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Understanding Society’s Policy Unit aims to stimulate 
the use of longitudinal data from the Study for policy 
development and learning on a wide range of topics. 
In this year’s report we take a closer look at how the 
Study is being used in the context of devolution and 
the major opportunity this presents to researchers 
and policy makers alike.

The UK faces immense economic and social 
challenges, with highly varied needs and fault lines that 
are setting apart communities. Notwithstanding the 
tremendous progress made in some places over the last 
two decades, these fault lines change far less quickly 
than one would assume, with the economic recession 
of the 1980s still shaping economic 
geography, culture and politics in 
the UK today. Add evidence from 
the damaging uneven effects of the 
2008 recession and distributional 
impact of austerity since 2010 
and the UK’s fragmenting political 
economy risks growing even deeper 
roots. 

Devolution for Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland, the running 
of London, and the current debate 
about decentralisation of executive 
powers in England can improve 
democratic participation, policy 
making and better co-ordinate policy with delivery 
partners. Although the hands they wish to play can 
be constrained by external events and the nature of 
devolution, home nations and regions can bring a much 
greater focus to the most pressing issues of concern to 
their constituents.

As a result public policy in Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland is diverging from Westminster, beyond 
existing historical differences such as Scotland’s higher 
education, health and local government policies – though 
one should not completely rule out convergence on some 

issues either. Signs are that the devolved administrations 
are also taking a different approach to generating 
economic and social impact.

Better evidence on the effects of policies becomes 
paramount, and uniquely, devolution offers an 
opportunity to more robustly test and evaluate policies. 
This is because the UK now acts as a living laboratory for 
social, economic and health policy innovation. It provides 
an opportunity for natural experiments that arise when 
one region decides to pursue a unique policy. This exposes 
people in one part of the country to an intervention not 
experienced by others, which it could be argued resemble 
random assignment.

However, in the Devolution as a 
Policy Lab report (February 2016) by 
Akash Paun and Jill Rutter from the 
Institute for Government and Anna 
Nicholl, at the Alliance for Useful 
Evidence previously, the authors 
argue that policy makers were failing 
to exploit this opportunity. This may 
in part be due to political, cultural 
or organisational barriers. Policy 
makers of course do borrow and 
learn from international experiences, 
though this is often facilitated by the 
presence of overarching bodies such 
as the OECD which can compare and 

contrast policy design and its effects.
Understanding Society is a valuable resource 

responding to the challenges and opportunities presented 
by UK’s diverging governance mechanisms and economic 
geography, and acts as a powerful policy learning and 
evaluation tool. The Study is already bearing fruit in this 
respect. Whilst cross-sectional use of the Study can be 
made at regional level due to its large sample size and the 
richness of its data, its power lies in comparative analysis 
across the home nations and regions and exploiting its 
longitudinal design to understand the impact of policies.

HOME NATIONS AND 
REGIONS CAN BRING 

A MUCH GREATER 
FOCUS TO THE MOST 
PRESSING ISSUES OF 
CONCERN TO THEIR 

CONSTITUENTS

DEVOLUTION –  
A ROUTE TO BETTER  

POLICY MAKING
RAJ PATEL

IMPACT FELLOW AND ACTING DIRECTOR, UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY POLICY UNIT
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In Scotland there has been growing debate about 
devolution of tax, welfare and spending powers, 
with political parties committed to different 
positions on what they would do with additional 
powers. Dr David Comerford, University of Stirling, 
and Dr Stuart McIntyre, University of Strathclyde 
have been examining the opportunity for land and 
property tax reforms in Scotland1. The ability to link 
Understanding Society to different administrative 
datasets, and it being a representative sample of 
the population in each of the four nations of the UK, 
enabled the researchers to estimate the impact of 
changes to domestic property tax (Council Tax) on 
the Scottish population.

According to the authors, whilst Council Tax is a form 
of property tax, it is poorly designed. They evaluated the 
rate at which a flat rate property tax, calculated as a 
proportion of property value, would have to be levied to 
replace the revenues from the current Council Tax, and 
then examined the impact upon households. Relative to 
Council Tax, who would be the winners and losers?

Using an administrative dataset of housing 
transactions from the Registers of Scotland, combined 
with housing stock data from the Scottish Neighbourhood 
Statistics database, they first estimated the total value 
of residential property in Scotland, which enabled an 
evaluation of the property tax rate needed to replace the 
current Council Tax revenues. Their analysis found that a 
flat rate property tax of around 0.7% of property values 
is required to maintain total tax neutrality. Denmark, 
for example, which has a flat-rate domestic dwellings 
property tax, charges 1% of property value (subject to a 
threshold with a higher rate of 3% above the threshold).

The researchers then evaluated the impact of 
replacing the Council Tax with a flat rate property tax 
in a representative sample of Scottish households using 
Understanding Society. They found that replacing the 
Council Tax with a flat rate property tax would have 
more winners than losers – and reduce a key measure of 
inequality – the Gini coefficient – thus promoting greater 
fairness.

The research fed into the report by the Commission 
on Local Tax Reform. The work of the Commission 
was intended to inform new policies on local taxation, 
which were put to the electorate in the Scottish 
Parliamentary election in May 2016. Although the report 
of the Commission was equivocal, and avoided an explicit 
recommendation for a flat-rate property tax, proposals 
for a version of this subsequently featured in the 2016 
Manifestos for both the Scottish Green Party, and the 
Scottish Labour Party.

REFORMING COUNCIL TAX IN SCOTLAND IMPACT OF THE CARRIER BAG CHARGE IN WALES

A different example, from Wales, shows how 
the introduction of policies at different times in 
devolved administrations enables us to evaluate 
their impact. In October 2011 Wales become the first 
country in the UK to introduce a minimum Single-
Use Carrier Bag Charge (SUCBC) of £0.05 to try and 
reduce the environmental impacts of plastic bags. 
The researchers, Gregory Owen Thomas, Wouter 
Poortinga and Elena Sautkina2 from the University of 
Cardiff, made use of this natural experiment.

The main aim of the research was to examine whether 
the Welsh carrier bag charge changed pro-environmental 
behaviour as compared to Scotland and England. A second 
aim was to see whether the charge had ‘secondary’ 
attitudinal and behavioural effects, i.e. a spillover effect.

Spillover is a phenomenon where an intervention 
targeted at improving one type of behaviour may lead to 
an increase or decrease in other, untargeted behaviours 
– in this case other pro-environmental attitudes and 
behaviours. Such effects have attracted interest for 
government policymakers as a cost-effective and non-
intrusive way to change multiple behaviours. The general 
hypothesis was that external influences, such as regulation, 
would lead to weak spillover effects in Wales compared to 
any changes in bag re-use in England and Scotland which 
would primarily be driven by internal motivations.

Six pro-environmental behaviours were examined: 
turning off the tap when brushing teeth; wearing warmer 
clothes indoors instead of turning up heating; buying 
recycled paper products; using public transport; walking/
cycling short trips; and car sharing. The attitudinal questions 
examined were on what best described the respondents 
feeling about their current lifestyle and the environment, 
how environmentally friendly their current lifestyles were 
and where they agreed or disagreed that being green was 
an alternative lifestyle that was not for the majority.

The results show that people used their own shopping 
bag more often in Wales after the charge compared to 
England and Scotland. However, using one’s own bag more 
often was linked to increases in the sustainable behaviours 
and stronger environmental views but effects were small – 
and significantly weaker in Wales than the rest of the UK. It 
was associated with an increase in three other behaviours 
in England and Scotland: increased frequency of turning 
off the tap when brushing teeth, an increased frequency 
of wearing warm clothes instead of turning on the heating, 
and increased frequency of using public transport. England 
and Scotland also showed that it was associated with a 
greater change in satisfaction with environmental lifestyle, 
and a greater change in perception of being “green” as an 
acceptable lifestyle.

The overall conclusion was that the carrier bag charge 
in Wales encouraged bag re-use, but if people change 
their behaviour without an ‘external motivator’ (such as 
the carrier bag charge), then that may lead to quite small 
changes in ‘self-perception’, attitudes, and as a result 
behavioural spillover.

1  The initial version 
of this research 
was published as 
part of the technical 
appendix to the 
Commission on 
Local Tax Reform’s 
report “Just Change: 
A New Approach 
to Local Taxation”. 
The target of this 
report was Scottish 
Government and 
policy makers in 
Scotland.

2  Owen Thomas, 
G., Poortinga, 
W., Sautkina, E., 
May 2016: The 
Welsh Single-Use 
Carrier Bag Charge 
and behavioural 
spillover, Journal 
of Environmental 
Psychology, Volume 
47, Pages 126–135.

3  Samuel Chng, 
S., White, M., 
Abraham, C., 
Skippon, S., July 
2016: Commuting 
and wellbeing in 
London: The roles of 
commute mode and 
local public transport 
connectivity, 
Preventive Medicine, 
Volume 88, Pages 
182–188.
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DEVOLUTION

COMMUTING, CONNECTIVITY AND WELLBEING IN LONDON

Cities and urban environments are critical sites for 
enquiry and action in relation to health and well-
being. A key challenge is how to make cities more 
liveable and tackle the problem of pollution, offering 
a better quality of life. A major lever that the Mayor 
for London has is transport policy and the scope to 
influence commuting behaviour. Commuting is also 
a source of anxiety and stress for many people.

Samuel Chng-Chong-Wei and colleagues3 from 
the University of Exeter Medical School and Transport 
Research Laboratory explored the relationships between 
how people commute, local neighbourhood connection 
to public transport and subjective wellbeing.

The scope to use individual level data in conjunction 
with administrative data on public transport 
infrastructure quality near one’s residence, i.e., the 
level of ‘neighbourhood connectivity’, was an innovative 
dimension. Subjective wellbeing was measured in terms 
of life satisfaction (a positive expression) and mental 
distress (a negative expression) on the basis that these 
may be affected differentially. For example, cycling to 
work might promote wellbeing by encouraging positive 
emotions and/or by reducing the mental distress arising 
from anxiety associated with traffic jams.

Only individuals who walked to work had significantly 
higher life satisfaction than car drivers (but not other 
modes). In contrast people who walk to work do not have 
lower mental distress than those who drive.

People who were better connected to public transport 
tended to have significantly lower mental distress in 
general but train users with better connectivity had higher 
levels of mental distress. One possible explanation, that 
would require further research, could be that this may 
reflect the experience of train users whose commutes 
are regularly on overcrowded regional trains into the 
Capital, or who are faced with delays and cancellations, 
despite ostensibly being better connected.

Perhaps most surprisingly, public transport 
connectivity was unrelated to the likelihood of using it 
for commuting. Instead, public transport commutes 
were more likely amongst those who had comparatively 
fewer children and cars within the household and 
amongst younger commuters who made longer distance 
commutes.

Overall, the findings show that there is no simple 
set of interventions to promote change in commuting 
behaviour whilst also improving wellbeing amongst 
Londoners – different transport policies may affect 
positive and negative aspects of life differentially which 
policy makers need to take into account.

Devolution offers the opportunity to pursue more 
divergent policies but has also created a living policy 
laboratory in the UK, providing a fertile ground 
for examining policies. These findings, broadly 
speaking, suggest that there is an alternative to 
Council Tax that is more equitable, the 5p carrier 
bag charge has had a major impact on reducing 
plastic bag use but only a small spillover effect 
on pro-environmental behaviours and there is no 
silver bullet for improving subjective wellbeing 
by influencing a change in commuting behaviour. 
Understanding Society’s rich data is providing 
valuable policy learning within and beyond the UK – 
but more innovative use can be made of its unique 
features.

CONCLUSION
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FIND OUT MORE
Find out more about the Study online at: 
WWW.UNDERSTANDINGSOCIETY.AC.UK 

Sign up to our newsletter at:
WWW.UNDERSTANDINGSOCIETY.AC.UK/EMAIL/SIGNUP 

Email: 
INFO@UNDERSTANDINGSOCIETY.AC.UK

Follow us:
   UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY –  

UK HOUSEHOLD LONGITUDINAL STUDY
 @USOCIETY
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