, and concern to minimize the cost and 
maximize the benefits of accrediting programs” (pp. 3–4). 

  
More recently, Brommel (2006) produced a historical analysis of the Council on 

Accreditation (COA), an accrediting body focused primarily on child, youth, and family 
services. The purpose of the study was to “examine the context in which COA developed, 
the assumptions behind its practice…so that social workers and program evaluators may 
apply the knowledge gained through this research to understand the historical, 
philosophical, and theoretical basis of accreditation” (Brommel, 2006, p. 9). Along with a 
thorough description of the evolution of the organization, Brommel found that a primary 
purpose and ongoing goal of the COA is to promote the social service model of service 
delivery and program management. 

  
Brommel recommends future research on the organizational capacity of the COA 

in relation to the stated purpose of the organization, and also recommends research on the 
value or role of accreditation as a form of program evaluation. Brommel’s study also 
supports the need for further research on accrediting institutions, as she highlights that 
inherently “power rests not so much with the accredited, but with those who control the 
process of accreditation” (Malherbe, as cited in Brommel, 2006, p. 32). According to 
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Brommel research on accrediting institutions is foundational to developing a clear theory 
of accreditation in a given field. However missing from Brommel’s (2006) writing, as 
with the majority of literature on accreditation, is connecting outwards in terms of the 
role and relationship of accreditation and accrediting institutions to broader social, 
political, economic, and cultural trends. 

  
Overall, the existing literature on accreditation and accrediting institutions raises 

several important areas for future research. These include the impact of accreditation on a 
given service sector, and the congruence of the values of a specific accrediting institution 
with the values and objectives of an organization or community of service providers. The 
literature also emphasizes the value of research on specific accrediting institutions, and 
the relationships between competing institutions, as a means to build a theory of 
accreditation. In relation to the context of street-youth services in Vancouver, as 
approximately 90% of providers contracted by the MCFD use the Commission on 
Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities (CARF International), it would be valuable to 
produce research on CARF International, to offer a comparative look at Brommel’s 
(2006) study on the Council on Accreditation (COA), which holds only 10% of the 
market in British Columbia. However, what is somewhat lacking in the literature on 
accreditation is perspective on how accreditation fits into the broader evolution of the 
social and human services sector. Further, based on the limited research on accrediting 
institutions, the methodology and theoretical framework for such research is 
underdeveloped. As such, I draw from broader literature on policy trends in public 
management, as well as transnational private regulation for additional perspective in 
framing a research agenda on accreditation relevant to the service system for street-
involved youth in Vancouver.  
 
Policy Trends in Public Management 
 

As described, the transformation of Vancouver’s service system for street-
involved youth in the late 1990s and early 2000s, specifically in adopting management 
practices modeled after the business sector, was largely prompted by policy 
developments at the provincial MCFD. However these developments can also be 
connected to broader trends in public management. This section will provide a brief 
overview of such trends, and also draw connections to the recent history of the MCFD. 

  
The movement to bring business practices into British Columbia’s provincial 

government (including the MCFD) is connected to broader trends in public and non-
profit administration across North America and Western Europe (see Barzelay, 2001). 
While this “business turn” began to take off in the 1990s, the search for accountability 
mechanisms and program evaluation was initiated in the early 1970s. This trend is 
described in part as a reflection of the normative framework of Western democracy, 
whereby “accountability of government to its constituents is fundamental…and 
performance measurement and management enable accountability to be determined” 
(Brunet-Jailly & Martin, 2010, p. 21). 
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Simultaneously, as demonstrated by numerous scholars, from the 1980s onwards 
the funding and scope of public welfare services in North America has been in decline     
(Geiger & Wolch, 1986; Brodie, 1996; Griffin Cohen, 1997; Harvey, 2005). The overall 
effect of increasing accountability demands and decreasing resources inserted “markets 
and market-mimicking devices into the coordination of public services” (Newman & 
Clarke, 2009, p. 90). In this way “provider organizations are invited to imagine 
themselves as a business…to be ‘business-like’ in the way they manage 
themselves…identifying and improving the product; mapping competitors and 
collaborators; assessing the market…capturing and satisfying customers – becomes a 
framing device for organizational decision-making” (Newman & Clarke, 2009, pp. 82–
83). 

 
The recent history of the MCFD mirrors the trends described above in many 

ways. With regard to accountability and performance evaluation, aside from the 
accreditation policy for contracted service providers, the MCFD has implemented a range 
of policies and procedures within the Ministry itself (for a detailed discussion, see 
Callahan & Swift, 2007). Further, while Guenther (2011, pp. 73–76) was not able to 
compare data on MCFD funding for street-youth services over time, she asserts that from 
the 1990s onwards the overall funding of the MCFD has decreased, while the proportion 
of MCFD services contracted out has continued to increase (reaching approximately 70% 
to 80% by 2011). Thus key themes identified by Guenther (2011) regarding the MCFD 
included the “non-profit sector forced into competitiveness” and an increasing “culture of 
managerialism” (p. 75). 

  
The literature highlighted above raises several important critiques that can be 

related to accreditation, and contribute to the formulation of a research agenda. A first 
concern is that tools and policies related to monitoring and evaluation often 
simultaneously move towards standardization, and represent an assumption that 
standardization is equated with quality. According to Callahan and Swift (2007, p. 171), 
while some degree of standardization is considered desirable within the field of social 
work, flexibility is also considered vital to the autonomy and effectiveness of front-line 
staff, at the risk of an overly prescriptive service system with a “one-size-fits-all” 
approach. These are thoughts echoed elsewhere in the literature on management in public 
service professions, wherein research suggests that positive outcomes in actuality 
correlate with the capacity of different professional groups to practice discretion and 
autonomy by renegotiating policy implementation either formally or informally (Brodkin, 
2011; McCann & Ward, 2011; Miller, 2005). 

  
Another concern is that performance measurement and program evaluation often 

“measures what they can count…rather than what counts” (Brunet-Jailly & Martin, 2010, 
p. 22). This concern is amplified by Brodkin’s (2011) research; she describes the 
management prerogative: “as long as performance benchmarks are met, it is not 
necessary to consider how policy work is done” (p. 272). Yet, similar to Callahan and 
Swift (2007), the results of her research demonstrate that while overall benchmarks may 
be met, the underlying and unacknowledged impacts could include the shifting of 
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administrative costs onto clients, prioritizing “speed over need”, and creating restrictions 
on access to services (Brodkin, 2011, p. 273). 

  
A third concern related to performance measurement and program evaluation 

practices, is that “what counts” is assumed to be obvious and apolitical. However as 
described by Agocs and Brunet-Jailly (2010), measurement is inherently political, occurs 
within a context of power relations, and is influenced by dominant values and ideologies. 
As a certain degree of standardization, as well as a focus on performance and program 
evaluation is inherent in accreditation, these concerns demonstrate the need for both in-
depth research on accreditation and standards, and a contextual view of the broader 
social, political, and economic trends that have shaped their development and 
implementation.  
 
Private Transnational Regulatory Standards Institutions 
 

Based on a review of the literature, I propose that both accrediting institutions 
approved in British Columbia (the COA and CARF International) can be considered 
“private transnational regulatory standards institutions”, a perspective that offers 
important insight to framing research on accreditation. Each of these terms has specific 
significance in describing the characteristics of the accreditation bodies. In order to 
explore these ideas further, I draw from literature on transnational private regulation 
(TPR), the theory of regulatory capitalism, and select literature related to regulation, 
standards, and “novel assemblages” of governance. 

 
Both COA and CARF International are based in the United States yet perform 

accreditation in Canada, amongst other countries. Further, their accreditation has been 
incorporated into government policies and legislation through “mandated” or “deemed” 
status in numerous states and provinces. Therefore according to the literature on TPR, 
these institutions are transnational as “their effects cross borders, but are not constituted 
through the cooperation of states as reflected in treaties” (Scott, Cafaggi, & Senden, 
2011, p. 3). 

  
These accreditation bodies are also private, as they are independent not-for-profit 

organizations governed by a Board of Directors. Based on their function in setting 
industry standards, the COA and CARF International fit the definition of regulatory 
standards institutions, which “set and enforce standards for performance” (Bartley, 2007, 
p. 302). These standards, which represent a set of agreed-upon rules and norms related to 
the technical or other qualities of any system of production (Salter & Salter, 1997), are 
regulated through some form of “implementation and enforcement…legal or non-legal” 
(Black, 2008, p. 139); for an expanded discussion on standards see Salter (1994). 
Institutions – as situated within the literature on TPR – are a central component of 
“governance regimes which take the form of ‘coalitions of non-state actors which codify, 
monitor, and in some cases certify firms’ compliance with labor, environmental, human 
rights, or other standards of accountability” (Barley, as cited in Scott et al., 2011, p. 3). 
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Lipshutz and Fogel (2002) point out that regulation is a fundamental feature of 
contemporary governance:  

While participation in international public affairs by socially based, non-
state actors is not new, it appears that the current scope of non-profit, non-
governmental activity at all political levels far exceeds that found in the 
historical record. Not only have social actors become more involved in 
many international meetings and institutions, and in transnational networks 
and alliances of various types; they have also become instrumental in the 
establishment of a growing number of semi-public and private transnational 
regimes. (pp. 116-117)  

This shift in regulatory responsibility has historically been seen as part of broader 
trends in welfare state reform, notably propelled forward by the Reagan 
Administration and the Thatcher Government of the 1980s (see Peck & Tickell, 
2002), whereby what had previously been considered core government functions 
(including welfare provision and regulation) were shifted to an array of non-state 
actors (Black, 2008). Yet in this way, regulation is conceived primarily as 
a responsibility shifted to the private sector, as opposed to a core mechanism of 
governance itself. Levi-Faur (2005) describes the trend:  

 
the notion of a new order of regulatory capitalism goes beyond privatization 
and includes an increase in delegation to autonomous agencies, formalization 
of relationships, proliferation of new technologies of regulation in both public 
and private spheres, and the creation of new layers of both national and 
international regulation. (p. 202) 
 
While aspects of regulatory capitalist theory have been challenged, and much 

debate exists regarding how much the responsibilities and functions of the state have 
been transferred to private actors – that is, is the state a rule “maker” or a rule “taker” 
(Cafaggi, 2011, p. 21)? – it is clear that the reallocation of regulatory power has 
important implications with regard to both governance and accountability. 

  
Cafaggi (2011) argues that the recent growth of private regulatory institutions 

reflects “first, a reallocation of regulatory power from the domestic to global sphere and 
second, a redistribution between public and private regulators” (p. 21). These are two 
important yet distinct features in considering the place of regulatory institutions on 
governance. I will begin with a discussion of the second feature, the division of control 
between state and non-state actors, and then move to the first feature, that of scale. 

  
According to Brunet-Jailly and Martin (2010), the shift in public policy discourse 

from a focus on the formal structures and institutions of government to the wider frame 
of “governance” demonstrates a recognition of the various processes through which non-
state actors participate in decision-making, wield power and authority, and in turn 
influence public policy (see also Young, 2012). The literature on regulatory capitalism 
suggests that through the emergence of regulatory regimes, a new form of “second-level 
indirect representative democracy” is taking shape, whereby “citizens elect 
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representatives who control and supervise experts who formulate and administer policies” 
(Levi-Faur, 2005, p. 201). 

  
While these changes are often considered a form of privatization, whereby the 

process of regulation has been “captured” to varying degrees by private actors (e.g., 
Mattli & Woods, 2009), this overlooks a key detail related to the topic of governance. 
Not only is there a shift in authority between “public” and “private” but also the very 
notion of what is “public” should be reconsidered. The conventional notion of the state 
under liberal democracy has taken new form. This transformation is described by Salter 
and Salter (1997) as a newly emerging infrastructure, and by Sassen (2008) as a 
movement away from the very idea of the nation state as the “center” of a clearly 
structured governance network. As illustrated by Sassen (2008), “specialized 
assemblages” form that spread and disperse control, cross traditional notions of borders 
and boundaries, and are linked based more on sector or interest than territory (p. 61). 
These ideas challenge the fundamental frameworks through which “modern societies, 
economies and polities have operated” (p. 61), as the structure of governance has 
changed, and with it the lines between public and private have blurred. 

  
This development relates directly to the other aspect of redistribution of 

regulatory power: the shift from the domestic to the global sphere. As highlighted by 
Lipschutz and Fogel (2002), while globalization receives much attention for its disruptive 
social and economic effects, the topic of regulation is often not considered. As noted 
above, a key feature of the current period is the multiplication of different, highly-
specialized governance “assemblages” defined more through interest or industry versus 
traditional territorial boundaries (Sassen, 2008, p. 61). In this regard, McCann and Ward 
(2013) suggest it is useful to think of the varying levels of political organization as non-
static, and to “focus on how [these varying] scales are brought and held together – 
assembled – by actors and institutions” (p. 5). Overall, they argue we have moved beyond 
“easy analytical dichotomies” of local/global and public/private, and must look to the 
practices and actors/institutions that are networked together in fluid governance 
arrangements (p. xvi). 

 
With regard to the accreditation bodies COA and CARF International, these 

institutions are embedded within broader regulatory regimes or so-called governance 
“assemblages”. Accreditation by different institutions has become incorporated into 
government policies or regulation in various territorial settings. However this is also 
fluid, as these “mandates” by the states and provinces often change. Therefore the 
accrediting institutions in some ways assemble their own governance regimes that not 
only span traditional borders, but are also incorporated into broader regulatory regimes 
that included different accrediting bodies, are held together and expanded by a range of 
actors/institutions, and are connected to diverse and possibly conflicting social, 
economic, and political projects.  
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Informing a Future Research Agenda 
 

Based on the literature review on accreditation, policy trends in public 
management, and private transnational regulatory standards institutions, several 
important theoretical and methodological considerations emerge, as well as important 
points for future investigation. 

  
In formulating a plan for future research it is essential to return to the underlying 

objective of this paper, namely, to produce key points of inquiry to build a better 
understanding of the relationship between private accreditation and the service system for 
street-involved youth in Vancouver, Canada. To do so, as outlined below, it is necessary 
to focus on the standards and accrediting institutions directly connected to this context, 
and also to look to the broader context of accreditation, as it is embedded within broader 
regulatory regimes and governance assemblages, as well as social, political, economic, 
and cultural processes. 

  
Future research is needed on the value and impact of accreditation on services, 

staff, and organizations, as well as the congruity (or not) of the culture and objectives of 
accrediting standards and those of the local community of service providers, policy-
makers, and the general population. The issue of the added cost of accreditation – both in 
terms of the fees as well as the significant administrative resources required – is 
identified as a significant factor in determining whether (and what type) of organizations 
can achieve and maintain accreditation. 

  
Further, research on accrediting institutions is described as a valuable tool to 

develop a broader theory of accreditation in social and human services, and is necessary 
given that a power imbalance exists that favors those who control accreditation over “the 
accredited” (Malherbe, as cited in Brommel, 2006, p. 32). This body of literature 
highlights an important issue around the growth in competing accreditation bodies, and 
how this shapes the practices and objectives of the different accrediting bodies. Lastly, 
research that could allow for a comparative look at competing accrediting institutions 
would provide important insight into the different characteristics of the institutions and 
their standards, as well as how or why they “fit” with different local settings. Since 
CARF International holds 90% of the market in British Columbia versus the 10% market 
share of the COA, a better understanding of these accrediting bodies could provide 
valuable insights into the service providers and the overall service system for street-
involved youth. 

  
In looking at the connections between the street-involved youth services in 

Vancouver, the policies of the MCFD, and the literature on policy trends in public 
management, several important themes emerge that merit further inquiry in relation to the 
specific context of Vancouver’s street youth services. First, it should be recognized that 
accreditation plays a substantial role in the “competitive market” between service 
providers, and thus the relationship between the MCFD accreditation policy and the 
landscape of service providers for street-involved youth should be explored in greater 
depth. Second, as identified within the literature, a risk of the emphasis on meeting 
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performance benchmarks, specifically within a highly competitive environment for 
funding, is that the pressure to meet such benchmarks may trump other more nuanced 
aspects of service delivery that are not easy to measure. A third related theme involves 
implicit assumptions that surround policies that aim to standardize, improve efficiency, or 
implement so-called best practices. As noted by multiple scholars, while such initiatives 
are generally framed as technical and thus apolitical, overarching values, ideologies, and 
power dynamics inherently shape them. Therefore a critical look at the political and 
cultural implications of accreditation is necessary. 

 
Through the literature review on transnational private regulatory standards 

institutions, it is clear that accreditation institutions are a component of broader 
regulatory regimes with highly complex and fluid characteristics. As such, there is an 
ambiguity of responsibility and control in accreditation, and by proxy local service 
systems. This body of literature is rich in methodology and, therefore, I’ve identified four 
broad approaches outlined within the literature that I believe would be useful in framing 
future research on accreditation in social and health services. 

 
The first approach is to focus on specific institutions, such as the Council on 

Accreditation (COA) or the Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities 
(CARF International), which can provide an in-depth perspective on the various 
relationships, interests, and power dynamics involved in decision-making processes. 
Salter (1998) describes standard setting as “the housework of capitalism”, whereby 
regulatory institutions represent “the detailed implementation of both policy and politics” 
(p. 163, emphasis added). In this regard, Salter (2013) makes a case for the added insight 
that can be gained from specificity, as compared to a broader analysis: “In studying 
actors, you focus on those individuals, groups, organizations, governmental units and 
corporate bodies that do things to affect the fate of public issues; in studying institutions, 
you focus on the constraints operating on these same actors…to the systemic influences 
on deliberation and decision-making” (p. 3). 

 
More specifically, several scholars advocate in favor of a close examination of the 

origin of regulatory institutions, as a way to explore how the conditions of emergence 
relate to the practices and effects of regulation over time (see Scott et al., 2011). Bartley 
(2007) points out that “institutions arise out of political, cultural, or professional projects 
led by strategically positioned and socially skilled ‘institutional entrepreneurs’” (p. 309). 
In this way private regulation is – at least to some extent – a manifestation of the interests 
of those advancing the regime, an important perspective to consider in regard to private 
regulation in the form of agency accreditation. The actors involved, in all likelihood, have 
“different, and often conflicting incentives for creation and implementation” (Cafaggi, 
2011, p. 31), depending upon their relationship to the service system. While the objective 
of improving quality may well be present, when the social or human services operate in a 
competitive market, actors are inherently responding to different “incentives, risks, and 
uncertainties in the market” (Bartley, 2007, p. 306). For this reason, a comprehensive 
look at the emergence and development of a regulatory institution can offer a snapshot of 
the social, political, and economic dynamics at play, which can then be related to a 
specific context, such as the street-youth service system in Vancouver. 
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Both the second and third approaches to research expand out from the individual 

regulatory bodies in order to consider the multitude of other actors and institutions that 
make up the broader regulatory regime. A regulatory regime includes “not only the 
regulator and the regulated but also the beneficiaries of the regulatory process” (Cafaggi, 
2011, p. 32). The primary difference between the two approaches is based on scale. On 
one hand, a regulatory regime can be considered primarily within a localized context, 
such as a city or urban region. On the other, the regime can be considered on a much 
broader scale wherein the territorial boundaries of a regime are fluid. 

  
The work of McCann and Ward (2011) on urban policy mobilities provides a 

strong framework for researching a regulatory regime centered around a city or urban 
region. Their mode of inquiry focuses on particular case studies using “ethnography or 
careful technical analysis, but does not lose sight of the contexts and constraints within 
which these practices are located” (p. xvii). This approach looks at “how policies are 
carried from place to place and learned in specific setting” (McCann, 2010, p. 107), as 
well as the relationships and actors of the specific research site (city). This provides 
direct insight into both of the themes identified above – the values, ideologies, and 
competing interests at play – as well as the dynamics of power and control. 

  
A key feature of accreditation and policy-making processes in general is the 

prominent role of private actors with technical knowledge or expertise. As described by 
McCann and Ward (2011), “the expertise of various think tanks, consultants, gurus, and 
mediators has become central to day-to-day governance [of local settings]…and these 
actors act as key agents in the transference of policies and practices in urban governance” 
(p. xix). Cutler (2010) agues that similar to the depoliticized framing of performance 
metrics, “the particularistic interests pursued by experts are obscured by presumptions of 
the technical and neutral nature of their professional knowledge”, and thus “few question 
just whose interests these private actors represent” (p. 160). To this regard, the 
methodological approach of McCann and Ward’s work allows for a critical look at the 
interests of various actors, as well as the relationships and hierarchy between them. 

  
The third research approach looks at a regulatory regime as an expansive network 

that crosses territorial boundaries. The work in this area focuses on the relationships 
between actors, as a means to explore the varying competing/complementary interests 
involved. At the same time, this body of work looks at regulatory regimes to explore the 
emerging phenomenon of cross-border governance networks. 

  
The methodology proposed by Cafaggi (2011) attempts to classify the relationship 

between actors, to identify dominant actors within the regime, and specifically to look at 
the degree of complementary interests between actors (see pp. 32–35 for a detailed 
account). Cafaggi then seeks to use this information to analyze boundaries, such as 
between public and private, as well as local, national, and transnational. In the same vein, 
Black (2008) proposes a “decentering” analysis of regulation. This approach examines 
the “institutional embeddedness” of regulatory regimes within the broader social 
environment, an approach conceptually rooted in structuration theory whereby 
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“regulation, like any set of social relations, is dialectical: both regulator and regulated are 
at once autonomous and dependent on each other” (p. 140). In this way her research 
looks at private regulation as a proxy to explore the nature of how legitimacy and 
accountability are socially defined. 

  
The final approach to this topic is a look at the accreditation standards themselves, 

and the impact of the standards on service delivery practices, service providers, and the 
outcomes resulting from the implementation of the standards. While this approach would 
also provide insight into values, ideologies, and competing interests involved in 
accreditation, as well as to a certain degree the power dynamics surrounding regulation in 
the service system, this area is less of a focus in the literature surrounding transnational 
private regulatory standards institutions. At the same time, this is an important area to 
consider in regard to informing planning and policy-making to address youth 
homelessness. Future research in this area could draw on institutional ethnography 
methodology (Smith, 2005) as a means to further explore the relationship between 
institutional practices and the experiences of service providers and service users. 

  
Overall, based on the above literature review, an expansive future research agenda 

is revealed, as the gap in knowledge related to private accreditation in the social/human 
services sector spans from a micro-level of service providers and the local regulatory 
regimes that form around urban centers, to a level of transnational accreditation bodies 
and the broader regime in which they are embedded.  
 

Conclusion 
 

In British Columbia accreditation requirements for contracted service providers 
are an outgrowth of a progressive policy trend in the public sector, towards greater 
standardization and performance measurement. While in some ways accreditation is still 
optional for street-youth service providers in Vancouver, it is a necessary condition to 
access funding from the MCFD, which is the most significant funder of service providers. 
As described by Cafaggi (2011), “compliance with a set of standards conditions access to 
the market or the ability to compete, thereby reducing freedom to choose” (p. 22). 

  
Through this paper, I propose an expanded perspective of the service system for 

street-involved youth in Vancouver to include a broader look at the actors, institutional 
arrangements, and influences involved in governance and policy-making. I also challenge 
dominant assumptions about the apolitical nature of accreditation, and argue for a more 
nuanced and inquisitive look at accreditation and accrediting institutions/regimes. In 
pursuing the proposed research agenda I believe that policy research and advocacy can be 
strengthened, in order to support the broader objective of ending youth homelessness in 
Vancouver and beyond.  
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