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5   The citizens’ response: The performance of the devolved bodies 

Ben Seyd

Devolution in Britain represented an attempt to fashion a new relationship between political authority and citizens.  New tiers of government were intended to forge closer relations between citizens and political institutions through more effective policy decisions, improved policy outcomes, more representative and responsive political elites and the expression of stronger national identities.  In a variety of ways, then, the establishment of the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly was a response to anxiety with the previous governing arrangements, and an attempt to deliver political and democratic benefits that, it was hoped, would strengthen the bonds between citizens and political institutions.

One of these bonds was clearly partisan in nature.  As Chapter Two sets out clearly, one reason for the push towards devolving political authority to Scotland was the Labour Party’s concern with its own electoral base in that country.  Yet, alongside this partisan motivation lay a perception among political elites of an increasing disquiet among people in Scotland and, to a lesser extent, Wales, with the centralised nature of political authority in Britain.  The public rationale for devolution thus emphasised the demand among citizens for reform of the British state.  The final report of the Scottish Constitutional Convention confidently asserted that ‘The first and greatest reason for creating a Scottish Parliament is that the people of Scotland want and deserve democracy’ (Scottish Constitutional Convention, 1995: 2).  The chief architect of Scottish devolution, and the country’s initial First Minister, Donald Dewar, also stressed public demands in commending the Scottish Parliament to the House of Commons.  The Parliament, Dewar argued, was intended to establish ‘a new covenant with the people’, going on to express his hope that devolution would ‘earn the trust of Scotland's peoples, and it is the people who have played the key role in making change possible’ (HC Debs, 12 January 1998, cols 19, 21).  Public opinion was also used to justify the establishment of devolved bodies in Wales, although less in meeting public aspirations and demands, and more in providing for public accountability of government agencies and reducing a perceived ‘democratic deficit’ (Welsh Office, 1997: 7).
The views of the public thus occupied, in rather different ways, central positions in the official narrative around devolution.  Many in Scotland identified a public demand for devolution to deliver more effective and responsive public policies; to the extent that these demands existed, the Scottish Parliament would be judged by how far they were met.  The rather weaker public appetite for devolution in Wales did not mean that the new institutions could proceed without reference to public reactions.  On the contrary, in not being the product of overwhelming popular demand, the Welsh Assembly was founded on extremely shallow roots.  It was thus important for the Assembly to create public support and establish some legitimacy, as opposed to meeting existing demands and reinforcing legitimacy, the task arguably facing the Scottish Parliament.

In this chapter and the next, we consider public reactions to devolution to Scotland and Wales.  We explore how citizens have evaluated the performance of the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly, going on to examine how these evaluations might have shaped public attitudes towards the position of Scotland and Wales within the Union.  The results across the two chapters cast light on popular acceptance of the devolved institutions, and on the popular legitimacy of Britain’s post-devolution constitutional arrangements.

This chapter focuses on public reactions to the performance of the devolved institutions in Scotland and Wales.  In order to establish a baseline against which subsequent evaluations can be set, we begin by identifying the level and nature of public demand for devolution.  We explore how far citizens in Scotland and Wales favoured devolution, and whether this support was long-standing or of more recent vintage.  We then go on to consider what people were looking for from a devolved tier of government.  Did people favour devolution primarily because it was seen to yield more effective policy outcomes, or because it was seen to enhance the responsiveness and accountability of political agents?  Put starkly, was devolution favoured for its contribution to policy outcomes or to democratic ones?
  Having established this baseline, we then move on to consider whether these public expectations and demands have subsequently been met.  Are public evaluations of the devolved institutions broadly positive or negative?  If, as we might anticipate, reactions are mixed, on which areas are the institutions perceived to have performed well, and on which issues is performance judged to be poor?  

Our task in this chapter is thus to provide a detailed evaluation of how citizens have evaluated the performance of the devolved institutions in Britain.  The task of considering what these evaluations mean for the stability of the devolution programme, and for the coherence of the Union, is taken up in the following chapter.

In identifying the historical public demand for devolution and public evaluations of the devolved bodies in Scotland and Wales since 1999, our basic sources are public opinion surveys.  Public attitudes to devolution were first systematically analysed via population surveys in the early 1970s.  Similar surveys have been conducted ever since, although these vary in frequency in different parts of Britain.  Details of these surveys are shown in the Appendix at the end of this book.  In Scotland, a number of studies were conducted between 1970 and 1999, including four dedicated surveys of the Scottish population (the Scottish Election Study of 1979, 1992 and 1997 and the Scottish Referendum Study of 1997).  These studies allow us to trace the historical level of demand for devolution.  Since the first election to the Scottish Parliament in 1999, annual surveys of attitudes to devolution has been conducted (the Scottish Social Attitudes series), providing detailed information on how citizens have reacted to devolution.
  The survey coverage is less extensive in Wales, with two dedicated studies prior to 1999 (the Welsh Election Study of 1979 and the Welsh Referendum Study of 1997), and periodic, rather than regular, studies thereafter. 

The public demand for devolution

In order to understand how and why citizens across Britain have reacted to devolution, we need first to clarify the initial level of public support for devolution, and what the main expectations of the devolved institutions were.  While we have measures of public attitudes to devolution stretching back almost four decades, it is not always easy to accurately gauge levels of public support for different constitutional options.  This is because the survey questions probing attitudes have often been worded in different ways or have offered different response options.  In reporting the data between 1970 and 1997, we allocate the various survey responses into one of four categories: opposition to devolution, support for the limited decentralisation of power to the regions, support for a stronger assembly in Scotland and Wales and support for outright independence (all question wordings are set out in the Annex at the end of this chapter, so readers can see how these groupings have been constructed).

It is usually clear what proportion of people favour the two extreme options, of either no change to (what was then) the unitary status quo or full independence from the rest of the United Kingdom.  Among people in Scotland, the proportions favouring the constitutional status quo or outright independence for the country remained fairly constant over the period (Table 5.1).  Between one fifth and one third of people opposed any devolution of power to Scotland, while between one fifth and one quarter would have liked to see Scotland gain independence from England and Wales.  It is often less clear how many people favoured the intermediate option, devolution, and in what form.  Early surveys – those from 1970 to 1979 – offered respondents some variations in the degree of autonomy they could choose for Scotland, although the wordings of these questions were rather vague (referring in broad terms to greater decision making being concentrated within Scotland).  Later surveys – those from 1992 – offered a more clearly defined set of constitutional options (explicitly mentioning an Assembly or Parliament).  Nonetheless, even taking into account the rather loose wording of early survey questions, it appears as though the proportion of people in Scotland who favour at least some decentralisation of decision making capacity has consistently run between four and five in ten of the population.  To that extent, devolution – whether limited or extensive in form – appears to be a long standing preference of many people in Scotland.

Table 5.1 here

The demand for devolution in Wales has always been lower than in Scotland (Table 5.2).  The Kilbrandon Commission survey in 1970 allowed respondents to select the rather vague constitutional options of having ‘more decisions’ or ‘as many decisions as possible’ taken in Wales, potentially inflating levels of support for devolution.  Aside from this, there is clear evidence from the end of the 1970s up to the end of the 1980s of firm public opposition to devolution.
  Only in the 1990s did support for devolution pick up, although as late as 1992, the constitutional status quo retained the support of a plurality of Welsh citizens.  When it came to the referendum in 1997, support for a Welsh Assembly only fractionally outweighed opposition to it.  Thus, to the extent that devolution to Wales reflected public demand, this demand was relatively limited and of recent origin.

Table 5.2 here

Public expectations of devolution

Historical variations in public demand might help explain the very different forms of devolution granted to Scotland and Wales, but they are an unreliable guide to how citizens might have responded to their new institutions.  A more plausible guide to these reactions can be found by examining the public’s expectations of devolution.  What did citizens hope for – or fear from – the new institutions?  And did they look to the devolved bodies primarily as means of securing more favourable policy outcomes or as forums through which more representative and democratic political decisions could be achieved?  To answer these questions, we rely on surveys conducted in 1997 and 1999.  The 1997 survey – the Scottish and Welsh Referendum Study – provides us with a first extensive battery of questions measuring public expectations of devolution in Scotland and Wales.  These questions were followed up by a survey in Scotland – the first of the annual Scottish Social Attitudes surveys – in 1999, which asked respondents for their expectations of the nascent Scottish Parliament.  In Wales, the Welsh Assembly Election Study in 1999 asked about expectations of the Welsh Assembly, although a more limited set of expectations were explored than in Scotland (for which reason, we mainly use the 1997 survey in Wales).

We can examine public expectations of devolution in Scotland through survey questions that asked respondents what they anticipated the impact of a Scottish Parliament would be.  These expectations can be divided into two categories.  The first relates to the Scottish Parliament’s impact on policy outcomes, such as the level of unemployment, the state of education and of the economy, the quality of the NHS and the standard of social welfare and of general living standards.  The second category of expectations relates to the Parliament’s impact on representative and democratic outcomes, such as Scottish ‘voice’ within the United Kingdom and Europe and the responsiveness of decision making in Scotland to public concerns.  

Popular expectations of the Scottish Parliament in 1997 and 1999 are set out in Table 5.3.  Three main points emerge.  The first is that expectations of the Parliament were generally positive.  In the main, more people believed the Parliament would have a positive impact than believed it would have either a negative or a neutral effect.  Expectations were higher in 1997 than immediately after the first devolution election in 1999.  Asked what the impact of the Parliament would be on the Scottish economy, in 1997 six in ten (64 per cent) saw the Parliament as playing a positive role, while seven in ten (71 per cent) believed it would stimulate improvements in education.  By 1999, the proportion anticipating that devolution would benefit the economy had fallen to 43 per cent, while on education it had dropped to 56 per cent.  The main exception to the public’s rosy expectations of the Scottish Parliament is taxation, where far more people believed the Parliament would increase, rather than reduce, levels of taxation.
  On one further issue, public expectations of the Parliament were finely balanced.  This issue was unemployment where, in 1997, only slightly more people believed the Parliament would help reduce unemployment (44 per cent) than thought it would make no difference (38 per cent), while by 1999 more people thought devolution would make no difference.

Table 5.3 here

A second point about the data reinforces the generally benign impression we have of Scottish attitudes towards a devolved government.  Very few people believed a Parliament would have a negative impact on outcomes.  To the extent that people had reservations about the Parliament, it was on the grounds of failing to make any impact, rather than making things worse.  Only on economic outcomes (the standard of living, unemployment and the Scottish economy) did more than one in ten people in Scotland in either 1997 or 1999 anticipate the Parliament would have a negative effect.  Far more people believed that the Parliament would simply make no difference to outcomes at all.

A third observation to make is that devolution was anticipated to deliver on democratic criteria as much as on policy ones.  The Scottish and Welsh Referendum Study asked respondents whether they believed a Scottish Parliament would give Scotland a stronger or weaker voice within the United Kingdom, and whether it would give Scottish people more or less say in the way Scotland was governed.  On Scotland’s representation within the United Kingdom, in 1997 seven in ten people (73 per cent) anticipated the Parliament would help to strengthen this voice, while eight in ten (81 per cent) believed the Parliament would enhance people’s say in how Scotland was governed (these proportions were rather lower by 1999).  That voters hoped devolution would make a difference to democratic as well as to policy outcomes is also apparent if we examine the areas identified by people in Scotland in 1997 as the priority for a Scottish Parliament (Table 5.4).  While many hoped devolution would increase the standard of living and improve education, many also wanted it to give ordinary people greater say in political decisions.

Table 5.4 here

In comparison with Scotland, expectations of devolution among people in Wales were somewhat low.  In Table 5.5, we report data from 1997, along with the more limited range of expectations examined in the 1999 Welsh Assembly Election Study (the data from which appear in brackets).  Recall from Table 5.3 that on all policy areas bar one – the level of taxation – people in Scotland believed a Scottish Parliament would improve outcomes.  In contrast, on only one policy area – education – did as many people in Wales in 1997 believe the Assembly would have a positive effect as believe it would make no difference or make things worse (and by 1999, the combined proportions anticipating no change or a negative effect were actually greater).  When it came to democratic processes, people in Wales were slightly more optimistic, with majorities – a bare one in 1997, a slightly more substantial one in 1999 – believing an Assembly would give people more say in decision making and strengthen Wales’ voice within the United Kingdom.  However, the Assembly was not seen as likely to deliver on one of its prime rationales, namely providing democratic oversight of unelected executive bodies.  Only slightly more people expected the Assembly to afford them more control over quangos (38 per cent) than expected it to make no difference (36 per cent).  Still, a crumb of comfort for the architects of Welsh devolution could have been taken from the fact that, as in Scotland, few believed devolution would do active harm.  Meanwhile, if we examine the public’s priorities for a Welsh Assembly (Table 5.4), we find that, as in Scotland, people hoped it would give them more say in government as well as improve living standards and the quality of education (albeit that people in Wales placed slightly less emphasis than did those in Scotland on the role of the devolved bodies in extending popular control of decision making).

Table 5.5 here

So where did devolution stand in the eyes of the public prior to the first elections to the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly in 1999?  The first thing to note is the strong historical demand for devolution among the Scottish population, and the weaker historical demand among the Welsh population.  In the years before the 1997 referendum, support for devolution in Wales had begun to catch up with that in Scotland, yet a Welsh Assembly never commanded the popularity among people in Wales that a Scottish Parliament did among those in Scotland.  The second thing to note is the very different expectations that people in Scotland and Wales had of their devolved institutions.  While people in Scotland had high expectations of a Parliament, at least in 1997, people in Wales were less convinced of the ability of the proposed Assembly to effect favourable outcomes.  Only in relation to democratic processes – enhancing public ‘voice’ in decision making and securing stronger representation within the United Kingdom – were people in Wales relatively sanguine about the role of an Assembly.  Clearly, the devolved institutions started their lives with very different patterns of public support and expectations.

Public evaluations of devolution

This was the backdrop of public expectations against which the new devolved institutions were established in Scotland and Wales.  What has the public made of devolution since then?  Our analysis focuses on two key questions.  First, have public reactions to the performance of the devolved institutions been positive or negative?  Second, is there any evidence that these institutions are thought to have achieved more in respect of policy outcomes than democratic processes, or vice versa?  In Scotland we consider public reactions up to and including 2007, the latest point for which survey data are available (surveys were conducted in Scotland in each year between 2000 and 2007); in Wales, equivalent data are only available for 2001 and 2003.

To assess how the public has judged the performance of the devolved institutions, we draw principally on a question that asks respondents what effects they think the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly are having.  The issues on which performance evaluations are sought include the standard of education, the standard of the National Health Service, the economy, the nation’s voice within the United Kingdom and the extent of public ‘voice’ in decision-making.  The list of issues thus covers both policy outcomes and democratic processes.  In the analysis that follows, we contrast people who think devolution has led to improvements in outcomes with those who think it has made things worse or that it has simply not made any difference.
  

In both Scotland and Wales, popular evaluations of devolution appear not to have kept up with initial assessments. So far as Scotland is concerned, on each area reported in Table 5.6, evaluations are less positive at the end of the period than they were at the beginning. However, people’s responses to survey questions are highly sensitive to the way questions are worded, and this might help explain some of the decline.
  In 2000, respondents were asked to judge the performance of the Scottish Parliament in prospective terms on all measures.
  But, in the case of education, voice in the United Kingdom and people’s say in government, respondents were asked from 2001 onwards to evaluate the current performance of the Scottish Parliament.  In contrast, in the case of the National Health Service and the economy, the question continued to be a prospective one until after 2003. It is possible that people will be more critical of current performance than of future performance, and we note that in the case of both education and health, evaluations became far more critical immediately after the question was switched to current performance. It may thus be more instructive to note that in the case of education, at least, the perceived performance of the Scottish Parliament has not declined since 2001, even if, at the same time, a rather larger proportion consistently believes the Parliament has made no difference to outcomes than believes it has improved things.

Table 5.6 here
Evaluations of the impact of devolution on Scotland’s voice within the United Kingdom, and on people’s say in government, have fluctuated considerably, but not evidently in response to changes of question wording.  Rather, more people evaluated the Parliament favourably on these criteria in the immediate wake of the devolved elections in 2003 and (especially) in 2007.  Evidently, devolved elections help to renew popular faith in the democratic performance of the Parliament. 

In Wales, we only have survey evidence for 2001 and 2003, making it more difficult to draw firm conclusions.  So far as policy outcomes are concerned – the standard of education, health and the economy – most people believed the Welsh Assembly was making little difference (Table 5.7).  The same was true of the democratic criterion of increasing popular say in government.  But no less than one half of respondents thought the Assembly was enhancing Wales’ voice within the United Kingdom  

Table 5.7 here

Thus, in Scotland and Wales, public opinion appears to be underwhelmed by the performance of the devolved institutions in their early years.  On most performance evaluations, more people judge the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly not to have made any difference than consider them to be improving things.  In both Scotland and Wales, we find that evaluations of the devolved bodies’ contribution to democratic processes (representation within the United Kingdom and people’s voice in government) are slightly more positive than their perceived contribution to policy outcomes (such as education and health). Nevertheless, taking into account potential question wording effects in Scotland, and the limited number of years for which data are available in Wales, there is little sense that the public is becoming more critical of the devolved institutions over time.  True, evaluations of actual performance have not matched expectations of what devolution would achieve.  But people’s experience of devolution has not made them consistently more negative about the devolved bodies.  Meanwhile, strikingly in 2003, evaluations were broadly similar in Wales to those in Scotland; the greater institutional powers of the Scottish Parliament have evidently not yielded a bigger dividend in the eyes of its citizens.

Which tier of government is responsible?

So far, we have explored what impact citizens in Scotland and Wales believe their devolved bodies are having on key policy and democratic outcomes.  The survey questions we have drawn on direct respondents’ attention to the impact of the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly.  But maybe most people in Scotland and Wales do not believe that these bodies truly determine outcomes.  In spite of powers having been devolved to the Parliament and Assembly, perhaps people perceive outcomes in areas like education, health and the economy to remain primarily shaped by central government.  If so, this might explain why so many people in Scotland and Wales seem to believe that their devolved bodies will make no difference to outcomes; the key decisions are seen to be taken in London.

To gauge how far the devolved bodies are perceived to shape policy outcomes, we draw on survey questions that ask respondents to attribute institutional responsibility for certain policy outcomes.  The precise wording of the questions – asked in Scotland every year between 2001 and 2007 – and in Wales in 2001, 2003 and 2007 – was:

Thinking back over the last twelve months
 would you say the standard of the health service/quality of education/general standard of living in Scotland [Wales] has increased or fallen?
What do you think this has been mainly the result of?  Mainly the result of the UK Government’s policies at Westminster, the Scottish Executive’s
 policies [administration of the Welsh Assembly
] or for some other reason?
It is the answers to the second part of this sequence that particularly interest us here. Are policy outcomes perceived to be primarily influenced by the devolved institutions, or by central government in London?
 The answers to this question so far as Scotland is concerned are shown in Table 5.8. Westminster is evidently still seen as important, but the Scottish Executive (now Government) is becoming more significant in the public’s eyes.  In 2001, just over one in ten people believed that policy outcomes in health and living standards were primarily due to decisions made by the devolved tier, while less than one in five (19 per cent) said the same in relation to standards of education.  By 2006, the proportion of people in Scotland who believed that the devolved tier was primarily responsible for what was happening to health and education had increased to one quarter or more.  Indeed, in the case of education, by 2005 more people believed the devolved tier was responsible for outcomes than the government in London, the gap becoming even greater in 2006.  This finding should not surprise us; after all, responsibility for education policy is a matter devolved to the Scottish Parliament.  It is noticeable, however, that the public still sees health – also a devolved matter – as primarily driven by central government.

Table 5.8 here

We do not know why attributions for policy responsibility have shifted over time.  It may reflect changes in popular awareness of the role and capacity of the devolved institutions and of the division of responsibility between devolved and central tiers.  It may reflect perceptions of how distinctive the policy agenda of Scottish politicians has been.  What is clear is that, since the early years of devolution, there has been a fairly steady increase in the proportion of the Scottish population that believes the devolved tier of government is responsible for policy outcomes, and a decline in the proportion that identifies the Westminster government as responsible.  This shift has been most noticeable when it comes to education, but is also apparent in relation to perceived outcomes in health and living standards.  Thus, the devolved institutions in Scotland are steadily becoming recognised for shaping outcomes in key areas of public policy.

In the cases of education and health – both devolved matters – this attribution of responsibility is the first step in ensuring the democratic accountability of the devolved tiers of government (the potential benefits are less clear in relation to the standard of living, which is arguably as much shaped by decisions reserved to Westminster as by those devolved to Scotland). Whether citizens in Scotland actually employ these attributions of responsibility when they vote – the sine qua non of electoral accountability – is considered in Chapter Seven.  Yet the growing perception among people in Scotland that the devolved tier is primarily responsible for policy outcomes is not unalloyed good news for actors in the devolved institutions.  This is because responsibility can be used by citizens to attribute blame for poor outcomes as well as credit for good ones.  Granted, in any one year, the devolved tier is more likely to be credited by people who perceive policy outcomes to have improved than it is to be blamed by people who perceive outcomes to have worsened.  For instance, in 2001, among those people who perceived standards in education to have increased, 35 per cent saw this as resulting from the actions of the Scottish Executive (45 per cent credited the UK Government), whereas among those people who thought education had worsened, only 18 per cent thought the Scottish Executive was to blame (with 51 per cent blaming the UK Government).  However, over time, the devolved tier appears to be taking more of the brickbats as well as the plaudits.  By 2006, far more people in Scotland gave the credit for perceived improvements in education to the Scottish Executive (50 per cent) than to the UK Government (22 per cent).  But the proportions blaming the devolved tier for perceived falling educational standards had also increased, to 28 per cent in 2006 (against 37 per cent blaming the UK Government) (Ormston and Sharp, 2007: Table 9; see also Park and McCrone, 2006). This may help explain why, as we saw earlier, there has been not been any increase over time in the proportions thinking that the Scottish Parliament has been beneficial for policy outcomes.

In Wales, as in Scotland, the key policy actor two years into the life of the devolved institutions was seen to be the UK Government in London; in 2001, around six in ten people in Wales saw this tier as responsible for policy outcomes, as against around one in ten who saw the Welsh Assembly as the dominant actor (Table 5.9).  Since then, however, the role of the devolved institutions has increasingly been recognised, so that by 2007, three in ten respondents saw the Welsh Assembly Government as responsible for health and education outcomes, while one quarter saw it as responsible for living standards.  Interestingly, the devolved institutions in Wales are accorded as much responsibility for policy outcomes as those in Scotland, despite the greater policy powers enjoyed by the latter.

Table 5.9 here

Again, as in Scotland, the growing identification of the devolved institutions with policy outcomes means the Welsh Assembly is both credited with good performance, and blamed for bad performance.  Thus, among people who perceived standards in education to have increased in 2001, less than two in ten – 15 per cent – credited the Welsh Assembly with these outcomes, while six in ten – 61 per cent – believed the UK Government was responsible.  By 2007, these positions had virtually reversed; now, 58 per cent of people believed the Welsh Assembly was responsible for improvements in education, while just 25 per cent credited the UK Government.  But whereas, in 2001, just 6 per cent believed that falling educational standards could be attributed to the Welsh Assembly, six years on, this proportion had risen to 26 per cent (although far more – 47 per cent – continued to blame the UK Government for poor educational performance).

Thus, if devolution is intended to grant sub-national governments a degree of policy autonomy, and for these administrations to take public responsibility for their decisions, the evidence from Scotland and Wales suggests growing success.  At the outset of the devolved institutions’ life, policy outcomes were primarily attributed not to actors in Edinburgh or Cardiff, but to those in London.  Although the UK Government is still seen as a significant actor, policy responsibility for health and education are increasingly being attributed to the devolved administrations.  However, while the devolved actors were initially shielded from criticism over poor policy performance, they are now taking not only some credit for improvements, but also some of the blame for failure.

Conclusion

Devolution to Scotland and Wales represented a major reform of the British state.  This chapter has sought to review how people in Scotland and Wales have responded to this change.  We have seen that, prior to 1999, devolution was keenly anticipated in Scotland.  For people in Scotland, some form of self-government had been a long-standing demand, and the Scottish Parliament was overwhelmingly backed in the 1997 referendum.  Expectations immediately before and after the establishment of the Parliament in 1999 were high, with the new body seen as likely to deliver both policy and democratic improvements.  In Wales, the demand for devolution was lower, and expectations of what the Assembly would achieve were more cautious, with large sections of the Welsh population anticipating that devolution would make no difference to outcomes.

However, the perceived performance of the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly since 1999 has failed to match expectations.  This decline is most noticeable in Scotland, although it may be that, here, early expectations of what a Scottish Parliament might achieve were rather inflated. However, since 2000, there has been little further decline in the way people have evaluated the performance of the devolved bodies.  While, admittedly, the data in Wales are too limited to allow for firm judgments, it appears as though the performance of the devolved institutions has reached a steady state in the eyes of the Welsh public too.  Few people believe the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly are doing much harm on issues such as education, health, their country’s voice within the United Kingdom or people’s influence on decisions.  Instead, popular doubts appear to lie in a lack of conviction that the bodies are making any difference at all to outcomes, even though there appears to be a growing recognition of their role in matters such as health and education.  If the devolved institutions face a challenge from the public, it is not that they are damaging to economic, social and democratic outcomes, but that they are simply not delivering what the public anticipated at their inception.

Maybe this should not be held too strongly against the devolved institutions.  After all, even by the endpoint of our data, these institutions are less than a decade old.  Performance may well improve as the devolved bodies accumulate further experience (and possibly powers).  But our data highlight a growing challenge for the devolved bodies in Scotland and Wales.  We have suggested that people in Scotland and Wales are adjusting to the exercise of power under devolution, and attributing greater responsibility for outcomes to the devolved bodies.  This may allow the devolved institutions to claim greater credit for policy improvements, but will also entail the apportionment of blame when things are seen to go wrong.

Having explored the way people have evaluated the performance of the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly since 1999, a further question arises.  This is how people’s experience of the early years of devolution years has shaped their views on the nature and powers of the devolved bodies.  Have the rather lukewarm assessments of performance we have identified among people in Scotland and Wales impelled them to seek reforms to these institutions?  Have they lost faith with the idea of self-government to the extent of seeking the end of devolution?  Or would they like to increase the powers wielded by the devolved bodies, even to the extent of breaking up Britain into separate states?  The implications of devolution’s early years for the wider constitutional stability of the United Kingdom are the subject of the following chapter.
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Table 5.1  Constitutional preferences in Scotland, 1970-97

	
	1970
(%)
	1974
(%)
	1975
(%)
	1979
(%)
	1992
(%)
	1994
(%)
	1996
(%)
	1997
(%)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	No devolution
	25
	34
	26
	34
	25
	21
	26
	18

	Greater regional decision making
	26
	44
	27
	44
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Regional assembly
	24
	-
	19
	-
	50
	55
	46
	51

	Independence
	23
	21
	24
	21
	23
	22
	26
	26

	Don’t know
	  1
	  1
	  3
	  1
	  2
	  1
	  3
	  5 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Note: The samples are of people in Scotland only.
Sources:  Commission on the Constitution, 1970; Scottish Election Study, 1974, 1979, 1992, 1997; Opinion Research Centre, 1975; British Election Panel Study, 1994 and 1996
Table 5.2  Constitutional preferences in Wales, 1970-97

	
	1970
(%)
	1979
(%)
	1983

(%)
	1987

(%)
	1992

(%)
	1997
(%)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	No devolution
	42
	71
	79
	70
	45
	37

	Greater regional decision making
	21
	  7
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Regional assembly
	23
	12
	12
	22
	40
	43

	Independence
	13
	  5
	  6
	  6
	13
	12

	Don’t know
	  0
	  5
	  3
	  3
	  2
	  7

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Note: The samples are of people in Wales only.
Sources:  Commission on the Constitution, 1970; Welsh Election Survey 1979; British Election Study, 1983, 1987, 1992; Welsh Referendum Study 1997
Table 5.3  Expectations of a Scottish Parliament, 1997 and 1999

	
	Higher/Better/ Stronger
	Lower/Worse/Weaker
	No difference

	The impact of a Scottish    Parliament on:
	1997
(%)
	1999
(%)
	1997
(%)
	1999
(%)
	1997
(%)
	1999
(%)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Unemployment
	18
	15
	44
	28
	38
	50

	Economy
	64
	43
	12
	13
	24
	37

	Taxes
	76
	64
	  4
	  4
	20
	26

	Standard of NHS
	66
	49
	  6
	  4
	28
	41

	Standard/quality of education
	71
	56
	  3
	  3
	19
	36

	Standard of social welfare
	59
	Na
	  5
	Na
	36
	Na

	Standard of living
	56
	38
	16
	  9
	29
	48

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	People’s say in how Scotland is governed
	81
	64
	  2
	  2
	17
	32

	Scotland’s voice in Britain
	73
	70
	10
	  7
	17
	20

	Scotland’s voice in Europe
	65
	Na
	12
	Na
	24
	Na

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Note: Figures are row percentages.  Those responding ‘don’t know’ are not included in the totals, meaning rows may not sum exactly to 100 per cent.  Na Not asked.
Sources: Scottish Referendum Study 1997; Scottish Social Attitudes Survey 1999.
Table 5.4  Priorities for a Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly, 1997

	Most important thing for devolution to bring about:
	Scotland
(%)
	Wales
(%)

	
	
	

	Improve education
	23
	28

	Increase standard of living
	27
	24

	Give Scotland/Wales stronger voice in UK  
	11
	14

	Give Scotland/Wales stronger voice in EU
	  4
	  7

	Give people more say in how Scotland/Wales is governed
	28
	21

	  
	
	


Source: Scottish and Welsh Referendum Study 1997

Table 5.5  Expectations of a Welsh Assembly, 1997 and 1999

	The impact of a Welsh Assembly 

The impact of a Welsh        Assembly on:
	Higher/Better/ Stronger
(%)
	Lower/Worse/Weaker
(%)
	No difference
(%)

	
	
	
	

	Unemployment
	     13
	    26
	      60

	Economy
	     41
	    16
	      41

	Taxes
	     41
	      2
	      55

	Standard of NHS
	     46
	      9
	      43

	Standard of education
	     50 (43)
	      5 (4)
	      37 (47)

	Standard of living
	     29 (28)
	    12 (6)
	      51 (61)

	
	
	
	

	People’s say in how Wales is governed
	     54 (56)
	      4 (2)
	      36 (40)

	Wales’ voice in Britain
	     50 (62)
	    12 (4)
	      33 (33)

	Wales’ voice in Europe
	     44
	    10
	      39

	
	     38
	      7
	      36

	
	
	
	


Note: The data are for 1997; data for 1999 are in brackets.  Figures are row percentages.  Those responding ‘don’t know’ are not included in the totals, meaning rows may not sum exactly to 100 per cent.

Sources: Welsh Referendum Study 1997; Welsh Assembly Election Study 1999

Table 5.6  Evaluations of the performance of the Scottish Parliament, 2000-07

	Impact of the Scottish Parliament on:
	2000

(%)
	2001

(%)
	2002

(%)
	2003

(%)
	2004

(%)
	2005

(%)
	2006

(%)
	2007

(%)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Standard of education
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Improve
	43
	27
	25
	23
	Na
	Na
	 30
	28

	Reduce
	  3
	  5
	  6
	  7
	Na
	Na
	  6
	  3

	Make no difference
	49
	59
	58
	59
	Na
	Na
	 53
	54

	Balance
	-9
	-37
	-39
	-43
	
	
	-29
	-29

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Standard of NHS
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Improve
	Na
	45
	Na
	37
	Na
	Na
	 22
	26

	Reduce
	Na
	  9
	Na
	  10
	Na
	Na
	  9
	  6

	Make no difference
	Na
	42
	Na
	46
	Na
	Na
	 63
	59

	Balance
	
	-6
	
	-19
	
	
	-50
	-39

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Scotland’s economy
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Improve
	36
	43
	Na
	35
	Na
	Na
	Na
	Na

	Reduce
	13
	   10
	Na
	12
	Na
	Na
	Na
	Na

	Make no difference
	45
	43
	Na
	46
	Na
	Na
	Na
	Na

	Balance
	-22
	-10
	
	-23
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Scotland’s voice in the UK
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Improve
	52
	52
	39
	49
	35
	41
	43
	61

	Reduce
	  6
	  6
	  7
	  7
	  7
	  6
	  6
	 4

	Make no difference
	40
	40
	52
	41
	55
	50
	48
	32

	Balance
	+6
	+6
	-20
	+1
	-27
	-15
	-11
	+25

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	People’s say in government
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Improve
	44
	38
	31
	39
	31
	37
	37
	47

	Reduce
	  3
	  4
	  4
	  4
	  6
	  5
	 5
	  3

	Make no difference
	51
	56
	62
	54
	60
	55
	55
	35

	Balance
	 -10
	-22
	-35
	-19
	-35
	-23
	-23
	+9

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Note: ‘Balance’ represents the proportion of respondents judging the Scottish Parliament to be improving outcomes minus the proportions judging it to be worsening outcomes or not making a difference to outcomes.

Question wording for 2000: ‘From what you have seen and heard so far, do you think that having a Scottish Parliament is going to increase/reduce/make no difference to the standard of education [other outcome] in Scotland?’

Question wording for education, voice in the United Kingdom and say in government from 2001: ‘From what you have seen and heard so far, do you think that having a Scottish Parliament is increasing/reducing/making no difference to the standard of education [other outcome] in Scotland?’
Question wording for NHS standards and the economy in 2001 and 2003: ‘From what you have seen and heard so far, do you think that as a result of having a Scottish Parliament the standard of the National Health Service in Scotland/Scotland’s economy will become better/worse/make no difference?’.  In 2006 and 2007, the question about the NHS asked whether the Parliament ‘is increasing/reducing/making no difference to the standard of the NHS’.
Na Not asked.

Source: Scottish Social Attitudes surveys, 2000-07
Table 5.7  Evaluations of the performance of the Welsh Assembly, 2001 and 2003

	Impact of the Welsh Assembly on: 
	2001
(%)
	2003
(%)

	
	
	

	Standard of education
	
	

	Improve
	22
	27

	Reduce
	  3
	  6

	Make no difference
	64
	53

	Balance
	-45
	-32

	
	
	

	Standard of NHS
	
	

	Improve
	30
	41

	Reduce
	  5
	  9

	Make no difference
	61
	45

	Balance
	-36
	-13

	
	
	

	Wales’ economy
	
	

	Improve
	33
	36

	Reduce
	  8
	  7

	Make no difference
	54
	51

	Balance
	-29
	-22

	
	
	

	Wales’ voice in the UK
	
	

	Improve
	49
	52

	Reduce
	  3
	  4

	Make no difference
	45
	42

	Balance
	+1
	+6

	
	
	

	People’s say in government
	
	

	Improve
	34
	38

	Reduce
	  3
	  6

	Make no difference
	60
	54

	Balance
	-29
	-22

	
	
	


Note: ‘Balance’ represents the proportion of respondents judging the Welsh Assembly to be improving outcomes minus the proportions judging it to be worsening outcomes or not making a difference to outcomes.
Question wording for education, voice in the UK and say in government: ‘From what you have seen and heard so far, do you think that having a Welsh National Assembly is increasing/reducing/making no difference to the standard of education [other outcome] in Wales?’.
Question wording for NHS and economy: ‘From what you have seen and heard so far, do you think that as a result of having a Welsh National Assembly the standard of the National Health Service in Wales/Wales’ economy will become better/worse/make no difference?’

Source: Wales Life and Times surveys, 2001-03
Table 5.8  Attributions of responsibility in Scotland, 2001-07

	
	2001
(%)
	2003
(%)
	2004
(%)
	2005
(%)
	2006
(%)
	2007
(%)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Standard of NHS
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Who primarily responsible:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	UK government
	53
	38
	42
	39
	32
	34

	Scottish Executive
	11
	21
	20
	23
	25
	23

	
	  
	
	
	
	
	

	Quality of education
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Who primarily responsible:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	UK government
	40
	30
	29
	28
	20
	22

	Scottish Executive
	19
	25
	28
	30
	33
	28

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	General standard of living
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Who primarily responsible:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	UK government
	53
	43
	38
	42
	33
	37

	Scottish Executive
	11
	18
	18
	17
	21
	19

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Note: The data for those giving a variety of other responses, especially ‘for some other reason’ and ‘don’t know’, are not shown.
Source: Scottish Social Attitudes surveys, 2001-07
Table 5.9  Attributions of responsibility in Wales, 2001-07

	
	2001
(%)
	2003
(%)
	2007
(%)

	
	
	
	

	Standard of NHS
	
	
	

	Who primarily responsible:
	
	
	

	UK government
	58
	39
	34

	Welsh Assembly
	10
	22
	31

	
	  
	
	

	Quality of education
	
	
	

	Who primarily responsible:
	
	
	

	UK government
	52
	34
	29

	Welsh Assembly
	  8
	20
	30

	
	
	
	

	General standard of living
	
	
	

	Who primarily responsible:
	
	
	

	UK government
	58
	42
	43

	Welsh Assembly
	  8
	17
	24

	
	
	
	


Note: The data for those giving a variety of other responses, especially ‘for some other reason’ and ‘don’t know’, are not shown.
Source: Wales Life and Times Survey, 2001-07
Annex Question wordings on attitudes to devolution

Scotland
	
	No devolution
	More regional 

decisions
	Regional assembly
	Independence

	
	
	
	
	

	1970: Royal Commission on the Constitution

1975: Survey on Scottish Attitudes to Devolution
	
	
	
	

	For running Scotland as a whole, which of these five alternatives would you prefer overall?
	
	
	
	

	Leave things as they are at present
	(
	
	
	

	Keep things much the same as they are now but make sure that the needs of the region are better understood by the government
	(
	
	
	

	Keep the present system but allow more decisions to be made in the region
	
	(
	
	

	Have a new system of governing the region so that as many decisions as possible are made in the area
	
	
	(
	

	Let the region take over complete responsibility for running things in the area
	
	
	
	(

	
	
	
	
	

	1974, 1979: British/Scottish Election Study
	
	
	
	

	There has been a lot of discussion recently about giving more power to Scotland (1974).  Which of these statements comes closest to what you yourself feel should be done (1979: About the governing of Scotland)?
	
	
	
	

	Keep the governing of Scotland much as it is now
	(
	
	
	

	Make sure the needs of Scotland are better understood by the government
	(
	
	
	

	Allow more decisions to be made in Scotland
	
	(
	
	

	Scotland should completely run its own affairs
	
	
	
	(

	
	
	
	
	

	1991: State of the Nation

1992: Scottish Election Study

1994, 1996: British Election Panel Study
	
	
	
	

	Now thinking about the running of Scotland, which of these options would you most like to see? (1991)

An issue in Scotland is the question of an elected assembly – a special Parliament for Scotland dealing with Scottish affairs.  Which of these statements comes closest to your view? (1992, 1994, 1996)
	
	
	
	

	There should be no change from the present system
	(
	
	
	

	 Scotland should remain part of the UK but with its own elected Assembly that has some taxation and spending powers
	
	
	(
	

	Scotland should become independent, separate from the UK (1991: England and Wales) but part of the European Community
	
	
	
	(

	Scotland should become independent, separate from the UK (1991: England and Wales) and the European Community
	
	
	
	(

	
	
	
	
	

	1997: Scottish Election Study
	
	
	
	

	An issue in Scotland is the question of an elected parliament – a special Parliament for Scotland dealing with Scottish affairs.  Which of these statements comes closest to your view?
	
	
	
	

	Scotland should remain part of the UK without an elected parliament
	(
	
	
	

	Scotland should remain part of the UK with its own elected parliament which has no taxation powers
	
	
	(
	

	Scotland should remain part of the UK but with its own elected parliament which has some taxation powers
	
	
	(
	

	Scotland should become independent, separate from the UK but part of the European Union
	
	
	
	(

	Scotland should become independent, separate from the UK and the European Union
	
	
	
	(

	
	
	
	
	


Wales
	
	No devolution
	More regional 

decisions
	Regional assembly
	Independence

	
	
	
	
	

	1970: Royal Commission on the Constitution
	
	
	
	

	For running Wales as a whole, which of these five alternatives would you prefer overall?
	
	
	
	

	Leave things as they are at present
	(
	
	
	

	Keep things much the same as they are now but make sure that the needs of the region are better understood by the government
	(
	
	
	

	Keep the present system but allow more decisions to be made in the region
	
	(
	
	

	Have a new system of governing the region so that as many decisions as possible are made in the area
	
	
	(
	

	Let the region take over complete responsibility for running things in the area
	
	
	
	(

	
	
	
	
	

	1979: Welsh Election Study
	
	
	
	

	Which option comes closest to your view of the ideal form of government for Wales?
	
	
	
	

	No change, keeping the governing of Wales much as it is now
	(
	
	
	

	An Assembly as proposed at the referendum
	
	(
	
	

	A stronger Assembly with its own law making powers, like the one proposed for Scotland
	
	
	(
	

	Complete self-government for Wales
	
	
	
	(

	
	
	
	
	

	1983, 1987: British Election Survey
	
	
	
	

	An issue in Wales is the question of an elected assembly – a special Parliament for Wales dealing with Welsh affairs.  Which of these statements comes closest to your view?
	
	
	
	

	Keep the governing of Wales much as it has been
	(
	
	
	

	Some other way should be found to make sure the needs of Wales are better understood by the government in London
	(
	
	
	

	There should be an elected assembly for Wales
	
	
	(
	

	Wales should become completely independent
	
	
	
	(

	
	
	
	
	

	1992: British Election Study
	
	
	
	

	An issue in Wales is the question of an elected assembly– a special Parliament for Wales dealing with Welsh affairs.  Which of these statements comes closest to your view?
	
	
	
	

	There should be no change from the present system
	(
	
	
	

	Wales should remain part of the UK but with its own elected assembly which has some taxation and spending powers
	
	
	(
	

	Wales should become independent, separate from the UK but part of the European Community
	
	
	
	(

	Wales should become independent, separate from the UK and the European Community
	
	
	
	(

	
	
	
	
	

	1997: Welsh Referendum Study
	
	
	
	

	An issue in Wales is the question of an elected assembly – a special Parliament for Wales dealing with Welsh affairs.  Which of these statements comes closest to your view?
	
	
	
	

	Wales should remain part of the UK without an elected assembly
	(
	
	
	

	Wales should remain part of the UK with its own elected assembly which has limited law making powers only
	
	
	(
	

	Wales should remain part of the UK with its own elected assembly which has law-making and taxation powers
	
	
	(
	

	Wales should become independent, separate from the UK but part of the European Union
	
	
	
	(

	Wales should become independent, separate from the UK and the European Union
	
	
	
	(

	
	
	
	
	


� I would like to thank Ann Mair of Strathclyde University’s Social Statistics Laboratory and the Scottish Centre for Social Research for the provision of some of the data reported here.


� Devolution might also be favoured for providing institutions that embody various forms of social or political identity, a frequent demand of nationalist movements.  The relationship between devolution and national identity is considered in Chapter Six.


� Modules of questions on devolution in 2001 and 2003 were funded by the Leverhulme Trust under its ‘Nations and Regions’ programme.  The funding also covered the costs of analysing the resulting data, of which this chapter and the next are among the principal results.


� Although the low Welsh samples in the British Election Survey for 1983, 1987 and 1992 (the maximum number of Welsh interviewees being just over 200) should make us cautious about over-interpreting the data from these years.


� Note, however, that a belief that a Parliament would increase taxes is not necessarily a negative judgement; many people in Scotland may well have favoured higher taxes if this entailed higher levels of public spending.  Analyses of voting in the 1997 Scottish referendum confirm that even among those who believed a Parliament would entail additional taxes, aggregate opinion was favourable towards the establishment of the Parliament (Brown et al., 1999: 118-21; Denver et al., 2000: 162).


� A similar result can be seen from the 1992 Scottish Election Study, which asked respondents what outcome they believed would be the most important advantage of a Scottish Parliament.  Of the six response options, giving people more say in Scottish government was by far the most popular response (32 per cent), followed by helping the Scottish economy (18 per cent) and enabling Scots to solve their own problems (17 per cent).  Expectations that a Scottish Parliament would trigger improvements in policy and democratic outcomes has also been found to play a strong role in explaining support for the government’s devolution proposals at the 1997 Scottish referendum (Brown et al., 1999: chapters 6-7; Denver et al., 2000: 162-5).


� The Life in Wales Today Survey 2007 contained no measures of the direct impact of the Welsh Assembly.  The next section reports alternative performance evaluations, which ask how far the Assembly is responsible for various policy outcomes. 


� Recall from Tables 5.3 and 5.5 that, prior to 1999, few people in Scotland and Wales believed the devolved institutions would lead to worse performance; rather they feared that they would have no impact on outcomes at all.


� My thanks to John Curtice, and to the analysis in Ormstron and Sharp (2007), for pointing this out.


� Worded in prospective terms, the survey questions are arguably a measure of people’s expectations of future performance, rather than of evaluations of actual performance.  However, since the 2000 survey meant respondents had at least one year’s worth real experience of devolution against which to judge outcomes, the resulting data are treated as evaluations rather than expectations.


� In Scotland and Wales, the reference point in the 2001 surveys was the 1997 general election; in the 2003 surveys it was the devolved election in 1999.  In Wales in 2007, the reference point was the previous devolved election in 2003.


� Until 2004, the question referred to the ‘Scottish Parliament’.


� In 2007, the question referred to the ‘Welsh Assembly Government’.


� Clearly, people might attribute policy outcomes to neither tier of government.  In fact, between 10 and 20 per cent believe that neither the Scottish or Westminster parliaments are responsible for health and education outcomes in Scotland, and up to 24 per cent in the case of the standard of living.
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