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Summary

Decentralisation is firmly in the 
sights of politicians nationally 
and locally, but is it really possible 
for government to ‘let go’ in our 
centralised political culture? 

PwC and IPPR first investigated this 
question five years ago. The original 
research1 suggested that although 
the public holds the government in 
Westminster responsible for core parts of 
public service delivery, public perceptions 
of accountability – and hence credit and 
blame – will change if devolution is well 
communicated, clearly enacted, and if 
real powers are transferred to highly 
accountable bodies. When this isn’t the 
case, responsibility tends to stay with the 
UK government in Westminster, regardless 
of formal accountability structures.

As part of our work with IPPR on the 
‘Decentralisation Decade’2 we have 
refreshed this research through a 
new survey.3 And given the focus on 
growth and rebalancing, we have put 
the spotlight on accountability for the 
economy too.

Our new research reinforces our  
2009 findings that if real powers are 
transferred to highly accountable bodies 
then public perceptions of responsibility 
will change. While not a cry for full  
scale decentralisation, the results of  
our survey suggest that the public is 
amenable to changes in responsibility  
for delivering public services, but only  
if the lessons from our original research 
are learnt. The public tends to have a 
relatively good awareness of whether 
particular bodies have the powers to  
act in a particular area. But real 
accountability depends on fully aligning 
decision making, budgets and delivery 
when decentralising. 

1 ‘Who’s accountable?’, PwC/IPPR, 2009. 
2 The Decentralisation Decade project is weighing the 
evidence for and against key aspects of decentralisation, 
particularly with respect to helping achieve growth and 
tackle economic inequalities. Its aims are to: consider the 
institutional architecture necessary for better sub-national 
governance; assess the conditions that need to be in place 
to allow for the successful devolution of power; and outline 
a programme for change. 
3 All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov Plc. 
Total sample size was 2,103 adults. Fieldwork was 
undertaken between 18 June – 30 June 2014. The survey 
was carried out online. The figures have been weighted and 
are representative of all UK adults (aged 18+).
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In 2009, examples of where public 
perceptions of responsibility had 
changed included the Scottish 
Government and the Mayor of London 
(particularly for transport). This year’s 
research highlights the same for the 
devolved assemblies more generally, 
and policing in particular. On the latter, 
even though voter turnout was low 
for the election of Police and Crime 
Commissioners, they now appear to be 
recognised by the highest proportion 
of survey respondents (37%) as having 
the most responsibility for crime in local 
areas, in place of Police Chiefs in the 
2009 survey. 

However, the lag we observed in our 2009 
research where it appears to take time 
for public perception of responsibility 
to catch up with the reality of devolved 
powers also appears to be confirmed, with 
some significant increases in the numbers 
of people holding the devolved assemblies 
responsible for public services. 

4 See also ‘The future of England: The local dimension’, 
IPPR North, April 2014. 

The findings of our survey on growth 
highlight that the public distinguishes 
responsibility for the economy at 
different levels. Our survey respondents 
give most of the credit to local businesses 
(38%) and local people (25%) if their 
local economy improves; less so councils 
and Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), 
although both are recognised as being 
one of a number of bodies to whom credit 
could be given. 

In contrast, higher proportions of survey 
respondents (about a quarter) gave 
devolved assemblies the most credit 
for growth in Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland (NI). For England, over 
a third (38%) of our survey respondents 
gave most credit for any improvement 
in England’s economy to the UK 
government in Westminster. 

Importantly, the public also supports 
aspects of decentralisation to the 
local level, with almost half (46%) 

of our survey respondents agreeing 
that ministers should have less power 
over local services e.g. hospitals and 
policing, and that local government 
should have more power.4 But the jury is 
still out on a number of elements of the 
decentralisation debate, including directly 
elected mayors and councils’ capacities 
to make use of new powers as well as 
whether independent bodies should make 
long term decisions e.g. on infrastructure. 

Worries also persist about ‘postcode 
lotteries’, particularly among the older 
respondents in our survey (over 60 
years old). An overwhelming majority 
(80%) of our respondents agree that 
everyone should have equal access to 
the same public services wherever they 
live. The elderly (over 60 years old) are 
also more likely to agree that ultimate 
accountability for services paid for 
through taxation should reside with 
elected politicians, whether nationally 
or locally.

of the public agree that ministers 
should have less power over local 
services and that local government 
should have more power46%
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Key implications

There are three important implications for those seeking to decentralise:

•  Politicians need to hold their nerve: for at least a period of time ‘the centre’ 
will still be blamed for failures, either being seen as responsible for the act of 
devolution or because the public didn’t notice or understand that devolution 
has occurred. 

•  The public usually needs time to get used to understanding who is responsible 
for exercising newly decentralised powers. As such, a route map to 
decentralisation spanning years, not months, is needed to rise to the challenge 
of letting go of power in our centralised political culture.

•  Decentralisation needs to be a two-way process between central government 
and local bodies: in particular, local government needs to be focussed when 
negotiating for additional powers and ensure it has the capacity to make best 
use of them, as shown in the City Deals process. 

If perceptions of accountability are to shift, communications and engagement 
are essential. Real powers need to be given to highly visible local bodies with 
a high degree of transparency and accountability. Building the case for change 
and engaging the public in the debate on accountability is, therefore, an 
essential step if we are to deliver a Decentralisation Decade.
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There is growing evidence to suggest 
that the high degree of centralisation 
in England is undermining efforts to 
achieve inclusive (good) growth and that 
it may well diminish efforts to achieve a 
more equal society.5 

The prospects of further devolution 
for both Scotland and Wales will place 
increased pressure on the political 
parties to develop a coherent programme 
for English devolution in the run-up 
to the 2015 General Election. So too 
will the fiscal context, as this will 
force whoever wins the election to link 
spending decisions with a clear plan for 
the role of government at central and 
local levels. 

But what are the conditions under which 
a programme of devolution in England 
could be developed and implemented 
that will lead to lasting, meaningful 
change and improved outcomes?

5 ‘The future of England: The local dimension’, IPPR 
North, April 2014. 
6 ‘We need a Northern powerhouse’, Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, 23 June 2014. 
7 ‘Mending the Fractured Economy: Smarter state, better 
jobs’, Ed Miliband, 1 July 2014. 
8 Speech to The Grand Depart International Business 
Festival, Deputy Prime Minister, 4 July 2014. 
9 Round tables co-hosted by PwC and IPPR North were 
convened in Newcastle, Liverpool, Birmingham and at the 
LGA Conference in Bournemouth over June and July 2014.

Accountability, growth and public services

One of the main reasons why there has 
been little impetus for central government 
to devolve key functions to date is that 
there appears to have been limited political 
or public appetite for decentralisation 
beyond the extensive devolution of powers 
to the devolved assemblies of Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland. 

The terms of the debate may, however, 
be changing. Politicians on all sides are 
calling for greater decentralisation, 
stimulated as much perhaps by a desire for 
the much discussed economic rebalancing 
away from London towards other areas. 

Recent speeches include one made by the 
Chancellor, George Osborne, calling for 
England’s cities in the north to become a 
‘northern powerhouse’ with greater local 
powers and control.6 Ed Miliband unveiled 
the findings from Lord Adonis’ growth 
review which proposed transferring £6 
billion worth of spending per year to local 

areas and devolving further decision 
making over transport, skills and business 
support.7

Meanwhile Nick Clegg signalled a different 
approach to policy making by opening 
out the following question to people from 
all walks of life to have a say in their own 
economic future: “How do we build on 
the strengths in the north to create an 
economic core in the heart of the region 
that can compete with the biggest cities 
and regions in the world?”.8

This debate mirrors our engagement 
with business and the public. Our 
discussions with local government and 
business representatives at a series of 
round tables, convened as part of the 
Decentralisation Decade research, suggest 
that there is growing business support for 
decentralisation.9
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In addition, our annual survey of local 
government Chief Executives and 
Leaders also reveals recognition by local 
government of the growing importance 
of collaboration with Local Enterprise 
Partnerships to generate growth.10

But these round tables also highlighted 
a concern that a lack of public support 
may act as a brake on progress towards 
further decentralisation. This seems to 
be born out of an understandable desire 
from the public for visible accountability, 
often to elected representatives, and a 
fear of significant variations in key public 
services (‘postcode lotteries’).

It should be noted that engaging the 
public in this debate is a challenge. Most 
people are more interested in getting the 
right local services at the right price than 
understanding the politics and nuances of 
the wider decentralisation policy debate. 

There is also evidence that people are 
increasingly demanding a personal, 
digitally enabled relationship with 
government, central and local, through 
which they can engage and access the 
services they need. This is the ultimate 
level of decentralisation – giving control 
to the individual over the decisions that 
affect them alongside the funds – as is 
happening, for instance, with the use of 
personal budgets in social care.

As we set out in ‘The Local State We’re 
In’ in relation to local government 
specifically: “Digital technology has the 
potential to transform the relationship 
between councils and citizens, supporting 
people to secure outcomes for themselves. 
Our survey highlights that councils 
are enthusiastic about this agenda, but 
still have a long way to go to meet the 
expectations of the public.”11

10 ‘The Local State We’re In’, PwC, 2014.  
www.pwc.co.uk/localgov2014 
11 ‘The Local State We’re In’, PwC, 2014. 
www.pwc.co.uk/localgov2014

People are demanding a personal, 
digitally enabled relationship 
with government, central and 
local. This is the ultimate level of 
decentralisation.”

“
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In the light of these discussions, we have 
re-run the core of our original ‘Who’s 
accountable?’ questionnaire. The 
remainder of this publication therefore 
sets out the results of an online survey by 
YouGov of 2,103 adults between 18 June 
and 30 June 2014.12

The research has particularly sought 
to understand better current public 
attitudes towards centralisation and 
decentralisation as well as assessing 
the extent to which the public might be 
amenable to changes that are a part of the 
decentralisation debate. In the light of the 
vote on Scottish independence, this also 
included asking for views on changes to 
the system of governance in England.13

Methodology

In addition, we wanted to re-run our 
previous research to test the degree 
to which the ‘UK government in 
Westminster’ is still held responsible 
for the performance and delivery 
of core public services. This 
involved asking how perceptions of 
responsibility varied across a selection 
of different public services – health and 
care, education, policing, transport, 
housing and refuse collection. 

We also looked at the results by 
geographical level, so that we 
could compare who the public held 
accountable for a problem which arose 
in their local area, their country or the 
UK as a whole.

12 The figures have been weighted and are representative 
of all UK adults (aged 18+). 
13 Details will be published in September 2014 in the final 
Decentralisation Decade report.
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Who’s accountable for the economy?

Looking first at our new area for enquiry 
– the economy – the public does appear to 
distinguish responsibility for the economy 
at different levels (Figure 1).

Locally, the highest number of 
respondents to our survey would give 
most credit to local businesses (38%) 
and local people (25%) if their local 
economy improved; councils (8%), and 
in England the recently formed Local 
Enterprise Partnerships (7%)14, received 
lower responses. However, both councils 
and LEPs were recognised by about a 
quarter of our respondents as being one of 
a number of bodies to whom credit could 
be given; it was just that they were not the 
bodies to whom our respondents typically 
gave the most credit. 

In the English regions, just over one in 
ten respondents in London (11%) give 
greater credit to their councils than 
elsewhere for improvements in their 
local economy. Respondents in the North 
East and South West recognise the role 
of Local Enterprise Partnerships to a 
greater degree than other regions, with 

9% and 11% respectively giving most 
credit to LEPs compared with 7% for 
England overall. 

In contrast, credit for growth in the 
devolved administrations is varied. The 
public in Scotland give most credit for 
improvements in the Scottish economy 
to people (28%), in Wales the Welsh 
Assembly comes top (26%), and in 
Northern Ireland most credit goes to 
local businesses (41%). In England, the 
most credit for growth in the English 

economy goes to the UK government in 
Westminster (38%). 

For the UK economy as a whole, the 
highest number of respondents (and 
particularly males and the young i.e. 
18-24 year olds) also gave most credit for 
any improvement to the UK government 
in Westminster. Given the attention given 
by national government to the economy 
and dealing with the fiscal deficit, and 
the associated spotlight of the media, this 
may not be particularly surprising. 

14 Local Enterprise Partnerships are included in ‘Other’ in 
Figure 1.

Local area 8%238%

9%26%

8%5%13%24%23%

11%24%22%41%

12%5%38%23%22%

9%4%38%

Figure 1: If the economy improved…

UK

England

10% 9%24%21%

13%15%25%

  People

  Business

 Devolved Assembly

  UK government in 
Westminster

  Local councils

 Other (including LEPs)

Which one of the following would you give the most credit to if the economy across [place] improved?

Northern 
Ireland

Scotland

Wales

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

28%

20%

26%22%

Note: Responses relate to residents of each place only.



8

Given the feedback of our round table 
participants, we also wanted to find 
out if the public would support further 
decentralisation, particularly insofar as 
it supports growth and public services 
which are enablers of the growth agenda, 
such as infrastructure (housing and 
transport), skills and health.

The results suggest that the public will 
not be a brake on further reforms but 
there are mixed views on different 
aspects. For instance, almost half 
(46%) of our survey respondents agree 
that ministers should have less power 
over local services e.g. hospitals and 
policing, and that local government 
should have more power although 37% 
neither agree or disagree. A similar 
proportion of respondents (47%) agree 
that the public should be able to directly 
elect officials to run public services, as 
happens now in policing. 

But the jury is still out on a number 
of issues which are important to the 
decentralisation and growth agenda.  
In particular:

Views on decentralisation

•  Directly elected mayors, with a split 
response of approximately one third 
agreeing that there should be more 
directly elected mayors, one third not 
agreeing and one third neither agreeing 
nor disagreeing. The case is neither 
proven nor, importantly, rejected 
either although it’s worth noting that 
Londoners are most confident with only 
23% now against having a mayor.

•  The appropriate balance of power 
between central and local government: 
nearly half (47%) neither agree or 
disagree that the current balance is 
about right.

•  Confidence that local councillors and 
officials are up to the job of having 
more power over local services: 
just over a third (36%) are not 
confident although a quarter (24%) 
are confident. But there are some 
notable regional variations in this 
measure, with the lowest proportion 
of respondents having confidence 
being in the North East (16%) and the 
highest in the East Midlands (32%).

And when it comes to whether decisions 
on major projects with long time frames 
(and often politically contentious), like 
airports or high speed rail, should be 
made by independent bodies, there is no 
agreed view with 38% of respondents 
agreeing, 39% neither agreeing nor 
disagreeing and 24% disagreeing.

It is clear that there is still much to play 
for and that a case for changes in the 
powers held centrally versus locally 
could win over the doubters, but only 
if the powers devolved are well defined 
and clearly communicated, as we can 
see from our findings that follow on the 
accountability for public service provision.

of the public are confident 
that councils are up to the 
job of having more power 
over local services

24%
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Survey respondents were asked to 
consider various scenarios where 
public services might deteriorate (see 
box) and then asked to say who they 
hold most responsible from a range of 
options including the UK government in 
Westminster, the devolved assemblies, 
councils, quangos and private companies 
as well as front line staff.

Respondents were offered a standardised 
range of options across England, 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
As such, it should be noted that in 
some cases respondents in devolved 
administrations were offered options 
which did not necessarily reflect the 
unique elements of accountability in their 
area. Also, wherever questions were asked 
specifically at a country level, responses 
relate only to residents of that country.

Is accountability clear for key public 
services?

We used the following scenarios:

•  Health: who would you hold most responsible if the quality of health and care 
services got worse in your local area/country/across the UK?

•  Education: who would you hold most responsible if school exam results got 
worse in your local area/country/across the UK?

•  Crime: who would you hold most responsible if the police force became less 
effective at fighting crime in your local area/country/across the UK?

•  Transport: who would you hold most responsible if public transport got 
significantly worse in your local area/country/across the UK?

•  Housing: who would you hold most responsible if there are problems with 
housing (type, cost, availability, conditions) in your local area? 

•  Refuse: who would you hold most responsible if rubbish bins in your local area 
are not collected for a number of weeks?
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On the whole, we found that local delivery 
agents tend to be held accountable locally 
for performance in policing, transport, 
rubbish collection and housing. However 
health and particularly schools appear 
to have a wider spread of views on local 
accountability. 

In terms of elected bodies, the UK 
government in Westminster still 
predominates in terms of ultimate 
accountability. But the case of policing 
shows that where there are direct elections 
for particular services, accountability can 
quickly shift at the local level.

Within the countries of Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland, there is also a 
strong shift to the devolved assemblies 
in terms of perceptions of accountability 
particularly for the main areas of public 
spending (excluding benefits) of health, 
care, and schools. There are important 
questions as to whether devolution since 
1999 has actually improved outcomes 
in these areas and, indeed, whether the 
public’s views have changed since 1999, 
but these questions are beyond the scope 
of this paper.

As we set out in 2009, it does seem that 
devolution when well enacted, with 
powers clearly defined and communicated 
and where the elected individuals have a 
high profile, can with the passage of time 
shift perceptions of the accountability 
for the performance of public services. 
This is perhaps seen most strikingly in 
the large increases in the proportions of 
our respondents who see accountability 
for school results as now sitting with the 
elected devolved assemblies. 

It may also be that the public is 
recognising the different types of 
responsibilities at different levels. While 
at a local level, the public may identify 
who is directly responsible for delivering, 
there is also a line of accountability to the 
individual or organisation with ultimate 
elected accountability for services which 
are collectively procured through the 
public purse.

This may be the reason why, at the UK 
level, in most cases the UK government in 
Westminster is held most responsible for 
UK wide performance. The exception is 
for transport where accountability seems 
to have been more effectively transferred 
to the transport companies themselves 
following privatisation e.g. for buses 
(outside London) and rail operators.

We discuss each public service in turn 
below.

Devolution when well enacted, with powers clearly defined and 
communicated and where the elected individuals have a high 
profile, can with the passage of time shift perceptions of the 
accountability for the performance of public services.”

“
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Health and care

Leaders of local NHS health organisations 
were mentioned by just over a quarter 
(27%) of survey respondents as those 
most responsible if health and care 
services worsen in their local area 
(rising to one third of 18-24 year olds). In 
equal first place are local health trusts/
boards (although for slightly more – 
33% – of those over 60 years of age). 

In comparison, the UK government in 
Westminster is only just behind, with 
22% of all respondents holding it most 
responsible for any deterioration in local 
health and care services (Figure 2). 

At the national level, the public in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
hold their devolved assemblies to be most 
responsible, reinforcing the view from 
our last report that when real powers 

are given away, the public will recognise 
this. However, it is still worth noting 
that accountability has not shifted to the 
local providers themselves, with only a 
minority of our respondents seeing local 
health trusts or their boards as being 
responsible for health and care services at 
country level.

20%27%27%4%

18%50%

9%14%57%

210%12%51%

13%64%

15%14%

Local area

7%

6%

10%13%

14%

Figure 2: If quality of health and care services got worse…

UK

England

10%15%

22%

 UK government in Westminster

 Devolved Assembly

 Local health boards/trusts

  Leaders of local NHS 
organisations

  Other

If the quality of health and care got worse in [place], who would you hold responsible?

Northern 
Ireland

Scotland

Wales

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

14%

25%

57%
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Education

For schools (Figure 3), even at local 
level the UK government is held most 
responsible if exam results get worse by a 
similar proportion of respondents (26%) 
as head teachers (24%). This finding may 
have been influenced by the Coalition’s 
reforms and the perception of a more 
direct relationship between central 
government and academies and free 
schools, outside of local council control. 

Of note, however, the highest proportions 
of respondents in the age group who have 
most recently come out of the education 
system (18-24 year olds) see teachers 
(25%) and parents and pupils (24%) 
as the most responsible if school exam 
results get worse locally. This group may 
be less influenced by wider media and 
more by their own direct experience. 

However, responsibility for exam results 
across the UK, even for the youngest age 

group, reverts to the UK government in 
Westminster. But for Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland the devolved 
assemblies are the body most likely to 
be held responsible at country level, and 
much more so today than five years ago. 
This is particularly the case in Wales, 
where the proportion holding the Welsh 
Assembly most responsible if there is a 
decline in school exam results increased 
by almost one third since our previous 
survey in 2009 (Figure 3).

Figure 3: If school exam results got worse… 

If school exams got worse in [place], who would you hold most responsible?

  2009            2014

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

19%

Your local area
– UK government

England –  
UK government

Scotland 
– Scottish 

government

Wales –  
Welsh assembly

N Ireland –  
NI assembly

UK –  
UK government

26%

36%

43%

10%

39%

19%

48%

29%

39%

45%

Note: 2009 data for Northern Ireland not available.
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Policing

Elected Police and Crime 
Commissioners appear to have become 
relatively high profile in a short space 
of time, replacing police chiefs as 
the people held most responsible if 
police forces became less effective at 
fighting crime at the local level (by 
37% of respondents). This proportion 
of respondents is comparable to police 
chiefs in our previous survey (Figure 4). 

In our 2009 report, we observed: “Many 
commentators have pointed out that 
local bodies are often insufficiently 
accountable to the public and have 
suggested ways of improving this, for 
example the Conservative Party wants 
to introduce directly elected police 
commissioners who would hold the 
police chief to account”.15 It seems that 
this approach has indeed yielded a shift 
in the public’s perceptions.

Across the UK, the government in 
Westminster remains the body that most 
respondents (42%) hold accountable 
(particularly in the case of males, at 47%), 
but to a slightly lesser degree overall 
than in 2009. In Wales and Northern 
Ireland16, police chiefs remain the people 
with whom most respondents associated 
accountability for fighting crime. This is 
different for Scotland, however, where 
the Scottish Government has the highest 
proportion of Scottish respondents 
holding it to account (40%). 

15 ‘Who’s accountable?’, PwC/IPPR, 2009. 
16 As respondents selected from a standard range of options, 
the options relating to policing did not reflect the unique 
elements of policing accountability in Northern Ireland.

Figure 4: If police forces became less effective at fighting crime

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

   Other

   People

   Police

   Police Chiefs

   Police and Crime 
Commissioners

   UK government  
in Westminster

2009 2014
UK Locally

2009 2014

Which one of the following would you consider to be most responsible if the police force across the United 
Kingdom became less effective at fighting crime?

47%

27%

9%

4%

13%

26%

35%

17%

4%

18%

42%

27%

17%

5%

5%
4%

19%

37%

22%

11%

10%

1%
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Public transport

In 2009, we found that transport was 
different to other public services in that 
respondents were more likely to point the 
finger at private transport companies for 
problems with public transport. We also 
posited some reasons: “Firstly the public 
has had time to get used to the privatised 

operators, and regularly interacts with 
them on a daily basis. And secondly 
because unlike in other public services 
where the role of private companies tends 
to be ‘hidden’ beneath a public service 
brand (such as the NHS), in transport the 
private operators have highly developed 
and publicly-recognised brands with 
which the public are familiar.”17

Our new survey reinforces this view 
(Figure 5), with the public clearly holding 
transport companies most responsible for 
any deterioration of transport services 
both locally and UK-wide, and by a 
majority of women in both cases. 

17 ‘Who’s accountable?’, PwC/IPPR, 2009.
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a 18%
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K

Figure 5: If public transport got significantly worse…

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

2014

 Transport companies         UK government         Local councils         Other

46% 35% 7% 11%

2009 46% 33% 7% 15%

51% 16% 17%2014

2009

If public transport got worse in [place], who would you hold most responsible?

15%44% 20% 21%
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Refuse collection

As the archetypal local service, it is 
not surprising that local councils are 
held responsible for refuse collection 
(Figure 6). Although it is noteworthy 
that the front line delivery agents – the 
refuse collection companies – are now 
seen by almost a quarter (24%) of our 
survey respondents as responsible for 
this most local of services, suggesting 
a similar trend to the public’s view on 
transport companies.

Figure 6: If rubbish bins are not collected for a number of weeks…

100%

90%

80%
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   UK government in Westminster
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   Local councils in Westminster

2009 2014

69%

16%
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24%
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Figure 7: If there are problems with housing…

    Local councils in my area

   The UK government in Westminster

   Housing Associations

   Companies who build houses

   Local people in my area

   Devolved assembly

   MPs in my area

   Other

Which one of the following would you hold most responsible if there are problems with housing (type, cost, 
availability, conditions) in your local area?

37%

23%

18%

7%

5%

3%
4%

2%

Housing

Given the high profile of the debate on 
housing supply and prices, and its link to 
the infrastructure supporting growth, we 
added this issue to our survey (Figure 7). 
We found that the highest proportion 
of respondents (37%) believe that local 
councils are responsible in their local 
areas for problems with housing, and 
particularly women (41%). This is perhaps 
because of council’s planning powers and 
responsibilities.
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In our original research, we questioned 
whether it is possible to delegate 
accountability for public services to bodies 
independent of government (particularly 
so called quangos) or will the public still 
hold government responsible? 

The evidence from our 2009 poll was 
a little mixed but the main message 
appeared to be that it is possible to transfer 

Does independence from government  
help accountability? 

risk to quangos, but only if the public 
believe that such bodies are genuinely 
independent and responsible for their 
actions. If the public suspect that the 
government has interfered with the way 
they work then accountability for their 
performance moves back to Westminster.

In our new research, we found some 
enthusiasm for more independence of 

service delivery from government.  
A net positive balance of 19% 
respondents agreed that more services 
should be run independently of central 
government (Figure 8). However, the 
highest proportion of respondents (43%) 
neither agreed nor disagreed, and the 
young (18-24 years old) are evenly 
divided between those agreeing and 
disagreeing on this.

40%

33%

12%35%53%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

5%36%58%

Public services will be delivered more effectively if people in charge of those 
services are free from political pressures

Whatever ministers say about the independence of organisations they set up, 
in reality they will interfere with the day to day activities of these organisations

When elected ministers set up an independent organisation to administer a 
public service, it is down to that organisation to get the service right

When a public service goes wrong, it is ultimately elected ministers’ responsibility

Public services by their nature should be delivered by people who are 
accountable to politicians

Independent organisations are not appropriate to run public services because 
they are less accountable to public

Because government sets the budgets of these independent organisations,  
it is wrong to say they are really independent

More public services should be run independently of central government

Figure 8: Independence and accountability

16%51%

8%36%56%

14%46%

5%29%65%

9%30%61%

19%43%38%

 Agree   Disagree Neither agree or disagree



18

In cases when an independent 
organisation is set up to administer a 
public service, a majority of respondents 
(51%) agree that it is then the 
organisations which are responsible 
to get the service right. A majority of 
respondents also agree that public 
services will be delivered more effectively 
if people in charge of those services are 
free from political pressures (53%). In 
both cases, the majority is higher for older 
respondents (60+ years), where over 60% 
of respondents agree.

However, almost two thirds (65%) of 
respondents agreed that if a public service 
goes wrong ministers are still ultimately 
responsible (with higher proportions 
of respondents who are male and also 
aged 40+). A similar proportion (61%) 
agreed that because government sets 
their budgets it is wrong to say that these 
organisations are really independent: 
again a higher proportion of respondents 
over 60 years old agreed (69%). 

Traditional media (particularly television 
news) tends to have the strongest 
influence on views of public service failure, 
particularly for over 40s with 48% of 40-59 
year olds and 45% of 60+ years identifying 
television and news documentaries as an 
important influencing factor compared 
to 41% across all age groups.18 Around a 
third of respondents (32%) say that official 
reports are an important influencing factor, 
and a fifth identify national newspapers 
(21%) and ‘what the UK government says’ 
(20%). New media (internet and social 
media) has most influence for the younger 
population, with 17% and 14% of 18-24 
year olds identifying the internet and 
social media respectively as an important 
influence compared to 9% and 8% for the 
whole population.19

A majority of respondents (particularly 
males and those over 60 years old) also 
agreed that public services by their 
nature should be delivered by people 
who are accountable to politicians (56%) 

and that, whatever ministers say about 
the independence of organisations, in 
reality they will interfere with day to day 
activities (58%). 

This appears to reinforce our previous 
findings and confirm that the public 
makes a direct connection between the 
services which they collectively fund 
through paying taxes and the elected 
politicians, whether in Parliament, 
devolved assemblies or councils. 

Indeed, almost half (46%) of all 
respondents, and a majority of 
those over 60 years old, agreed that 
independent organisations are not 
appropriate to run public services 
because they are less accountable to 
the public, with 40% of all respondents 
neither agreeing nor disagreeing. 

18 Respondents were able to pick up to two options for 
important influences. 
19 This survey was carried out online.

of the public agree that 
if a public service goes 
wrong, ministers are 
ultimately responsible65%
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Worries about the post code lottery also 
persist (Figure 9). The vast majority of our 
survey respondents agree that everyone 
should be able to access the same public 
services, no matter where they live (80%). 
Most believe that ministers should set 
national service standards for councils 
to meet with councils free to prioritise 
after meeting these standards (75% of 
respondents, rising to 84% of respondents 
over 60 years old).

This is reinforced by the majority of 
respondents (53%) who agree that if local 
government had more power to do things 
differently they would worry that services 
will vary across the country.

Similarly, there is widespread support 
for consistency across the country 
of payments of unemployment 
benefits, tuition fees, elderly care and 
prescriptions as well as recycling and 

punishment of young offenders  
(Figure 10) – for all, around seven in ten 
or more respondents agreed.

On balance, the survey respondents also 
agree that central government should 
have more power to enforce national 
standards even if they are delivered 
locally (49%, and particularly 60+ 
respondents at 55%), with only 15%  
of all respondents disagreeing. 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Everyone should be able to access the 
same public services, no matter where 

they live

Central government should have more 
power to enforce standards, even if 

they are delivered locally

Ministers should set national service 
standards for councils to meet with 

councils free to prioritise after meeting 
these standards

If local government had more power to 
do things differently I would worry that 

services will vary across the country

Figure 9: National standards, local delivery

4%16%80%

35% 15%49%

21% 5%75%

13%34%53%

 Agree   Disagree Neither agree or disagree
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62%

68%

Public 
transport

Figure 10: Worries about the post code lottery persist

Punishment of 
young offenders

Prescription 
charges

25%6%69%

26%5%

Please state whether you think they should be the same across the whole of the UK or whether the different 
parts of the UK should be able to decide for themselves?

Paying for care of 
vulnerable old people

Unemployment 
benefit

Refuse (bin) collection 
and recycling

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

22%7%70%

20%6%74%

13%81% 5%

9%85% 6%

32%6%

Tuition fees for higher 
education

 Should be the same across the UK   Should be decided by different parts of the UK Don’t know

Our new research appears to validate 
the findings of our original research: 
that it is possible to shift perceptions 
of accountability if devolution is 
well publicised and if real powers 
are transferred to highly visible and 
accountable elected bodies such as 
the devolved assemblies and the most 
recently added group – Police and Crime 
Commissioners. It also appears to be 
the case that where services have been 

privatised, accountability tends to follow, 
as transport shows. 

The lag we observed in our 2009 
research where it appears to take time 
for public perception of responsibility 
to catch up with the reality of devolved 
powers also appears to be confirmed, 
with some significant increases in the 
numbers of people holding the devolved 
assemblies responsible for services. 
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Our original research sought to explore 
the degree to which it is possible to 
devolve responsibility for decisions within 
our highly centralised political culture. 

Our new research confirms many of the 
original findings and shows that the 
public does tend to hold Westminster 
responsible for core parts of public 
service performance at a UK-wide level. 
But it also shows that it is possible to give 
power away and transfer accountability 
to other bodies if certain important 
criteria are met.

In particular, public perceptions 
of accountability will change if 
decentralisation is well communicated, 
clearly enacted, and if real powers are 
transferred to highly accountable bodies, 
as shown by the process of devolution in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

Conclusion
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The experiences of these bodies also 
show that it can take time for public 
perceptions of accountability to change 
once power has been transferred to a  
new body. 

When this isn’t the case – when lines 
of accountability are unclear, where 
the division of power is murky and the 
public does not know who is in charge 
– then the public reverts to holding the 
government in Westminster responsible 
for the performance of public services. 
Schools appear to be today’s prime 
example of this.

The public is smart and tends to have a 
relatively good awareness of whether 
particular bodies have the powers to act 
in a particular area, although this is not 
universally the case, as shown for housing.

If perceptions of accountability are to 
shift, however, communications and 
engagement are essential: the public 
it seems needs time to get used to 
understanding who is responsible for 
exercising decentralised powers.

This presents a challenge for politicians 
as it implies that there will be a period 
of time in which they will still be held 
responsible for the outcomes of decisions 
taken by a devolved body once they have 
let go. This is why we believe politicians in 
Westminster need to hold their nerve and 
set out a route map to decentralisation 
spanning years, not months, if they are to 
rise to the challenge of letting go of power 
in our centralised political culture.
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